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        Anthony Trevain, a man desperate to escape the shadow of his outlaw days, seeks to forge a new beginning as he takes on the responsibility of raising his young sister. To create a stable home, he places an ad for a mail-order bride, vowing to keep his criminal history buried deep. But when a figure from his past resurfaces, offering a job that could drag him back into the underworld, Anthony is forced to make a risky choice—one that could shatter the life he’s trying to build.

      

      

      
        
        Rebecca Townsend, fleeing the suffocating constraints of her society-driven mother, leaves Baltimore behind in search of freedom and a fresh start. Arriving in Creede, she quickly realizes the life she imagined is far different from the reality she faces. As she begins to care for her guarded husband, Rebecca struggles to break through the emotional barriers Anthony has erected, sensing that the shadows of his past threaten their fragile future.

      

      

      
        
        As mysterious incidents plague their town, Rebecca and Anthony must confront the dangers that lurk in the shadows. Can they uncover the truth behind the threats before their newfound family is torn apart, or will the secrets they keep drive them back into the darkness?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Here's a land where all are equal

        Of high or lowly birth -

        A land where men make millions

        Dug from the dreary earth.

        Here meek and mild-eyed burros

        On mineral mountains feed,

        It's day all day in the daytime

        And there is no night in Creede.

      

        

      
        The cliffs are solid silver

        With wondrous wealth untold,

        And the beds of running rivers

        Are lined with purest gold.

        While the world is filled with sorrow,

        And hearts must break and bleed,

        It's day all day in the daytime

      
        And there is no night in Creede.

        BY CY WARMAN
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        Creede, Colorado, May 1892

      

      

      “I’m not sure how much more of this I can take,” Anthony Trevain said, his voice pitched low in the half-empty restaurant as he toyed with the food on his plate. He didn’t like the pitiful sound permeating his normally decisive tone. He sounded like a pathetic child to his own ears.

      “Are you certain he even knows? Maybe Smith is just guessing?”

      Anthony bit down on the tender flesh of his inner cheek. The sharp sting gave him a moment of clarity through his mind’s worried haze. Maybe he was panicking without cause and his secret was still safe? He raised a questioning brow to the man sitting across the table.

      Charlie Mitchell looked and acted the part of a real gentleman. His dark hair was always slicked back to perfection, while Anthony’s always looked as if he’d been in a windstorm. He’d even grown facial hair and trimmed it like Charlie’s—the pencil-thin mustache and perfect goatee—but to his own eyes, he looked ridiculous and shaved it off.

      While Anthony admired Charlie’s tailored suit coat and pants, wearing anything other than jeans and his normal plaid cotton shirts would be completely impractical for stocking the grocery the Mitchells owned. Couldn’t build his log home in a suit either.

      Maybe one day, he’d consider purchasing a nice suit when he figured out what he was meant to do with his life. But until then, he was content to remain the way he was. Almost.

      In the last four years that Anthony had lived in Creede, Charlie and his wife, Nora, had shown him more kindness than he had ever known. The others living in the small mining town—if a narrow block of ramshackle buildings hastily constructed on both sides of East Willow Creek Canyon could be considered a town—hadn’t given him the time of day.

      He knew the townspeople considered him a no-account drifter, but not Charlie. Charlie was his friend and had been the moment he arrived on the grocer’s doorstep. Truth be told, he was the only friend Anthony ever had during his twenty-six-year life.

      Charlie stared into his half-empty cup, his large hands wrapped around the blue-speckled tin as he slowly swirled the cooling liquid. Finally, he raised the tin to his lips and tilted his head back, gulping the last drink. The sturdy metal clunked when he set it back on the table in front of him.

      “In the four years I’ve known you, Anthony, I have heard you say those same words one other time, and it turned out you jumped to the wrong conclusion. This hidden past of yours bothers me. You’re a young man with a long life ahead of you. No one can tell you what to do, but I can tell you this. If you don’t talk about whatever you’re running from, it’s only going to get worse. Those feelings will continue eating away inside you, like rot does to a tree.”

      Anthony stared at his untouched coffee. With a grunt, he pushed it and his half-eaten meal out of the way and crossed his arms. He leaned forward, his elbows digging into the rough tabletop. “You don’t know what I’ve seen, Charlie. I can’t…no. I refuse to return to that life. I’d rather die before that happens.”

      “That’s what I mean. That’s all you give me, cryptic comments about your past.” Charlie sat back in his chair, the cracking ominous in the quiet room. “What could be so terrible? Everyone has a past—mistakes they want to forget.”

      Anthony scrubbed his face, the rough callouses on his palms scraping over his cheeks. He dropped his hands into his lap and exhaled. “This goes no further than us, do you hear?”

      He glared at Charlie until the man gave him an almost imperceptible nod. Anthony glanced around the room. An older couple sat at the far end of the restaurant, silently eating their noon meal. Other than a young boy who looked to be about eight years old, the restaurant was empty.

      “As you know, I grew up in New York City. Lower Manhattan, actually. My family life wasn’t the best, and to bring money in, my father skirted the law. My mother tried to shield me, but my father was…persuasive.”

      “He hit her?” Charlie’s eyes narrowed.

      Anthony nodded. “Among other things. My escape was the streets. I got to know several boys, and before I realized what they were about, I found myself a member of their street gang.” Anthony met Charlie’s gaze. “I was a member of The Whyos.”

      Charlie’s expression remained blank, and he nodded his head encouragingly. “I’ve heard of them. Go on.”

      Opening up about his past and all the stupid, hurtful things he’d done was like picking at a scab. There was the initial relief as it came off, momentarily stopping the irritating itch. Next came the burning sting as the protective covering was torn away from the tender skin underneath.

      Anthony said a silent prayer that once Charlie knew about him, he wouldn’t look at him differently or shun him the way everyone else had. He inhaled, slowly letting the breath out as the churning in his gut worsened.

      “I was just a stupid kid. I looked up to them—thought of them as brothers. I was one of the lucky ones. A few more boys joined after I did. They were more hardened than we were and took the group down a darker path. After that, our new leaders continued to change the gang until finally passing the edict that the only way to become a Whyo was to commit a murder.”

      While he talked, Anthony stared at the white knuckles on each hand, clasped together on the table in front of him. “I know what you’re thinking, Charlie, but I never killed anybody. I’m not proud of who I was then or what I did. I stole from hard-working people. On the orders of the leaders, I even hurt them. There’s no excuse for what I did. I wanted to belong to something so desperately that I sold my soul. I’ll never be able to make up for what I’ve done.”

      Slowly, he forced himself to look up until he met Charlie’s gaze. To his surprise, it wasn’t anger or pity he saw in his friend’s brown eyes, but sorrow. The slight shock must have shown, because Charlie’s lips twitched as if he was trying not to smile.

      “How did you get out? From what I know of the New York street gangs, once a member, you stay a member. A life sentence, if you will.”

      Anthony shrugged but nodded once in agreement. “You’re right, it is. I saw an opportunity and took it. I’d gotten in deep enough to know if I didn’t find a way out, I’d end up hanging like Johnny Dolan did for his crimes. Dolan was the one who taught me and my best friend how to pickpocket. Unfortunately, once he got a taste of the finer things money could buy, his thirst for blood became paramount.”

      “I remember reading about him. He’s the one who gouged out a man’s eyes and was caught with them in his pocket, wasn’t he?”

      Anthony swallowed the bile creeping up the back of his throat and nodded. “My other friend in the group was Pat Maguire. He was like me more than the others. Kept to petty thefts, mostly. He had a run-in with a saloon owner and ended up becoming friends with him. Signor Passio was the man who took pity on me. One night, I overheard the group’s co-leaders talking about me and how I needed to prove my loyalty.”

      He swallowed and took a few drinks of his lukewarm coffee. “Piker Ryan was one of the worst in the gang. He carried a book everywhere he went. Inside was a list he’d written of the things he was willing to do and the charge for each. He also kept a tally of the jobs he’d done over the years. I knew he’d just accepted a job to take one of the local business owners out for $100 and was supposed to do the deed that same night. I ran several blocks to Signor Passio’s saloon and told him everything. Ryan was arrested as he walked to the mark’s store. Once he was arrested, I was sent to live in North Manhattan with a relative of Signor Passio.

      Knowing the worst of the story was over, he exhaled a shaky breath. “Four years later, I graduated from high school, but the Whyos territory had grown, and it wasn’t safe for me there anymore. Late one night, Signor arrived and took me to the train station. I stood beside him with my belongings stuffed into a small bag. One shirt, two pairs of socks, and a small bible he gave me at graduation. In my jacket pocket was the ticket he bought to Denver and enough money to pay for a stage ride here.”

      Charlie nodded. “I like this Signor Passio. Sounds like a good man. For whatever it’s worth, Anthony, I’d say you’ve done remarkably well. As I said, we all have a past and things we’d like to forget. You’ve done what many of those people never could. You started over and made something of yourself.”

      Anthony let out a dry chuckle. “Not yet. Stocking shelves and piece-mealing a log cabin together isn’t making something of myself.”

      Charlie stood, and after instructing the waitress to put their meals on his tab, he motioned for Anthony to walk beside him. “I like this place, but my Nora’s coffee is much better.”

      They left the restaurant and headed back to the grocery next door. Once inside, Charlie walked behind the sales counter and finished tallying the half-day’s sales. With his dark brows drawn together, he gave Anthony a quick nod. “Let’s lock up and head upstairs. I smell something deliciously sugary.”

      Anthony shook his head but followed Charlie through the back door, waiting while he locked the door, then headed up the metal stairs to their apartment above the store. Charlie held the door open then let it lightly slam closed behind them.

      “Now, back to what I was saying. Yes, it is making something of yourself. What you’re doing is good, honest work. Hard work. You aren’t back with the gang, robbing and killing. Nor are you drowning from alcohol in some alleyway. You do your job well, then go home every evening and spend several more hours working on that house of yours. You should feel pride for what you’ve done. Stand up to Smith! Tell him where he can shove his job offers and to leave you alone.”

      “That’s not very gentlemanly of you, my dear.” Nora Mitchell laid her small hand on her husband’s shoulder and gave him a knowing smirk as she gently pushed him down onto one of the chairs around the table. “We’ve talked about this, you know. Presence and manners are everything when you own a business. That includes giving advice, which didn’t sound very good from what I overheard.”

      She leaned over and gave Anthony a quick kiss on the cheek and finger-brushed his unruly hair. “Anthony, dear, you need a haircut again. I swear you have the fastest growing head of hair I’ve ever seen. Now, whatever my husband told you to do, you must do it, however improper it was.” She smiled and sat on the chair between them. “He’s probably right. Usually is when it comes to man things.”

      Charlie groaned. “Now, Nora…”

      His wife tsked several times and patted his hand like a child. “Give it up, my dear. If you want a piece—a large piece, I might add—of the chocolate cake I took out of the oven a few minutes ago, just agree with me.”

      Charlie immediately turned to face Anthony, his lips twitching again, and nodded. “What she said.”

      Anthony laughed. “Nora, you’re amazing. Charlie, you’re pathetic.” He scooted his chair from the table and stood, pulling his hat down low on his head and settling it at a slight angle. “I’m off to finish unloading the last of the shipment, then I’m going to head out to the cabin.” He glanced at Nora. “If you don’t mind?”

      She smiled. “No, I don’t mind at all. I know how anxious you are to finish that wonderful place of yours. I will save you a piece of cake for dinner tonight.”

      Anthony gave a quick tug on his hat brim and returned her smile. “Much obliged, ma’am.”

      Nora waved her hand at him. “Oh, get on with you. Sunlight’s disappearing as you stand there.”

      Anthony stepped out onto the wood-planked landing and walked down the stairs, stepping off the last riser onto the hard, clay-packed floor of the alley between the grocery and restaurant next door.

      Just like every other day, he walked toward two stacks of wooden crates, but his steps slowed when the young boy from the restaurant jerked to a stop at the end of the alleyway, staring at him with wide, tear-filled eyes.

      The young boy’s gaze darted to the crates, then back to Anthony, then the crates again. He frowned but backed away then disappeared around the corner of the white-planked building.

      Anthony stopped about a foot from the first stack of crates and heard a low hissing coming from behind it. He cleared his throat, one hand snaking behind him, the butt of the gun resting comfortably in his grip. “Whoever’s back there, I suggest you come on out before I start shooting. That wood looks a bit rotten to me and won’t be much good against a bullet.”

      The hissing turned into a low growl, and three boys stood and faced him. The oldest, who was also the grungiest, stepped forward, a dark scowl on his dirty face. “We ain’t doin’ nuthin’, so why’re you threaten’ to shoot us? You loco or what?”

      For some reason, the boy’s aggressive attitude bothered him, and he kept his hand wrapped around the handle of the pistol tucked into the back of his waistband. He reminded Anthony of the boys back in New York City.

      The longer he watched the nervous glances the leader sent the other two boys—both standing behind him, their movements jerky—Anthony was certain they would have jumped him. They also would have been sorely disappointed because he didn’t have a half-cent to his name. He spent his entire pay two days ago on more supplies for the cabin. Except for sawdust, his pockets were empty.

      “No,” Anthony answered in a slow drawl. “I’m not the loco here. Good people don’t usually hide behind trash in alleys whispering to each other. Seems to me you were waiting on someone to walk down this alleyway. Maybe you were even thinking about jumping out and robbing them.”

      The boy’s scowl deepened. “You don’ know nuthin’, mister. We were jus’ tryin’ to stay out of the heat.”

      Anthony nodded. “Sure you were. Now, how about the three of you skedaddle on out of here. Waste your time somewhere else.” He waited, staring them down until the leader kicked his worn boot, spraying dirt a couple of feet in front of him. Turning on his heel, he spun around and grabbed the other two boys by the arms and practically dragged them from the alley.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Anthony muttered.

      Not wanting another confrontation, he backed out of the alley and turned the corner. He glanced down the long sidewalk in front of the ramshackle line of buildings that made up Main Street, but both the sidewalk and street were empty. With half the town in church and the other half in the gambling halls or saloons, it wasn’t unusual at this time of the morning, but it was enough to settle his nerves.

      Unlocking the front glass door, he stepped inside and relocked the door behind him. Sunday was the only day of the week the grocery didn’t open, and he usually stayed home, working on his cabin, which was close to being finished. It had taken him almost eight months to cut and shape the logs, fit them together, and build most of the interior.

      Tackling the supply boxes stacked in the back storeroom, he pried the tops off and began pulling out the contents, methodically organizing everything in like piles to make putting it all up fast and easy.

      Bolts of colorful cloth lay one on top of the other. On top of the cloth, he laid spools of new thread, needles, pins, and anything else a woman would need for sewing. There was an entire crate filled with heavy-duty clothing for the local miners toiling in the silver mines around Creede and another crate with all sorts of tools tightly packed inside. He rolled barrels of flour, sugar, and coffee  to one side of the room, where the contents could be scooped into bags by customers.

      After a couple of hours, he stood in the middle of the store with his hands propped against his hips and glanced around, making sure he hadn’t forgotten anything.

      Satisfied with what he’d done, he slid his arms into his jacket and locked the front door behind him. Walking around to the back of the store, he climbed the staircase running alongside the wall and knocked on the Mitchell’s kitchen door.

      Nora’s pretty face peeked through the pretty floral curtain, her full lips moving into a smile. “Well, that didn’t take you as long as I thought it would.” She opened the door wide enough for him to squeeze through. “You might go check on Charlie. He’s in the parlor going over the books.”

      Anthony chuckled. “Why does he insist on torturing himself with that?”

      Nora snorted. “Stubbornness.” She flipped the dish towel across one shoulder and returned to the dishes she was washing. “Get on in there. The sooner you get everything tallied for him, the sooner we can eat dinner, and you can get back to building your own kitchen cabinets.”

      He strolled into the parlor and stood in the entryway, leaning against the doorjamb. Charlie sat in his favorite wing chair, his head on the back of the leather chair, tilted to one side, and his mouth open. A cross between a snore and snort filled the room. His body jerked several times, but the open ledger on his lap stayed put.

      “Thought you were supposed to be tallying last week’s sales?” Anthony asked in a loud voice, his grin widening as Charlie’s eyes flew open and he jerked upright in the comfortable-looking chair.

      “Damn you, boy. Don’t sneak up on me like that!”

      “Standing here, propping up the wall isn’t sneaking.” He walked into the room and sat on the smaller sofa nestled against the wall. “Need any help?”

      Charlie scowled. “I ought to just let you take over the bookkeeping. It would make my life so much easier.” He thrust the general ledger book in front of Anthony and watched as he quickly tallied each column, then double-checked his final figures.

      Anthony closed the book and handed it back to Charlie. “The store’s sales were double what we sold the first two weeks of April. I’d say you’re doing well.”

      Charlie nodded and led him back to the kitchen where the mouth-watering scents of roasting meat and biscuits wafted around them as they sat at the small table. “We’re doing well. Customers like you.”

      Anthony snorted. “No, they don’t. They never even notice me, which is fine by me.”

      Nora called for them to come to dinner, but no sooner had Anthony stuck the first bite of succulent meat into his mouth, when a loud knocking began at the back door.

      Nora tucked her napkin under the rim of her plate and scooted her chair back. She walked to the back door and opened it with a smile. “Well, howdy, Bill! What brings you to town? And at this hour, too. Shouldn’t you be at the station?”

      “Yes’m, I should, but I was the only one inside when this little one got off the five o’clock train.”

      Nora leaned down, resting the palms of her hands on her skirt-covered knees. “Well, well, and who might you be, young lady?”

      “My name’s Annabelle, ma’am. Annabelle Trevain. I’m supposed to come live with my older brother, Anthony.”

      Anthony couldn’t breathe as he stared wide-eyed at Charlie, whose brows almost touched his hairline. Closing his eyes, he shook his head and pushed away from the table. Each step he took toward the young girl felt like his feet were trying to move through a swampy bog, slowly sucking and pulling each foot deeper and deeper into the muck.

      He stepped up behind Nora and placed his hand on her shoulder, gently moving her out of the way until he stood face to face with what looked like a homeless waif, starved and helpless.

      Her long, blonde hair hadn’t been brushed in weeks, if not months, and a layer of caked-on grime covered her cheeks. Her dress was several sizes too small, with tears and stains all over it. Anthony knew that without a doubt, this little girl was his sister. She could have been his twin when he was that age.
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        Baltimore, Maryland

      

      

      Rebecca Townsend walked into the parlor, slowly tugging on the fingers of her glove on one hand to pull it off, then repeating the motion on her other hand. Her gaze focused on her mother’s pale, emotionless face. Her once black hair was now streaked with gray.

      At one point in her life, her mother had been a beautiful woman. However, resentment due to her lower station in society, as well as contempt for her own daughter, had erased anything resembling beauty from her mother’s countenance. And life.

      “Good afternoon, Mother. I trust you are well today?”

      Miriam Townsend glared at her daughter from her perch in what had been Rebecca’s father’s high-backed chair in front of the large marble fireplace.

      As usual, her mother’s pinched expression was a perfect mask, and her black eyes, cold and hard, pierced her soul. Rebecca repressed a shiver and wished her mother’s supposed headache would return.

      “As if you really care, Rebecca. Now, tell me where you’ve been all morning? I expressly told you to be available at ten o’clock. We were to have a guest. Because of your lack of respect for my wishes, I had to send a note telling Jefferson not to stop by until later this afternoon.”

      Rebecca frowned but held her tongue and stood beside the small, straight-backed chair, which was more fitted to the size of a child rather than a grown woman. She held herself still and waited for permission to sit.

      With her mother’s terse nod, she sat on the worn tapestry covered chair, wishing it was the nearby camelback sofa instead. The once plush velvet upholstery was now faded to the palest green and tattered in several places, but it was her favorite piece of furniture.

      It was where she and her father used to sit in the evening as he read her grand tales of adventure and intrigue. Tales her mother had never approved of, and a sofa she was no longer allowed to enjoy.

      “Jefferson who, Mother? I don’t recall anyone by that name.”

      One thin brow rose on her mother’s forehead, and her lips pinched into a faint sneer. “Of course you don’t know him. He is a member of the Todd family.”

      “Mary Todd Lincoln? That Todd family?”

      “Don’t be impertinent with me, young lady. Yes, that Todd family. He is an acquaintance of your brother and wishes to call on you. Be on your best behavior, Rebecca. You will do whatever he asks of you without question, do you hear?” Miriam waited for her daughter’s small nod.

      “This is our chance to rise in society, and I will not let you ruin it for me. Since your father’s death, I have had to work too hard to gain any ground in the women’s circle here in Baltimore. Mr. Jefferson Todd will arrive here promptly, I am quite sure, at six o’clock. You will go upstairs and change into your green silk gown and have my maid redo your hair. It’s a mess, as usual.” She lazily waved her hand as if it took too much energy for that simple movement.

      Rebecca hurried from the room. She couldn’t move fast enough up the stairs and into her bedroom. She threw her gloves on the bed, her small reticule landing on top as she dropped onto the covered bench in front of her dressing table.

      The reflection staring back at her was paler than normal, and her blue eyes, normally her best feature, looked too large for her face. Leaning forward, she propped her elbows on the chipped, mahogany tabletop and buried her face in her hands.

      “What am I going to do?” Rebecca whispered. Allowing herself only a few moments of despair, she forced her head up and shoulders back, pulling in a calming breath then letting it out through clenched teeth.

      She changed into the mint green silk her mother requested, each movement slow and methodical. Her mother’s maid arrived and tightened her corset before securing the tiny matching pearl buttons running down the back of the dress.

      Rebecca ran her hands down the back of her skirt as she sat again on the bench. Out of habit, she smoothed the silk to avoid wrinkling the beautiful material too much and displeasing her mother even more.

      Through the mirror’s reflection, she watched as the maid brushed, smoothed, tucked, and twisted her straight, almost-black hair into an elegant bun. Unlike most ladies’ desired style of tightly curled bangs, Rebecca’s hair refused to be anything but straight.

      Twisting her neck so she could see what the maid had managed, she smiled. “Thank you, Missy. This is the best style yet.”

      The maid gave a quick curtsey. “You’re welcome, Miss Townsend. Will you be needing me for anything else?”

      “No, thank you. You may go back to whatever you were doing for my mother.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Missy curtseyed again and left the room, the soft snick of the doorknob loud in the room’s heavy silence.

      Rebecca had never understood why her mother insisted on such formality between the staff and the family. It seemed a bit ridiculous to her, but then again, Rebecca wasn’t driven like her mother was to fit in with the elite women of society either.

      She honored the proper decorum and manners, but other than that, the twittering and airs were just plain silly. Her mother’s obsession was silly, not to mention destructive to the family’s relationship.

      Her older, married brother never came to the house unless something was wrong, which usually meant she and their mother were at odds again. Most of the time, Rebecca kept silent and did what she was told, how she was told. But sometimes her mother accepted nothing and went into a rage. It was those times Theo returned home.

      She loved her brother, but he cared almost too much, unlike their mother. Rebecca liked being alone, and her brother made her feel smothered, as if she could not blink without him wanting to know why.

      She glanced across the room at the floral-painted porcelain clock in the middle of the mantel and realized she would be late if she didn’t hurry. Only by a minute or so, but one second was too much according to her mother’s strict rules.

      Hurrying from the room, she walked as fast as she could with her oxygen constricted from the tight corset, barely making it back to the parlor in time for her mother’s inspection.

      She stood as still as a statue in the middle of the room while her mother looked her over, her sharp gaze noticing the tiniest faults, even imaginary ones.

      Holding her breath, she stared at the cartouche carved in the center of the fireplace surround. Elegant lines like ribbons flowed to either corner, disappearing into etched scrolls. To her, it was beautiful, like a piece of art. It was the one piece her father had chosen when the house was constructed.

      “For once, you pass muster. Missy worked a miracle with your hair.” Miriam stepped away just as the knocker sounded on the front door.

      Rebecca watched her mother’s demeanor change from closed to more alert and focused with a hint of a smile as a young man strode into the room, his stance confident. He wasn’t ugly, passable anyway, but nothing that would normally turn Rebecca’s head. Unfortunately, he held himself with a self-important air.

      She immediately took a dislike to him. Her father had often told her to look deep into a person’s eyes to see the type of person they were. Jefferson Todd’s dark brown eyes were just as cold and calculating as her mother’s. His gaze quickly assessed the room before settling again on her, which made her feel trapped somehow.

      He smiled at her mother. She held out her hand, which he leaned forward and kissed. “Good evening, Mrs. Townsend. I hope the plans we discussed for this evening are still in motion?”

      “Most certainly they are, except I will not be attending the play with you and Rebecca, I’m afraid. I’ve just recently recovered from a migraine and simply do not think I can sit through The Foresters. I am quite certain the two of you will enjoy it without me tagging along.”

      “Mother, you aren’t chaperoning? Who will? We mustn’t go against propriety. The gossip mills will run overtime.”

      “Oh pshaw, Rebecca. I trust Mr. Todd. Besides, the theater is full of people, making it a certainty that nothing untoward will happen.” Miriam turned to face Jefferson. “Am I correct, Mr. Todd?”

      He gave a small bow. “Most certainly, madam. You are placing your daughter in the safest of hands.”
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      The evening passed relatively fast. Rebecca was exhausted with the pretense of liking the egotistical man’s company and was thankful when the carriage ride home was almost over. She enjoyed the play, but the time spent in Jefferson’s company had been excruciating and boring.

      The man was a dullard, talking only about himself and how important he would be once he obtained a political position in Congress. Maybe he should be courting my mother instead of me. She bit back a smile at the last thought. The last thing she wanted to do was explain what she’d been thinking, especially at his expense. He didn’t seem the kind of person with a sense of humor.

      When the carriage slowed, she glanced around, noticing where they were, and frowned. “Jefferson, why are we stopping? My home is one street over.”

      The carriage gently rolled a few more feet. On either side of the narrow cobblestone lane were fields. The closest house stood halfway down the lane, an unwelcome pillar of dark stone. She shivered and pulled her light shawl tighter around her shoulders as a frisson of unease moved through her.

      Once the horses were at a complete standstill, Jefferson threaded the reins between the brass bar and the leather-covered dashboard twice, then turned to face her. He picked up her gloved hands and held them between his fleshy ones. Her unease grew, gnawing at the inside of her stomach until she felt quite ill. “What are you⁠—”

      “Shhh, my dear.” He pressed his finger against her
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