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			A change in course can be refreshing...when it’s done together.

			1871

			After two disastrous marriages, beauty columnist Amalia Truitt’s life is finally her own—well, it will be if she can get herself back to Delaware and demand access to her share of the Truitt family fortune. After all, the charity she’s organized for women who can’t afford their own divorces won’t fund itself. 

			However, not everyone wants her to reach her destination. When her family learns she’s been receiving anonymous death threats, a solo journey is out of the question.

			Enter David Zisskind, the ragtag-peddler-turned-soldier whose heart Amalia broke years ago. He’s a Pinkerton now, and the promotion he craves depends on protecting his long-lost love on the unexpectedly treacherous journey across Pennsylvania.

			That their physical connection has endured the test of time (and then some) is problematic, to say the least.

			In very close quarters, with danger lurking around every curve, with each kiss and illicit touch, the wrongs of the past are righted. But David can’t weather another rejection, especially with his career in jeopardy. And Amalia can’t possibly take a lover, never mind another husband...not with so much depending on her repaired reputation. Not when she’s hurt David—her David—so badly before.

			And don’t miss the first book in Felicia Grossman’s The Truitts series, Appetites & Vices, available now!

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

			This book is approximately 85,000 words
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			Chapter One

			Outside Indianapolis, Indiana
Summer, 1871

			Vapid, vacuous, verbose—a waste of ink.

			Amalia Truitt threw her valise against the seat next to her as the words repeated in her brain. She kicked her legs up onto the brocade footrest she’d requested for her private train car. The complaint to her editor about her latest column shouldn’t ruin her journey home, but worry wouldn’t leave her be. Neither would her looming deadline nor the fear that the criticisms had merit.

			Explaining how to dress, how to wear your hair, and how to polish yourself until your sheen was so bright it hid all your other flaws was her...what did her mother say? Her forte. The one thing she was good at.

			Was she losing her touch?

			No. She couldn’t be. She needed the money too much for that to happen.

			Well, to be fair, she required more money than her beauty column for the Philadelphia Inquirer could provide. A lot more. Which is why she couldn’t be in a tizzy when she reached Centerville and asked her parents for it. Then they’d never listen, never take her seriously. She had to be at her most calm and rational.

			With a moan, she leaned back farther, rubbing against the magenta velvet, reveling in the soothing vibrations from the rumbling wheels below. Probably ruining her fresh ringlets.

			But no one was going to see her hair today. She tossed her hat on the floor and closed her eyes. She’d order her favorite meal—with brandy, to quiet all the voices in her head.

			Please, Amalia, no more trouble, no more legal fees, no more waste. You’re an adult. Please act like one.

			Amalia balled her fist at the memory. Her father, the once jovial parent, delivered the admonition after her last divorce. No condolences, no sympathy, not even a smidge of unsolicited advice—only resigned disappointment. And certainly no inquiry as to why she might have married again in the first place. Just an assumption that she’d been impulsive and empty-headed a second time. That she’d learned nothing.

			Twenty-four, two months away from twenty-five years old, and all they saw was two-time failure. Her parents probably wanted her to become a nun. Or at least find a Jewish version of a convent. As if she’d wear anything black and shapeless. She straightened the two-tone sapphire brooch at her collar.

			Conquering hero—that was who she was. She’d show them all the competent woman she’d become, demand her due: access to the family fortune like her siblings. And her parents would acquiesce. Her purpose, the charitable trust she’d worked so hard to create and keep solvent these last few years wouldn’t die.

			They’d not refuse her. She’d approach them right after the bris for her new nephew. They’d be in a good mood and say “yes.” No need to worry.

			Amalia’s stomach rumbled. With hunger, not fear. She really should call the porter.

			Before she could fully rise, a rapping rattled the entry.

			Still rubbing her aching neck, she swept aside the sliding door and gaped as a familiar form pushed inside the car. Her car. Amalia swayed on her feet and had to clutch at the wall to keep upright.

			Even after six years, she’d recognize her brothers’ friend from V Corps anywhere. Though his bearing was somehow more American, David Zisskind’s flashing coal eyes and tousled ebony hair hadn’t changed a lick. All the memories roared back—every kiss, every touch—but most vividly her father’s admonition when he caught her sneaking back to her room after a midnight rendezvous.

			I’m not an idiot. I know where you were and who you were with. Not smart, Amalia. We know nothing about him and you’re too young. Behave. Your mother has enough to worry about.

			Not to mention all the mistakes she’d made afterwards. A drumming started in her brain, so loud she almost threw her hands over her ears.

			“What are you doing here?” She managed the question as she blinked, her mind working to reconcile the man before her with the teenage boy he’d been. The heel of her over-polished white boots caught on the runner near the door. Amalia scrambled for purchase, but to no avail. Her legs slid from under her.

			In a flash, David’s arms shot out and grabbed her elbows. Warmth zinged down her spine as her back hit his rather solid chest. “Protecting you. From yourself, apparently, as well as outside threats.” The words vibrated into her body from his.

			“Outside threats?” With a jolt, Amalia rocked away from David. “Has something happened? Is my mother all right?” A million fears sparked. Though both her parents used their combined fortune to champion causes, her Jewish banking heiress mother bore the brunt of the public consternation. Before the war, the anti-abolitionists threatened to tar and feather her if she ventured south of New Castle County and after, in Europe, well, over there the caricatures were a million times worse than in America.

			“Your parents are fine. This is about you, not them.” Though he hadn’t completely lost his accent, David’s voice was louder and his manner much steadier than the last time they’d spoken. The knot in her chest loosened, but she still couldn’t quite find her voice.

			“Were you expecting someone?” He brushed past her and peered around the room, searching. He narrowed his eyes behind his spectacles.

			“No. Well, maybe? I mean, I’m a frequent enough traveler that the staff anticipates my needs. I was hungry, so I thought perhaps someone was already bringing me something to eat.” She squeaked the words before winding a still bouncing ringlet around her fingers. Why hadn’t he answered the “threats” question?

			“You should check before you answer the door.” David lifted her bag and opened it, poking his fingers about.

			She marched over and snatched the case back. “I have my own car and select staff. They don’t permit just anyone back here.” She clutched the leather to her chest as tight as she could. He’d have to pry it from her now. “And you’ve still explained nothing. You cannot poke through my private necessaries with only a vague reference to ‘threats.’”

			“Why don’t we settle down and talk about this rationally.” David stepped forward, his legs shoulder-length apart, his hands on either side of his belt buckle. A mistake. If he used the word “hysterical,” she’d sock him, or better, knee him.

			He held up his palm and his lips softened into an almost sheepish expression. “Sorry, that was a bit...” He ran a hand through his thick, slightly overgrown hair. “Let’s just do this without hostility. We’re hardly strangers. We were once friends, used to enjoy each other’s company. I actually credit you a little for my improved English.”

			“Do you?” She whipped around as the ghosts of the past swirled—all the lost innocence, the war that changed them, and the stolen kisses meant to stave off the sadness. Her rib cage strained against her corset.

			Friends?

			Ha. Her friendships didn’t come with physical benefits. What they’d engaged in was a temporary liaison based on mutual need for release. He’d made that quite clear once upon a time.

			Amalia flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Our indecorous dalliance was years ago. We’re strangers, in many ways, and this is my train car, so I think I’m entitled to some answers before you...do whatever you’re doing. You owe me the full story, including how in the world you managed to get back here.”

			A shadow cast over David’s features. He raised a finger, but dropped it and muttered a few unintelligible, angry words before glancing back, his face once again neutral.

			“I told the line the truth. The Pinkerton Agency’s name carries weight.” He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose with an arrogant quirk of his lips. “Your brother dismissed the staff and instead hired my team to protect you. Thad would’ve come himself, but he’s occupied with the new baby.”

			Amalia’s mind stuttered and churned. A Pinkerton? A radical, anti-tradition, anti-marriage rag peddler turned soldier turned...detective?

			“I’m protecting you from this person.” David dropped his voice a little and leaned closer, as if shielding her from...something. He pulled a paper from his pocket and slid it into Amalia’s hands. She studied the familiar words, ones she’d read and managed to ignore. It was part of a series mailed to her lawyer’s office—her charity’s office—in Indianapolis.

			Jezebel. You should be taken out and stoned. Judgment is coming for you and your wicked ways.

			An apricot-sized lump cut off her air and tears of frustration prickled the back of Amalia’s eyes. Why was her brother doing this to her? He could have sent a dozen different former soldiers he served with, but he had to pick David Zisskind? Absolute humiliation on all fronts.

			Clutching the paper so tight it crumpled, she sank into her armchair once more and tossed the offensive page on a table. She needed a drink. Posthaste.

			“I know this wasn’t the first. Or the last.” David’s voice was gentle, but he wrinkled his nose as if he caught a whiff of something foul. As if he could detect the truth of the words by scent or had already judged them meritorious. When she caught his eye, he glanced away and he dropped to his knee so he could lift the gold-fringed skirt of the table.

			“True. I found this one better, at least more topical, than the ‘sneaky, underhanded, meddlesome Jew’ ones. But if you get someone mad enough, it always devolves into that.” Amalia crossed her ankles hard enough that her boot near tore. And many of her relatives had received worse, yet no one hired minders for them. The pressure inside her head grew fierce. David continued his search, in silence.

			“Are you married?” The question—apropos of nothing—popped out of Amalia’s mouth of its own accord, leaving her to gape like a flounder ready to be stuffed in its wake. Probably not the most flattering facial expression.

			“What?” David shot up so fast he nicked his head. He rubbed the spot, his full lips a stern pout. “I—” He blinked a few times before leaning against the edge of an armchair. “No, I’m not married. Never have been. I don’t believe in it, remember? Even if I did, there’s too much work that needs to be done in the world. I certainly couldn’t concern myself with such things, especially as I’m up for a promotion now. I’ll be head of the Philadelphia office.”

			Amalia’s cheeks heated as she sank back against the velour cushioning. Score one for him—two actually, quite the impressive backhanded self-adulation. Had he always been this self-important? And since when did titles matter to him? Weren’t they inherently “unequal”? Or did he no longer care about the ideals that once made him so passionate?

			“You should be pleased. You’re in good hands.” David stood again, those same hands in his pockets, his head cocked to the side with an abashed smile playing on his lips. “You’ll be safe. And I promise, you won’t even know we’re here.”

			Indeed.

			She returned his expression with her own tight-lipped grimace. An uninvited guest intruding on her solitude. The last thing she needed. Amalia smoothed her taffeta skirts and frowned. We? “What do you mean by ‘we’? I only see you.”

			“My team.” David strolled to the door and peeked outside before closing it again. “There are just three of us here. I’m leader for this mission.”

			Congratulations to him. Amalia rolled her eyes. How wonderful that her putting up with strangers—plural—would yield him such a prize. She tugged at the fingers of her gloves. No. She wasn’t anxious. She was calm and ready to face her parents and save her charity. No matter what.

			With another flip of her hair, she turned back to him. “Is this really necessary? I mean it’s only words. And delivered to one of my lawyers’ offices. In Indiana.”

			“Still addressed to you, specifically.” A steeliness enveloped David’s tone, so different than the bookish, philosophical boy he once was, that she sat a bit straighter despite herself.

			Fiddlesticks. Amalia twisted her brooch. The letters couldn’t mean actual danger. Still, a chill ran down her neck, making the hairs beneath her collar prickle.

			“We aren’t leaving until you’re safe in Centerville. There’s a whole other team scouring Indianapolis, searching for the sender. They’ll keep me apprised and once he’s apprehended you’ll never hear from us again.” David knit his hands, his eyes somber, churning the echoes of their shared past once more. He glanced into the hall. “My partners should be finished their sweep soon and we can all settle in for the night.”

			The night? A pounding drummed in Amalia’s skull. “You’re all sleeping here?”

			“I’d be pretty poor protection if I left you for several hours each day.” A smirk crossed David’s face and his eyes lit with that hint of shy mischief that used to make her body quiver, but did nothing of the sort anymore. Not a mite.

			The arrangement was improper. She did not need a nanny. Especially one she’d kissed—well, more than kissed—before ending the relationship with a lie. Or two. And a few well-designed verbal stabs, which he’d certainly forgotten. Amalia clutched at her own hands.

			Nope, no guilt. Not a smidge. No lingering hurt on her part either. Because she’d found a new purpose and Mr. I’m-up-for-a-Promotion was clearly doing just fine himself.

			“I have work to do.” She toyed with a curl. A decent point if she didn’t say so herself. Deadline. Less than a week away and she didn’t even have a concept for her column. And focusing would be a great deal easier without any ill-advised affair haunting her. In the flesh.

			David gestured to the expansive area. “You have multiple rooms—full servants’ quarters and a sitting area. I don’t believe you need that much privacy. A closed door should suffice. It’ll only be for a few days. Besides, if you refuse, I’ll tell your brother.”

			Who’d tell her parents, who’d see it as a sign of immaturity and use it as an excuse to deny her request. She was stuck.

			With a huff, Amalia slouched into the chair. Not the most auspicious start to her journey, but she’d get her mental fortitude back. After all, a great many people depended on her. She might be “vapid, vacuous, and verbose,” but she was loyal and a survivor too. She’d deliver. No matter what. David Zisskind was just a small delay on the tracks.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The ratta-tat-tat of the wheels blocked out the sounds of David’s rumbling stomach, but not Amalia’s rather dramatic flop into the chair next to the window. She gave him her entire stiff-set back, as if she was the one who had any right to be angry. As if she wasn’t the one who turned up her nose at him all those years ago.

			Snubbed him, after talking his ear off for multiple meals, all the while caressing his fingers under the table. Not to mention the kisses. And strokes. And other touches. And the boundary-pushing, salacious letters. Not that it mattered—he’d made an error, that’s all. Thought she had a different role in his story. Thought she was different. His mistake.

			David stomped over to the seat across from her and sat, elbows on his knees, his spectacles slipping a bit down his nose. Not staring at her.

			Fine, staring at her. Because even though he should know better than to be bamboozled by her charms, the woman was a distraction.

			Amalia Truitt was beautiful. All shiny cinnamon-colored hair and flushed cheeks and the plumpest scarlet lips ever created. No photograph she’d sent him ever did her justice.

			A prickly heat washed over him. He was shmendrek—an idiot. A hapless idiot. An idiot who should’ve known better then, and needed to be reminded of it now. No dalliances, no Amalia, no anything but work.

			Except, just when his goals were finally in sight, she was back, jeopardizing his destiny. He was supposed to be like Joseph, the star of his favorite story as a boy. The man who traveled to a strange land to become an advisor to the king, and saved his people. The promotion could provide that opportunity.

			If Amalia didn’t ruin it somehow. The way she ruined what little bit of hope he once had of a normal life.

			Ah well. Normal lives were for the boring.

			“You really don’t need to be here.” She stared out the window, nose near touching the glass, her hair obscuring her high lace collar.

			He mumbled something that resembled, “It’s my job,” even as his mind traveled everywhere but the professional place it needed to be.

			I loathe everything my mother’s relatives buy me. How is one supposed to leave a trail of perfume down one’s neck for a man to kiss, if it’s covered?

			Oy. Why did she have to be so descriptive in the damned letters? Potiphar’s wife had nothing on her. He needed to picture Thad and the shade of purple his face turned at the idea anyone dared to disparage, let alone threaten his precious baby sister. He owed the man for, well, everything. Leering at Amalia, instead of being on high alert, was no way to repay that debt.

			Not to mention her other brother.

			Simon.

			David gripped his wrist and squeezed, the bone digging into the crook between his thumb and fingers as he willed those memories back. That day in July. The smoke and the gunfire and the screams and the shallow grave in the woods.

			No. That had no place here. This was a job and he needed to focus.

			“I’m being paid quite well and your family would be livid if I took their money without acting in accordance with my professional expertise.” David shifted in his seat.

			Quite comfortable, actually. Once he got his promotion, he’d have to buy himself a chair equally as grand. Yes, money was the root of all evil, but even the good could use a soft place to rest. Once in a while. Besides, he’d be supporting a craftsman. Or something.

			“Yes, and I’m sure your expertise is quite impressive.” Amalia sniffed, but didn’t turn and face him. “In all seriousness, David, you can leave.”

			“Someone threatened to kill you.” He drew the words out as slow as he could, mimicking his partner, Will, at his most placid and nonchalant.

			“It wasn’t so much of a ‘threat,’ but rather a wish for my death.” She clutched the handle of the large black case so tight her knuckles turned white. He squinted behind his frames as his senses woke, the ones that kept him alive so many times on the battlefield. What was she hiding?

			“I think your interpretation is a tad optimistic.” He angled himself close enough to whisper in her ear. “This isn’t a game or a lesson your brother and I cooked up to scare some sense into you.” Though, judging by her incautious behavior with the door, a bit of schooling in discretion wouldn’t have been the worst idea.

			“Even Thad isn’t that mean.” She stuck out her lower lip and squinted at him. “And I know his handwriting. Yours too for that matter.”

			Did she now? Hot liquid stirred in his veins. He pulled off his spectacles and rubbed his brow. “I would’ve written something more creative. As you well know.”

			A twang nicked at his intestines. He should never have engaged all those years ago. And, moreover, he should’ve burned all her letters, instead of rereading each of them before every dangerous mission the union army—or rather, Major Allen—sent him on.

			After he completed the job, when he gained power he could use to make a real difference, he’d light a celebratory flame, be free of the memories of the shallow and spoiled teenager who saw him as a mere diversion—a plaything to be used.

			David drew closer, invaded her space like he did with suspects. Hints of magnolia and citrus and spice, the same perfume that she’d dabbed into the corners of her letters, welcomed him. A signature scent, or whatever nonsense she called it in the columns that he most certainly never read nor clipped and saved. “No more holding hands with strangers under the table?”

			Amalia pulled back and shook her head so hard her curls bounced. “I was a child and an imbecile, but I learned from my mistakes and grew up. No more teasing innocent boys.”

			“I thought I proved I wasn’t so innocent. Many times.” He pulled back and tutted a little at her. “So no ill-advised flirtations, only marriages?” She flinched and tightened her arms around her midsection. A familiar spark lit in David’s brain. He made a show of retreating inside the chair, but instead of reclining, he leaned forward, chin in his hands, intent on her. “Speaking of which...”

			“Neither of my husbands would’ve done this.” She flipped her hair.

			“Amalia, you divorced them. They had to be angry.” He pushed his spectacles up his nose so he could peer at her better. Who wouldn’t be? To have Amalia Truitt promise to love you for all time and for her to snatch that away...

			“No. Not at all. My divorces were settled prior to filing—civilized negotiation, not passion.” She refused to meet his gaze. “I was always the petitioner so I could claim abandonment and retain my property. Well, the property I didn’t give in exchange for acquiescence.”

			“It’s a good thing your parents are wealthy,” he murmured. And insufferable. And loathed him on sight.

			“Yes. Money may be ‘the root of all evil,’ or whatever you like to say but it can also smooth all ills. And is quite the aphrodisiac.” The smile didn’t reach her eyes nor show her dimple. “But, I promise you, the divorces signify nothing but hard lessons I learned on my way to becoming something better.” Amalia clenched the arms of the chair so hard it was a wonder she didn’t burst the stuffing.

			A million questions sat at the tip of his tongue, but none were polite.

			On impulse he grasped a gloved hand and rubbed it between his palms. “Don’t fret, Amalia. Nothing will happen to you.”

			And nothing would. Not on his watch.

			Because, after all, he was a professional.

			 

			At least the line still had smoked kippered herring on the menu, and would serve hers with spinach instead of potatoes. And a half a grapefruit. And French vanilla ice cream. Good god, she needed to fill her stomach. She needed her mind to work. She had a million tasks and no time.

			How did she impress upon her parents that her charity was necessary? That there were women trapped in horrible marriages because they lacked the means for a divorce. Attorneys were expensive. As was living in a divorce-friendly state like Indiana for the requisite period to take advantage of its laws.

			She needed to explain the situation like that—with clear, concise points. And not get flustered. Especially with the threats. From a disgruntled husband no doubt, who’d somehow found out her identity, despite the pains she’d taken to conceal it.

			Not exactly facts in her cause’s favor when she went before her parents. Amalia sighed.

			At least she’d been permitted to take her meal in peace as David’s unseen partners patrolled. Their leader sat on the other side of the room scratching at some report. He’d had fish too. With no ice cream. Which was probably for the better since everything was being charged to her family. Though, odious as the situation was, he was a guest. Sort of.

			Should she offer him a drink? David’s dig about her marriages echoed in her head.

			Perhaps not. He had no idea why she did what she did. Not that she’d enlighten him. Waste of breath. He’d made his feelings about her plain.

			She stuffed down all she’d ordered. And a second ice cream.

			And now her corset bit her ribs. And flesh. Especially up top. Of all the things she could’ve inherited from her mother, why did it have to be her bust line? Her older sister got the golden hair and blue eyes and nimble grace, but all Amalia managed to claim was the feature that required an extra hook and button added to her dresses.

			One of which was in danger of bursting if she didn’t get out of her clothes soon. Amalia licked her spoon one last time and cleared her throat. “I should retire.”

			“Well, don’t stay up on my account. I have work. You can just go into your room and we’ll stand guard.” David thumbed through more papers, not even glancing at her.

			Go to her room? Like a child? Well, at least he made her place clear. She smoothed her hair and adjusted her ribbons. “I can, but I dare say I won’t have the most comfortable sleep dressed like this.”

			“You can’t undress yourself?” David slid off his spectacles and wiped his eyes.

			“No, I can’t undress myself. And before you suggest I’m a spoiled sluggard, I’d ask you to try to put on one of my corsets. The steel has no give whatsoever and to be tight enough not to split my bodice...well, it isn’t a one-person job.” Struggling with the buttons a touch, she managed to pull off her gloves. Nothing was easy. He had no idea how much effort it took to be a well-dressed woman. She should introduce him to her columns.

			“That would be quite a sight.” He turned around to face her. And winked. He stretched his arms above his head, his flimsy white shirt and suspenders leaving very little of his form to the imagination. Not an unattractive view. Not that she cared anymore.

			Especially while he was distracting her. What exactly was he reading anyway?

			“You’d probably lose an eye. These buttons are sharp.” She stretched her fingers over the back of his chair, ready to lean over and just take a small gander—He jumped up so fast that her shoes skittered as she lurched back so his head didn’t collide with her nose.

			“I’ll call Meg.” He ran to the door and stuck his head outside, taking his papers with him.

			Fiddlesticks.

			There was an exchange of deep, intense whispers, which she couldn’t quite make out—not that she was listening. Fruitless, David returned, sticking his nose right back inside the papers, without making eye contact. Again.

			The nerve. Friends. Ha. More like general and private.

			Where was the young man who, mid-meal, nudged her skirts aside beneath the table and snaked his foot up her leg, gliding and teasing until she gasped and they were almost caught? He might be more handsome now but his new, somehow even more pompous, personality was not an improvement.

			A sourness spread through her stomach. Score another point for her father. She’d had no idea who the person she’d seduced was, no clue. She’d been thinking with her...well, not her head.

			Amalia gritted her teeth. Fine. Time to be more direct. She craned her neck. “What are you looking at?”

			He rolled his shoulder, blocking her view. “Nothing.”

			Oh, so he wanted to play games? She could play games. She raised up on her tiptoes. Stupid pinching boots. “Not nothing.”

			Before he could react, she pounced, launching herself over his head and snatching up the pages with enough force they almost ripped.

			David spun around and grabbed for her as she bounded away. “None of your—”

			“Um, that has my name on it, so it is my business.” She climbed atop a chair so she could read.

			“Amalia...”

			“Mercy, is that a copy of my first petition for divorce?” She swallowed. Not the most flattering document, even if she cast herself in the best light possible. She thumbed through the pages. “And wait, you have my father’s will and photographs from my second honeymoon?” Her eyes burned as she seized an old tintype. “I really shouldn’t have tried that hairstyle. Too severe. I don’t see though how this will help you investigate anything.”

			“This dossier is meaningless. Just an aid your brother created to help me protect you. I can put it away if you want.”

			Damn it all. That was pity in his tone. Pity. From him.

			She hugged the pages to her chest. “What do you need to know to do your job?” She ground her jaw. “I’m serious, David. Don’t treat me and my life like it’s some text to analyze and write commentary about. Just ask me. I can tell you what’s important.”

			The corner of his lip tipped. “Is your analysis regarding your choices the majority or minority opinion?”

			And the lump in her throat near cut off all her air, squashing the laugh his joke would’ve received...before. Before all her mistakes and all the condemnation she earned. She dug her heels into the plush carpet as she climbed down. Into the present. “It’s the right one. You can infer quite a bit from the evidence but only I know the real story.”

			“The truth is often in the eye of the beholder, it seems, and different people have different truths. Don’t be so trusting.” David pulled out his chair, turned it around so he faced her, and slumped back, his legs spread wide. He folded his arms across his chest and gave a slow nod, as if he was daring her to contradict him.

			“I’m not.” She marched back over to him and dumped the papers in his lap. He could look at them if he wanted, she had nothing to hide. She wagged a finger in his face. “I’ll tell you that no matter what you think of my sense, I’m not an idiot. I may have made mistakes, but I’m not a...”

			“Not a what?” He took her finger-scolding hand in his and brought it down to her side, not letting go.

			Her heart was an engine out of control. She stared into his deep, dark, luminous eyes. Searching. Judging. Her stomach clenched. Just like everyone else. Vapid, vacuous, and verbose. That’s all she’d ever be.

			She ripped her hand away and turned towards the car’s bedchamber. She needed to leave. Needed to be alone. To sleep. To clear her head. To something.

			“It doesn’t matter. Nothing is my concern. No need to consult me or give me a say. Just pat me on the head and humor me.” She stormed across the room, her hands shaking.

			“Amalia.” His voice softened, his tone almost plaintive, imploring. His right hand twitched. But he said nothing more and didn’t follow her.

			She swallowed again, even as the brass handle blurred before her. “It’s late. Send in Maggie, or May, or whatever when she returns. As I said, I need assistance changing into my nightdress. Which is normal.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			David drummed his fingers on the mahogany table he’d chosen as his makeshift desk. He flipped open his pocket watch. For the past hour, Amalia remained in the larger bedchamber. The one with the single gold and burgundy velvet draped bed and the curtains and vanity—not that he’d been staring at the opulence during his cursory check. Nor had he imagined her long, silky hair spread over the pillow.

			What in the world could possibly take so long? Meg had worked in an asylum and several hospitals, so she could handle a corset and a few buttons.

			“You’re going to go blind.”

			David near jumped out of his skin. Meg was cagier than a cat—an advantage in the field, but less than pleasant when used against him. He heaved a sigh before rising to face her.

			“The light isn’t that bad in here.” He pretended to stretch but slipped the photograph into his pocket. His favorite so far. Amalia alone, in her second wedding gown. 1869. Summertime. Excellent neckline. He rubbed the top of his spine. “Are you finished? Is it all clear in there?” Damn it, his voice cracked, as if he was nervous or imagining their charge in her nightclothes, which he was certainly not.

			“As far as I could tell, though who knows what’s lurking under all those gowns? Every inch is covered with ’em. She must have at least a dozen pink ones alone. Though they aren’t pink.” Meg pinched her nose, raising her voice up an octave into squeaky range in an obvious attempt to imitate Amalia, in the least flattering manner possible. “They are mauve, and blush, and fuchsia, peony, and salmon, and rose. Very, very, very different. And so important to know. Listening to the ‘Amalia Show’ is just the best.”

			Oy. No love lost there. If only Thad could’ve come. Or sent her parents, but his friend hadn’t wanted to disturb them in Washington. Something about an important meeting with President Grant reminding him he carried the Jewish vote in both elections, despite what happened in 1862. And celebrating the passage of a Third Enforcement Act, designed to kill the Ku Klux Klan.

			At least the family supported real equality, instead of just allowing the Confederacy to recast itself as “misunderstood” to further “reconciliation,” or what have you. A rarity for people who profited from a peaceful, unified country.

			He opened his mouth to make a soothing remark but Meg cut him off. “Little Miss Truitt has certainly made herself comfortable. How I’m going to pack it all up so we can change lines tomorrow in Pittsburgh, I’ll never know.” Meg’s upper lip quirked. “You’d think she created the mess to punish me, especially after I accidentally-on-purpose pulled her hair to make her stop talking for two minutes, but it preceded us.”

			“Have we finally found a task you can’t handle?” David leaned, tenting his hands, readying himself for the “Meg Show.” A rehearsal for Will, the person whose attention and sympathy she actually wanted. The preview was usually pretty amusing. He could use some amusement. It’d been a long day.

			Meg stalked to the mirrored shelf that opened to reveal the best part of the private car—the liquor supply—and poured herself a tall glass of amber liquid. She held out one to him, but he shook his head. One of them needed to stay sober.

			“I can do it.” Meg hiccupped. “Besides, I’m not sure your innocent soul could handle even viewing the mysteries packed in her trunks, rabbi. You should’ve seen her undergarments. Black. They come in red too.”

			“I—I hate that nickname.” He stuttered the automatic response, even as his mind reeled. Black? What did that look like against her golden skin? Despite her now—thanks to the Inquirer—famous penchant for pearl powder, Amalia always glowed as if she spent her days frolicking in a meadow.

			“Why? It suits you. You wear the string things and it looks like you’re trying for a beard.” Meg frowned and gestured, splashing liquid on her sleeve.

			“Nevertheless, I lack the education for it. As you well know.” David’s hand went to his chin. Yup, bristles. He should do something about them, but he couldn’t muster the strength. Maybe after they changed lines.

			Meg ignored his comment. “You repeated all those Bible stories and sayings too.” She smirked at him. “Though I will say, even an actual priest would’ve had trouble making eye contact with the one in there. I mean, she rouges her cleavage. Before bed. And the scarlet lips... I’m surprised the letter didn’t accuse her of charging by the hour.”

			“Stop.” He near roared the word as he leapt to his feet before he could think better of it. “That’s Thad’s younger sister you’re talking about and it isn’t proper to suggest those sorts of things about her. You don’t even know her.” And despite her...thoughtlessness—all right, fine—her downright meanness in the past, Amalia Truitt was still a person. And, more importantly, a client.

			“You’re just jealous I got to see her petticoats. And what lies beneath, without fearing her family’s wrath.” Meg crossed her ankles and her plain linen skirt hitched to show the trousers she wore over her undergarments. As she had ever since the one mission during the war where she’d been captured—thank god Will rescued her before anything really bad happened. Easier to move, she always said after that.

			David inhaled through his nose and closed his eyes. They were friends, and she was just teasing him. Drunk. He forced a half smile. And a calm tone. “And you’re just bitter that Will and I get these lovely cushioned couches out here while you’re stuck in a tiny bed in the servant’s quarter.”

			“I get privacy so I can’t complain.” Meg glanced at the door.

			“He’s not back yet.” David might have used a little more singsong than usual, but sue him, she deserved it.

			“So.” She glared at him in a watery-eyed way.

			He gave her his most exaggerated, feigned innocent expression and tucked his thumbs into his pockets. “What?”

			Ah, it was fun to turn the tables.

			“How do you know her highness so well? I mean Will said you only met her a few times—on leave for some of those Jewish holidays and the like.” Meg stretched out both her hands and legs in front of her. She had to have been a feline in another life—if one believed in such things.

			“I studied the dossier. It’s what I do. And I do it well, very well.” He scowled into the air.

			Meg snorted. “You’re the worst liar. Always were. It’s more than that.”

			“Fine. We had a few conversations.” He ran a hand through his hair. “And exchanged some letters during the war.”

			“Letters?” Meg’s tongue darted out of her mouth and her brow wrinkled. She narrowed her eyes. “What sort of letters?”

			Drat.

			“Oh, David.” Meg gave him a pitying look. “I was teasing you before. Ugh. You really do want under her petticoats.” He opened his mouth, but she wasn’t finished. “Let me guess—these letters—if anyone read them, or more if Thad read them, he’d fillet you?”

			He held his head in his hands.

			“You’re a dullard.” Meg tutted as she echoed David’s own thoughts. “I mean, not just writing her, but letting it get...” She lowered her voice. “Inappropriate. Especially after she lost Simon. Brat or not, the girl had to have been so vulnerable after that.”

			Simon. The man who never once said an unkind word, his first friend in America. His name was like a slap. David placed a hand on his own cheek and shuddered.

			Meg had straightened, her elbows on her knees, her eyes now alert and solemn. No doubt recalling the day they all met, the day of his first big battle, the day Simon died. At his feet. Shot with a bullet that could’ve hit him. Could’ve hit any of them.

			“I—They were meant to be friendly.” Initially. He paced to the window and pulled back the curtain, staring into blackness as if he could view the lamp-less Ohio countryside rolling by.

			He pressed his palms against the cool glass. “But things got out of hand.” He bit his lip at the image of Amalia, her nightgown hitched over her thighs, straddling his naked chest in a guestroom of her parents’ house well after midnight. A mistake. He should’ve known better.

			“How ‘out of hand’?” Meg’s stern question broke him out of his reverie.

			“Let’s just say it’s a very good thing Thad and his father know none of this or I’d be missing some key parts.” He glanced over his shoulder at her for a moment, before facing the darkness again.

			“Christ, rabbi.” Meg spit loud enough he turned again. “Though, I’ll admit, a perverse part of me is impressed. Who’d have thought you had it in you? At what, eighteen? Your English must have been more fluent than even I believed to pull off that kind of seduction. As long as you destroyed all the evidence...” She frowned. “You did destroy all of the evidence, right?”

			“I might have kept a photograph.” He didn’t turn around, and instead, closed his eyes.

			Meg made a whimpering, pitying, frustrated noise.

			“Or two.” He laid his forehead against the window, as if the vibrations could stop the memories. Or every single tintype she sent. And a few letters. Fine. All the letters. Because despite the impracticality of it, and worse what she said to him at the end, there had been moments when he almost believed she cared and those moments were precious. Got him through more dark times than he’d want to admit.

			Before David could grumble a quasi-joke to deflect any more questions, the door groaned open and Will ducked through. The tall, slender man lumbered over to the nearest seat and sank down, his mantis-like legs kicked out, his eyes already closed.

			“Thank goodness. Took you long enough.” Meg slapped their half-asleep partner on the back of the neck. “All right, boys, now that I have everyone’s attention—” A loud snore rumbled from Will’s direction. Meg’s face fell and David flinched.

			“Bed, I’m going to bed. I’ll see you all in the morning.” Meg stomped from the room, slamming the door to the servant’s compartment behind her.

			Will swiveled his neck around to meet David’s eye. “What was that about?”

			He pressed his hands over his mouth to force it to work properly. “Are you really asking that?”

			“No. I’m just playing with her a little, before...you know.” Will winked at him.

			Shmuck. David sighed. “Please don’t toy too long. Meg’s in a mood. She hasn’t warmed to the youngest Truitt, that’s for sure.”

			“It took a while, but Thad grew on me. Especially after he apologized.” Will shrugged and settled back in his chair. He kicked up his feet, muddying the crimson footrest.

			David winced at the memory of Thad not realizing Will had a degree from Oberlin, or that he was equally well-versed in literature. It was the moment when he’d fully understood how much the color of a man’s skin mattered in America.

			How goyim weren’t just goyim. How, in America, even as a Jew, even with his accent, he had benefits Will never would have. Well, not unless things could be made right.

			“Making sure you didn’t get your leg blown off at Weldon Railroad helped a bit too.” David reached over his head and turned down the first gaslight. Only seventeen more to go.

			“That it did.” Will tapped a finger to his lips. “He’s always been an egotistical, oblivious, rich white boy, but he was willing to do better. And shut his mouth. Occasionally. Which is why I’m here.”

			“That and Meg.” David snickered a little. “When do you plan on sneaking into her room?”

			“As soon as you dismiss me. You’re playing ‘boss’ this time, after all.” Will grinned. “That’s another reason I’m here. I wouldn’t miss watching you try to run an operation for the world.”

			“You’re a shmuck.” David crossed his arms.

			“Probably.” Will flashed him a dimple. “But I’m a shmuck who’s getting married. Somehow.”

			“As soon as you ask her, confess that you resigned, that this mission is your last hurrah, and convince her to go to Boston with you.” The location of the law school he wanted to attend. The perfect city as it had plenty of hospitals Meg could work at if she didn’t want to transfer offices. And would accept them as a couple. But Will, despite all evidence that Meg would say “yes” in a heartbeat, still hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask.

			“I will. Soon.” Will grimaced. “But we weren’t talking about me, were we? We were talking about you and the Truitts. Little Amalia in particular.” Will craned his neck towards David. “There’s, or there was, something between you two.”

			Not another smug, knowing partner—worse, one who had eyes sharp enough to spot a gray hat miles away, beneath underbrush. David blew out the candle on the table—or desk, because that’s what he was making it and he was in charge. “I don’t want to talk about it.” He laid himself down on a couch and pulled his coat over his body. “Come on, we should get some shut-eye.”

			A sharp scream split through the air. For a moment, every muscle in David’s body locked as the air thickened around him and the memories of other screams invaded his sense. No. This was the present and he need to perform, act, help. He forced his limbs to move and rose. “Go cover the door.” He glanced over his shoulder at Meg, who’d returned to the main portion of the car, her knife out and ready. “Behind me, in case I need you. Will, see that no one gets in or out of this car without my say-so and until we figure out what’s going on.”

			He positioned himself, hip and ear against the door, his heart pounding in his throat. They’d checked the room. Twice. If anything happened to her... David tapped the partition with the side of his knuckles, loud and firm but calm. “Amalia? Are you all right?”

			Only more unintelligible shrieks and sobs ripped through the barrier, right into the part of his brain ready to panic. “Okay, I’m coming in.” He grabbed the knob—thank goodness she hadn’t locked it—and shoved with his shoulder. David’s eyes near popped out their socket. He adjusted his spectacles.

			Amalia stood in the middle of the room, next to the bed, her nightgown torn so it only reached mid-thigh, her legs and hands covered with blood. Oozing, dark red blood.

			“Amalia? What’s wrong?” he managed as he continued to survey the scene, his mind grinding and churning and sputtering to make sense of—well—everything.

			“That—that was next to my bed and it’s all over my legs and nightgown.” She pointed at the ground, her entire body shaking.

			David glanced down and gagged so hard, bile burnt his throat. Stomach roiling, he bent to make sure his eyes weren’t deceiving him. Nope. Not at all.

			There, on Amalia’s torn cream-colored satin, lay a headless rodent, probably a rat, spewing its innards. He pressed the back of his hand to his mouth and bent down to stave off the dizziness as he sorted through priorities in his mind. First, gain control of the situation. Second, protect Amalia, and third—figure out if that thing came in through human or feline means.

			“The rest of it’s over there.” Amalia indicated with her chin to a corner where the grotesque object sat atop one of her slippers. Another scream. And a moan.

			With all his might, David forced himself away from the vile mess and threw his head out the door frame. “Meg, get in here. I need some help.” He glanced back at Amalia, who waved her arms, whimpering and mumbling the words “head” and “dead” over and over. “Bring a sack and a basin of water too. And some of Miss Truitt’s soap.”

			Wrong thing to say. The whimpers transformed back into screams, accompanied by near violent hand-wringing. “It’s probably filled with disease.” Amalia tore at her own skin—not that he could blame her because...so, so, so foul. “Oh god, I’m going to die. Get it off. Get it all off.”

			In a flash, Meg was behind him, her hair down and wild. “What in the—Christ.” She raced over to Amalia and forced the woman’s hands into the basin. “I’ll sponge her down.”

			Instead, Amalia snatched the cloth from Meg and scrubbed her knees and thighs.

			He glanced back at Meg. Someone finally noticed the source of the blood. His normally stoic partner, who’d amputated limbs, curled herself up in a corner and vomited on the floor.

			No help at all. At least he hadn’t brought Will. He’d have probably fainted. David stalked over to the bureau. That’s where ladies kept their night things, right? He opened the top drawer to a sea of white satin and silk. He pulled the top article out. Hopefully, it would work. It was certainly lacy enough. He thrust it towards Meg, who didn’t move, her face paler than the fabric.

			Shaking a little himself, he sidestepped the rat. Amalia snatched the gown from him. Tears ran down her cheeks and her legs were scraped raw, but her breathing calmed. She was in better shape than his partner at least. And probably him. He turned to retreat.

			“Don’t leave me.” She wound the new garment in her hands, away from her body so he had a full view of her ruined gown. Her wet, ruined gown. Her wet, ruined, transparent gown.

			He shifted so he could stare at the window. “I can’t stay while you’re changing. Your brother will shoot me, in an uncomfortable place. I shouldn’t even be in here with your nightgown ripped.”

			“Please don’t go.” She clutched his arm. His said a silent prayer that the blood was off her hands. Worse, her near nude body brushed against his and a war broke out beneath his skin, between revulsion, duty, and attraction—that he could neither want nor afford.

			But she was terrified and what kind of monster would abandon her in a room with a dead...that? And protecting her was his job, his duty, and his path to fixing the world—or at least America.

			He rubbed his neck. “Fine, but I’m going to avert my eyes. And Meg will vouch for me, if Thad asks.” He glanced in Meg’s direction—still gurgling and gasping. Honestly. The woman had cleaned up more human entrails than, well, anyone. “You hear that, Meg?”

			She coughed into her hand but rocked forward. “I heard it. Closing your eyes. I’ll report the same to Thad and I won’t bother to mention how far—” His partner gagged again. David gave her a withering glare as Amalia splashed more water on herself. She was going to catch cold at this rate.

			Her teeth chattered. “Its guts are all over my legs and those things make people—have you heard of the black death? It was in the Decameron. Thousands of people got horrible sores on their joints and vomited blood. It spread from animals and all you had to do was touch—”

			“She really is Thad’s sister. Someone needs to take books away from those children.” Meg gave a harsh laugh but wavered on her feet.

			Useless. David elbowed her and indicated to the door. He didn’t need to say the words. Meg bounded out, probably into the chair next to Will.

			David sighed again. No time to envy his partners because Amalia needed help. Professional help, like Thad would want. He lit a candle and accidentally glanced in her direction. Legs. Amalia’s legs, her long, now clean legs. With curved calves and tapered thighs. His body tightened with lust.

			Eyes half closed, he managed to suppress his groan of desire—mostly. Meshuggenah—absolutely mad. Especially as she was spoiled and shallow and would hurt him again and again if he gave her the chance.

			Client. That’s what she was and nothing more.

			“Th-th-thank you.” Amalia shivered but was already hitching her garment, as if he wasn’t there. He spun back around as fast as he could, not at all attempting to visualize whatever was happening behind his back.

			The remainder of her former gown hit the floor with a whoosh. He bent to grab it. “I’ll get rid of it and change the sheets too—”

			Amalia grabbed his arm. “I’m not sleeping in here.”

			David pinched the back of his neck. Terrible idea. He needed the separation.

			Amalia’s chin quivered. She hugged herself, rubbing and squeezing her arms and everything inside him twisted.

			“We’ll put you on the longest couch, with a blanket. I’ll take the floor.” He scooped her up in his arms because one couldn’t expect her to walk in her condition. Completely appropriate.

			“I hate cats,” she sniffed. “Terrible, sneaky creatures.”

			Better than men.

			He didn’t voice his thoughts, and instead clutched her against him as she snuggled into his chest, magnolia blossoms wafting through the air. “I’ll keep you safe. I promise. Nothing will happen to you while I’m around.”

			And tomorrow, they’d find the culprit, feline, human, or anything in between.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Why was the sun so hot? And blinding? And more, why was her neck so—ow. Amalia pinched and kneaded the top of her spine through her ruffled collar. She slipped her fingers farther, working her way down along her shoulders, and moaned. So, so, so, so stiff. The velvet-tufted couch cushioned her like a cloud while sitting, but when she lay down, feet off the edge and the decorative buttons digging into her back—not cloud-like at all. More like a rock. With spikes.

			Besides, she was a grown woman. Grown women slept in beds. With fresh linens. And tall posts and husbands down the hall who occasionally came to visit and, well, love them. The way her parents loved each other and her siblings’ spouses loved them. But that never happened. And never would.

			Because she wasn’t lovable. At least not that way. Not that being lovable mattered. Helping people was what mattered. Her charity was what mattered. But she was about to fail at that too.

			Especially if her parents found out about any of the goings-on. A dead rat in addition to the threats would not help her cause. Amalia pressed her hands over her eyes for a long moment, quelling the pounding in her brain.

			The pretense that the rat was just an unfortunate conquest of a railway cat she’d started last night would work, right? After all, she was a good storyteller and could convince most people—people who weren’t related to her—to do anything, if she worked hard enough at it. That’s how she’d managed to get her charity off the ground in the first place. And talk her way into a column.

			Maintaining both aspects of her life, now that was a challenge, but if she could just get through this trip, just make everything appear in order, just hold on a little longer, all her problems could be solved.

			She arched and cracked her back beneath the scratchy wool blanket, willing all the doubts and criticisms and threats to cease swirling and replaying in her mind.

			The floor creaked and David’s head popped up as he rocked to a sitting position. “How are you feeling?”

			What was he talking about? Amalia frowned.

			Right. The rat. Time to work that story more. If she could convince the always clever, always observant, always skeptical David, she was well on her way.

			“A bit shaken, but fine.” Amalia twisted her now fallen curls. They’d need some heat and attention posthaste.

			“Yes, sorry Meg wasn’t more attentive. She’s operated on people but apparently rodents are beyond the pale.” He rolled his eyes.

			“I don’t blame her.” Not much of a loss either, as her scalp still smarted from the prior evening. Accidental pulling her foot. Amalia rubbed the throbbing patch behind her ear.

			“Will would’ve been worse.” David rested his elbow on the edge of the couch. His dark locks sat a bit skewed and mussed and itching for someone to...adjust.

			Not that she would.

			“You were a bit green too.” She swallowed a snicker at the memory of the big, strong Pinkerton’s panic. Maybe he was out of sorts enough to believe her pretend theory. “You don’t suppose whatever cat brought it in retrieved it again?” Amalia rolled on her side.

			A mistake. She probably looked a fright, all blotchy and bleary, with her hair making Medusa seem the height of couture, and most certainly did not add to her credibility.

			Ugh, and worse, David... David was beautiful with the morning sun illuminating his even skin that probably never freckled. The bristled stubble on his jaw begged to be stroked. She stuffed her hands under the blanket. She’d not be distracted by him, she’d not.

			He flinched and mumbled something unintelligible.

			She needed to put on a gown and corset. Ones that made her body do what it should. And fix...everything with cosmetics. Well-placed soot gives excellent contrast to one’s brows, framing the face and drawing desired attention. A blown-out match is the best source for accurate application.

			Very sound advice. Not everyone could be born beautiful, but with enough effort and enough money “extraordinary” was possible. Well, almost extraordinary. At least for a time. Sensible advice, not “vapid,” thank you very much.

			Dozens of readers had written notes to the paper praising her tips. And why wouldn’t they? She was right. Because with the right armor, one could accomplish anything. Including survive this trip.

			“I need to get dressed and right now I have no desire to go in there but...” She bit her lip.

			“You don’t trust me to fetch you what you need?” His entire body stiffened and his eyes locked with hers, deep and searching, as if he could read all her secrets. Which was not both frightening and somehow attractive. Not at all.

			Amalia glanced down at her lap and plucked a stray thread on the blanket. “As I don’t believe you’ve ever had to describe, let alone wear, women’s clothing, no.” Wiggling from side to side, she pushed herself up.

			“You make a lot of assumptions.” David’s lip tipped, but he didn’t explain. “However, if you want to go in alone, be my guest.”

			With a second stretch, she rose and wrapped the blanket around her—tight. She motioned to David. “How about we both go? You’ll clean whatever needs to be cleaned, I’ll decide on a gown, and I can wake Maryanne once you’ve disposed of...it.”

			“Meg.” David was right behind her as she reached the door to the bedroom suite.

			“Close enough. The woman doesn’t like me. I can feel the disdain wafting off her every time she’s near, probably soiling my garments.” Amalia reached towards the handle but couldn’t quite make herself turn, images of the prior night flooded back. Her stomach roiled.

			“Actually, Meg knows your sister.” David nudged her, his hand hovering above hers.

			“Oh god. She must despise me. Let me guess, she worships at Roseanna’s feet too? The ‘nicest woman’ she’s ever met?” Amalia’s grip tightened on the handle. Roseanna. Her college-educated-happily-married-to-one-man-for-almost-a-decade-with-two-perfect-sons sister. Who was kind and good and beautiful, inside and out, like a damned fairy princess. Who would never fail at anything. Not that she was envious because that was impossible as Roseanna was too damned sweet.

			“She likes her.” David’s shrug was audible. His body was close. Very close. So close that if she leaned back a little—No. No, no, no, no.

			She flipped back her hair so hard it probably hit him in the face. “Everyone likes Roseanna. The question is does your partner hate me because I’m not Roseanna or because she was forced to stand next to perfection in motion for too long?”

			And she was rambling and still not moving. Right. Task at hand. She shrugged. “Not that any of this matters. Being the petty, bratty little sister has its benefits. Tormenting Morgana with menial tasks is expected and rather amusing even if it isn’t very nice. Provided I don’t go too far. I may be taller, but she’s probably faster. Especially since she doesn’t wear proper undergarments. Though I might be more creative. How does she feel about snakes?”

			“Morgana?” David snickered a little. “I’m not going to touch that one. As for the rest, I think her animal phobia might be limited to those with hair that could be considered ‘pet-like.’ She’s crawled around on a lot of battlefields and treated a lot of nasty wounds, but cries over veal.” He tilted so near his body grazed hers. Not that it made her shiver. “And I think snakes would be pretty hard to find on a train.”

			Since when did he smell of hickory and mint and brandy and...fiddlesticks. She’d not find him attractive again, she’d not, no matter how intriguing this more mature, analytical David was. And even if she did, she’d not engage. Nothing good could come from that. She squeezed the knob.

			“Right. So, I’ll just dress quickly and we can each get back to work.” Separately. She straightened her shoulders. “I have a deadline and I’m sure you have guarding or whatever you do, to do. ‘Sentinel-ing.’ My first husband used to like making nouns into verbs.”

			A long pause.

			“Do you miss him?” David’s voice was low, almost cold. Judging. “Your husband. The first one.”

			Ouch. He was quite skilled at emphasis.

			She clutched the blanket close and spun so she could face him, her back against the door. “A little.” Amalia patted her throat. “He made me laugh. A lot, which was quite nice. That was the primary reason I married him.”

			That and to make what she said all those years ago to David not a lie. Very typical reasons. The fact that Ethan was amusing and amiable, even when it was clear they’d made a rather large error, was a bonus. The lump was back in her throat.

			“Because he made you laugh?” Squinty-eyed skepticism from her companion.

			She rubbed her arms. “I found decent conversation a good thing in a marriage. That, along with common goals and values, similar lifestyles, similar backgrounds and ideals...” And a strong resemblance to the fictional fiancé I described to you. Not that she could ever admit it.

			“And attraction, I presume? I mean, in the abstract. Isn’t attraction a necessary ingredient for an American marriage? Or continued physical indulgence?”

			Amalia froze as a shiver fizzled through her body at the question, the cadence, and the tone. And the echo, so close to words he’d written so long ago.

			You make excellent arguments for fashion; artistic expression, amusement, adulation, but there’s one more, is there not? Attraction, I presume?

			Ugh. Amalia resisted slapping her hand on her forehead. He was fishing for information to add to his dossier or worse to get her in trouble with her family. The question wasn’t intended as a flirtation. He was implying that she was some sort of “loose woman,” or what have you, to trick her into admitting...something. “You’re asking because of the threats, aren’t you? Because the writer suggested that I’m some sort of wanton...um...strumpet?”

			“No. Of course not.” He paused, giving her the inquisitor eyes again. “But now that you mention it, there isn’t any truth in those accusations, is there? If there is, you best tell me now because I can’t protect you if you’re hiding things from me.” He cocked his head, as if challenging her. “I need to know all of your secrets, Amalia.”

			He most certainly did not. Not if he was going to use them against her or help her parents deny her charity.

			“I don’t have any secrets.” Her voice shook a little at the lie. “And the very idea that I’d behave in such a manner... I have a good mind to tell Thad you asked that.” She forced open the door. “Perhaps I will.” With as much dignity as she could muster, she straightened her stance. “I should get dressed. Or someone should assist me in getting dressed.” She peeked over her shoulder at him.

			David’s eyes grew so wide it was a wonder they didn’t pop from his sockets. “Wait, I thought I was just cleaning up the dead animal. No one said anything about helping you dress. Can’t you do that yourself either?”

			Men. With their plain trousers and simple undergarments. She teetered back and forth on her toes. “I can put on my stockings, bloomers, and camisole. I need help with the corset and gown—which is four pieces actually. It’s quite complicated. I can probably tie the bustle myself though that comes after the corset and it’s easier if someone else does. Also, lacing my boots once I get the corset on is a bit difficult. After the corset is in place, it’s hard for me to see anything below my waist.”

			“You’d be nude?” The horror on David’s face stung. “Thad would like that less than you insinuating I agreed with the person making the threats.” He clucked his tongue and had the nerve to shudder.

			But he made a point. Her brother probably expected daily telegraphs. With details.

			“I’d be more covered than I am now.” She steeled herself to enter the room and not look down too much. “Just turn around for a few minutes and busy yourself with cleaning.”

			From the amount of blood, lots of cleaning. She swallowed.

			“This seems like a bad idea.” David grumbled something else, but he still followed and moved towards where they’d left the head. Disgusting. She’d make sure he washed his hands in the basin before touching her. Maybe perfume them as well.

			“Just focus on your task and I’ll focus on mine and when you’re finished, I’ll be still covered up enough that Thad won’t ride in from Delaware and skewer you.” She moved far away from his area and towards the bureau housing her fresh, clean, pretty things.

			“You have a rather violent imagination.” David rustled around behind her before swinging open the door and exiting. Presumably to dispose of the corpse for good.

			Amalia squinted around the room and her body relaxed.

			Yes. Clean and all evidence of the prior night was gone. She shimmied a little as she slipped her nightgown over her head before stuffing it back into the brass-studded chest. Someone would fold and properly pack later. Organization was not her strongest suit.

			She yanked open a lower drawer. Undergarments, undergarments. Which ones? Even if he didn’t care, she needed some sort of cheer.

			The satin camisole? She thumbed the petal-soft edge of the garment. So pretty. And it had such shiny beads which attracted the eye...they’d get crushed by the corset but beneath she’d be perfect. At least as perfect as someone like her could be.

			Amalia’s fingers flexed and twitched above her choices. Perhaps she’d use short bloomers, with extra ruffles, and the sheerest of her petticoats.

			She smoothed the material. All she needed now was a bustle—not too large to get in the way but enough to give her a proper shape like...she snatched the perfect choice, held the object to her front and leaned back, the brass handles from the drawers pressing into her skin.

			A rapping at the door.

			Her skin prickled and she shivered, but not from cold.

			“You may come in.” She used her best, most sophisticated lady voice.

			Twenty-four, she was twenty-four, almost twenty-five and not sixteen and angling for a kiss or...other things...and he was going to dress her, not the opposite...

			David’s Adam’s apple bobbed and he twisted his fingers. “So I—”

			Her breath hitched. The flicker was faint, but present in his gaze. Nervous wonderment? Anticipation? Or at least a memory of the things they’d done together because no one could deny that they sparkled in that area of their relationship.

			The twinge of power that’d given her and could give her now, at least for a moment, when everything else was so frustrating, was just too tempting. She swished her hips again, before turning and flinging her hair over her shoulder so he could have full access to the ties. “Lace up the back. As tight as you can. Don’t be afraid to hurt me.”

			He groaned a little but didn’t move. “Amalia—”

			She backed up so near she brushed his trousers with her bottom—her actual, un-bustled bottom. Amalia worked to suppress the delightful tingles in her skin and focus. She had to hold the power, not give it to him. “If it isn’t tight enough, I won’t be able to button the gown. Tight.” Honestly. She wouldn’t bite. Though come to think of it, she wouldn’t exactly mind a little nip from him. Especially on her ear.

			Amalia pinched her side. Not going to happen. She needed confidence for the discussion with her parents, not muddle and certainly not to be transformed into a giggling ninny.

			“Fine.” David’s voice was gruff but he picked up her laces. She bent forward and clutched the top of the bureau. This really would be a good position for...no. Control, Amalia.

			And ugh, he was being gentle. This is why men couldn’t wear corsets. They didn’t have the stomach. She’d never fit into anything at this rate. “Tighter.”

			“You’re bossy, you know that?” But he still did as directed. A bit. He really needed to put his back into it.

			“I am not. We’re running out of time. We’re nearing Pittsburgh and the transfer is short.” Honestly. Amalia leaned farther so he could get some leverage. “Really hard and tight.”

			“You have no idea what that’d sound like to a stranger listening at the door.” He used more force though. “And you’re very bossy.”

			“And you don’t like being bossed?” She smoothed her petticoat and stood as he finished. She thumbed the makeshift wardrobe and grabbed the gown with the most give. The magenta striped trim and the square collar that fell below the tip of her favorite locket and didn’t cut off her air. And it had a matching hat. With a silk gardenia and the little red and blush colored bird. She tossed her bustle to David so he could tie it around her waist.

			“No, I don’t. I’ve been occasionally told I don’t take orders well. Or that I argue too much. Have too many opinions. A hindrance to my career.” His voice took on a hard edge.

			She swiveled. His eyes mirrored his tone, though the glare was directed at...her? Whatever for? She wasn’t being that demanding. And she’d never criticized his passion. That had been one of his chief charms when they were younger, how he cared so much about all people. Which is why she needed to tuck those memories right back where they came from. Immediately.

			Amalia broke the gaze and gave him her back again.

			“Though I like to argue that I obey the correct orders and they should be grateful I can tell the difference.” David’s voice was still a tad sharp, but he handled the ribbons with care. “Which they must have figured out, that or else they just wised up to the fact they need me and better give me my due.” A sigh. “But I will say, I do prefer to do the bossing.” His hands were surer this time as he secured her final underthing.

			“Do you?” She stepped into her skirt and forced her back straight so he could button.

			He’d bent so his lips had to be the exact height of the top of her spine. “Oh yes. My English is much better than it used to be. I didn’t misspeak.” His mouth was so close. So very close.

			Amalia bit down another moan and forced her mind back into the conversation. “You’re much more...confident now, I’ll give you that.”

			He snorted a little and assisted with her jacket in much the same manner. He’d finished the last button and leaned forwards, whispering into her ear. “Well, as you recall, it’s been eight years since we first met. I’ve grown. In many ways.”

			Flirting. He was flirting, right? Amalia frowned. Though there was still something beneath it, some vibrating note of anger which made the back of her brain prickle. Because what had she done to him, really? She’d meant nothing to him and he would’ve ended what they had himself, so what were a few slightly unfair insults?

			“And I recall from our very first conversation that you were once unversed in quite a few things. In need of some tutelage, some might say. Though you made up for the lack of knowledge with enthusiasm on Rosh Hashanah, if I remember it correctly.” David’s chest grazed her back, the vibrations melting into her despite the bubbling guilt welling in her gut.

			“I wouldn’t say ‘enthusiasm,’ it was more practicality,” she said, as the blood pounded in her ears. “And as for the rest, I’ve learned more than a few things in these past eight years.”

			“Really?” Bemused skepticism rang in his tone. “What sort of things? Dangerous things? The sort of things that could get one into lots of trouble? Make someone very angry?”

			What did he mean by—oh good lord. He was nosing about. Again. About the idiotic threats. Even if his job was just guarding her. Damned busybody. Their source was none of his business.

			Ugh. Imagine the lecture she’d receive from him. He’d probably assume the fund’s financial state was her fault—that she was too “vapid” to head her own charity.

			Amalia blinked. Twice. Because there was dust in her eye. And she was jumping to conclusions. After all, he did have a job to do.

			“Not unless you consider teas and fashion dangerous and not ‘vacuous.’” More blinking and swallowing, because if he—She couldn’t take the criticism that day, especially as she’d have to face her parents in less than twenty-four hours. She really couldn’t. With all the fortitude she could muster, she picked his hand off her waist. “Be careful with that hand or my bustle will slip.”

			“What does it matter? What is it supposed to do again, anyway?” He settled himself on the now-stripped mattress, pressed his hands down and bounced.

			Moment over. Crisis averted. She twirled a little from side to side. “Gives me a larger...behind. It makes my waist appear smaller.”

			“I thought the medieval torture device I had to tie did that.” He scooted back so his head was against the window and spread his legs wider.

			Lord he was the king of muddled messages. At least his body was.

			Amalia rolled her eyes. “Everything is supposed to do that. Gives you the right shape for the dress.”

			“Well you looked perfectly lovely in just your nightdress, without any of this chazerai.” He tapped his chin. “Are you sure fashion isn’t dangerous? Because if you romped through the streets like that it could certainly cause a few horses to get tangled up.”

			And there he was again. Teasing, giving her a glimpse of that humor he once had, that formerly hesitant, earnest humor he’d deploy just when she needed it most. The way he made her laugh instead of think about Simon. The way she could just exist in the moment with him.

			But nothing had changed, had it? Or more everything had. Because she’d learned the truth about herself. Even if a liaison wouldn’t jeopardize her case with her parents, her heart couldn’t handle only the physical. It needed it all. Or nothing. And that was the way of it.

			Amalia’s mind churned and flickered on David’s several rather angry and hurt expressions. He was tired and suspicious, that was all. He wasn’t the one with the scars, only her and—

			The door slid open and her brother’s other friend Will poked his head inside. “David, Amalia, have you—” He opened his mouth and closed it as his eyes darted between the pair. At least they were both dressed. “Oh. Oh.” He glanced to the side and frowned. He knelt on the floor. “Wait, David—have you seen this?” Will held up a scrap of paper. A bloody scrap of paper.

			“What is that?” David rose and snatched the thing from his friend.

			“I think it came with the rat.”

			Amalia leaned over David’s shoulder as he unfolded the message.

			Death would be too good for a treacherous villainess like you.

			And all her analysis of the past faded away, leaving only the present. The now more frightening present.

			Well, the cat story wasn’t going to work anymore, was it? Pressure beat against her skull as the words echoed in her head once more.

			Villainess.

			She wasn’t one, was she? Sure, she was often thoughtless but never mean. Except...

			We have nothing to discuss, Mr. Zisskind, not in private. I’m an engaged woman now and there is nothing between us, absolutely nothing.

			Stale sourness invaded her mouth, choking off her air. She’d gone on to expound upon her wealthy, blond, educated, fashionable fictitious fiancé. Mean wasn’t the half of it. It was vicious.

			Especially as she’d wanted a dark-haired radical who cared about ideas, not meaningless things. But he was going to leave her—like everyone else—and in that moment, all she wanted was for someone to hurt half as much as she did. Even if it was wrong.

			And she might not be clever, but she could craft words. She had that power. And those shots at his insecurities she’d fired...more precise than anything her sharpshooter brother could pull off...

			Lies. Which wounded quite a few people—more than just her and David. Especially when she forced them to be true. When she’d ruined her life instead of facing reality.

			No. Amalia forced herself to breathe, to swallow, to keep her chin steady. She hadn’t ruined her life. She’d learned from what happened. It’d opened her eyes.

			And even if her chickens were coming home to roost, or whatever the saying, there was no use acting like a weakling about it. She was among people who stared down cannons and charging men.

			She squeezed her thumbs, the nails digging into her palms. “Well, does that mean that I’m not having my head chopped off? That’s a bit of a relief, actually. It wouldn’t be a good look for me, though I suppose I’d be an easier height to dress. And think of all the money I’d save on hats.”

			“We’re getting off in Pittsburgh.” David gave Will a small pat on the back.

			“And changing lines, I know.” She chewed a nail. Terrible habit. If her mother saw she’d rip Amalia’s hand from her mouth and stick it in a glove.

			“We’re not taking our scheduled train.” David was halfway out the door, his posture warrior-like, all broad shoulders and bulging arms...

			Will nodded. “A fair alternative plan. Though make sure you check in with both Thad and the boss. They’ll want to know, even if you’re asking forgiveness not permission. That’s better than letting them find out themselves.” The taller man’s eyes never left David, as if she wasn’t in the room. As if she had no say in anything. “But yes, throw whomever it is off our trail.”

			“We’ll just have to kill some time. We’ll find a private place to guard her. Somewhere safe. And quiet.” The men exchanged glances, but had to meet her gaze. It was the one advantage of being tall: no one could look over or down at you.

			“I suppose we could wait in one of the storage areas...” Will shuffled from foot to foot. “Not the most comfortable, but, secure.”

			Yes, siree, an advantage. Now they had to look her in the eye when they discussed treating her like a prisoner.

			Which was not going to happen. She screwed her mouth to the side. What could they do in Pittsburgh? Oh. Well, it wouldn’t be enough money to solve all her problems, but it could buy her time. Especially if she failed with her parents. Besides, any donation helped.

			“Ethan.” She nodded to herself. Her first husband. Who could be charmed. Better, who owed her.

			“You want to visit your first husband?” Will gaped at her.

			“He has food, servants, and security. His family also holds a major stake in the railroad so he can see you two have all the aid you need.” She wrinkled her nose. As long as it didn’t come out of any money he was going to give to her fund.

			“You divorced him. Why would he do that for you? Unless he’s the one after you. Do you have a death wish?” David brushed past her and into the main sitting area. Probably to eat all the good breakfast before it got cold.

			“I have nothing of the kind. And isn’t preventing my death your job? If you deserve a big promotion, you can certainly handle protecting me through one tea.” She sniffed a little. “We’re going.” She snapped the last word as the door shut. She could put on her makeup and hat and gloves all by herself.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The western city was nothing like its eastern cousin. The tri-point burg in no way resembled cobblestone covered Philadelphia, the place where he’d lugged his cart every day, selling scraps and rags. The place he’d landed, to find and take hold of any opportunity America could offer.

			A stranger in a strange land. Alone.

			Until he wandered into a synagogue and heard Rabbi Einhorn speak. And was urged to join the fight. To force America to fulfill the promises it offered: real equality, for everyone.

			The words rekindled the fire in him, alighted a purpose as clear as Joseph’s dreams from the story.

			Not to mention the pay, something he couldn’t refuse, especially as the days grew colder and his own garments—certainly no coats of many colors—wore down regardless of how many times he patched them. After all, he’d never spur on fair wages for every job if he starved. Thus, he traded a cart for a pack, a brown coat for a blue uniform.

			Once upon a time, he aspired to study. And his mind had earned him a chance, despite his family’s poverty.

			But he’d been betrayed, fed to the Russian army. The most disposable member of his family, sacrificed to the tsar’s plan to decrease the Jewish population. He’d barely escaped. And once he’d arrived in Berlin, he’d been so lost. However, never once had violence tempted him.

			Not in his wildest dreams had he suspected that he actually could fight, and more, kill. But he had. Easier than he could’ve ever imagined. A fact that bothered him less than it probably should.

			David stuffed a slice of toast into his mouth as he stuck his head outside the door of Amalia’s car. He brushed a few flecks of dust from his worn, dark navy coat—the only presentable one he owned aside from his old uniform. One didn’t need more than a shirt to spy. Sentinels didn’t care about dirt or soot. Or accents.

			To protect. To serve. To push the world forward. This was his purpose, his destiny. And if that destiny involved a fancy promotion and title, all the better. He’d write his family, for the first time ever, and thread in the information, in the most casual manner...

			He blinked as a breeze rustled his hair against his brow. The joint between the Allegheny and Monongahela rivers glistened in the distance. David pulled out his pocket watch. Almost eleven.

			At least they weren’t taking their originally scheduled second train. Meg might be unfair to Amalia in certain respects, but even he had to admit the woman possessed a ridiculous amount of luggage and took forever with her cosmetics and the like.

			Though... He bit his lip. Thad had included some financial records in the dossier. He was good with numbers and had been in the garment industry long enough to have a sense of what material cost.

			Amalia Truitt had far too little money in her bank accounts even considering her volume of gowns and jewels. She received a generous monthly allowance and was paid for her columns. Where were the funds going?

			Did she have a costly vice? One that could make her enemies?

			“Where to?” Will, arms filled with carpetbags and leather cases, nudged his shoulder while Meg shuffled behind, similarly occupied. He handed the bulkiest down off the train to two more uniformed men with a cart.

			Onlookers stopped and stared. Not good. They didn’t need people to notice them, or worse remember them. And the three of them together made an interesting picture. A tiny red-haired woman, a wiry black man, and a bespectacled Jew walk into a train station... Quite the setup.

			After Meg placed her load onto the cart, he herded them into a dark corner behind a stack of barrels. Hopefully not filled with something dangerous like gunpowder. He shuddered.

			Pushing back memories, David dipped back inside. Time to work. He addressed his partners. “We’re going to Cedar Street. Apparently, that’s where Ethan Bloomenstock, the first ‘Mr. Truitt,’ now lives. With his parents. Only a little over a mile from here.”

			“We’re not lugging Thad’s sister’s belongings for over a mile.” Meg stomped her foot. “This place is hilly.” She frowned as she searched the horizon. “Very hilly.”

			“No, you aren’t lugging anything.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Either of you. Will—you’ll stay here to stow and guard the trunks.” His friend nodded in agreement. They couldn’t just leave everything unattended, not after the rat, but they couldn’t haul the load anywhere without attracting even more eyes. Whomever was responsible could be anywhere and if they were going to lose them...

			David stuck his hand in his pocket and shoved a fistful of bills at his friend. Funds Major Allen had handed him when he accepted the assignment. “Purchase us tickets for the midnight train. I don’t care what Amalia says, I don’t trust Bloomenstock. I don’t want him to know anything about where we will be after we leave his home.”

			He turned to Meg. “You’re going to continue playing maid. Fit in with the servants, or as much as you can.” He smirked a little at her horrified expression. “You’ll be my backup in case there’s any trouble.”

			Will grumbled in the affirmative and nodded. “And that’s why they call you the ‘smart one.’”

			“I thought that was you?” He winked at his friend.

			“Depends on the day.” Will adjusted his cap. “But I’ll go do my best spy patrol. Keep to the shadows. The usual.” The taller man gave him a quick salute.

			“I’ll keep my head down too, follow close behind, the usual.” Meg wrinkled her nose. “Are you dragging her out of the bedchamber, or should I? She’s been staring at this tiny hand mirror for hours. It isn’t going to tell her she’s the fairest of them all if that’s what she wants.”

			David groaned in his head. Amalia had dropped her cutlery at least a dozen times—in the most obvious and shamelessly purposeful manner—to force his partner on her feet over and over that morning. Amusing. Not nice, but still amusing.

			Though Meg had given as good as she got with snide comments about everything from Amalia’s jewelry to intimate acts she might have done with her husbands. It was a wonder they hadn’t come to blows yet. Amalia might be bigger, but Meg had a mean right hook. Thad would not be pleased.

			If only Meg and Will could’ve had some “private time,” or whatever they called it when they were teasing him. Or more, if they could settle their future. But that was easier said than done.

			How someone who could charge cannons, get accepted to Harvard, and do their job well enough that the promotion would’ve been his if he wasn’t leaving, couldn’t ask one woman one question...?

			“Give her a chance, Meg.” He rubbed the space just above the bridge of his nose. “She’s the client. We have to make her happy, get her to cooperate, or we won’t succeed.” Or I won’t succeed.

			“Traitor.” She stuck her tongue out at him.

			“I’ll talk to her.” Maybe. Possibly.

			“Sure you will. You’re so upfront and honest with her, after all.” Meg sighed, and turned to exit the area. “Good luck, by the way. Ex-lover and ex-husband all in one room. I’d love a front row seat for that show.”

			“Please just do what you’re told. Make sure we don’t all die.” David pressed a hand to his temple.

			Meg didn’t answer and instead disappeared into the crowd.

			Ex-lover indeed. They’d been two fumbling teenagers who believed themselves far grander and more sophisticated than reality. Oy, the sort of self-important, know-it-all proclamations he used to make... He grimaced at the memory. Thank god that was all in the past. He was older and wiser and would not give in to any base emotions like lust and envy.

			Amalia had no power over him.

			The tea would be harmless. And an opportunity for some free food. And who didn’t like free food?

			He reached into his satchel to reinspect Thad’s information on husband number one. His own age, yet hadn’t served in the war. But wealthy. From Cologne, or at least his family was. Were able to leave with all their money after Prussia revoked the liberties Napoleon granted the Jews. An entire proper, intact, family.

			Bloomenstock himself was born in America. Like Amalia. Without any of the scars of Europe. No father who abandoned him and made the gossips whisper. No grandfathers and cousins who would’ve thrown him in a pit if they could. David squeezed the papers so hard they near split.

			Images of Amalia giggling with some rich, smug railroad investor’s playboy son taunted him. Shmuck. He didn’t care anymore. Not. At. All. So what if she tossed him over for Bloomenstock? Look where that got her.

			Why she’d want to visit him though... He shook his head. None of his business. He was just there to guard her. Hired muscle.

			David strolled back through the car and knocked on the bedroom door. “Amalia?”

			“Come in,” she called, loud and hurried.

			David pressed in the door and entered. “I’m not sure you should keep letting a man into your bedchamber when you’re alone.”

			“Aren’t you still pretending to be my servant?”

			Like Meg reported, her nose was deep in her hand mirror. With no interest in meeting his gaze. Which was fine by him. “You have male lady’s maids? From what I saw of your parents, I don’t believe they’d permit that. Especially your father.”

			“There’s no such thing as a male lady’s maid.” She tucked the mirror in her black bag. The one that rarely ever left her side. She fluffed her hair. “And at this point, I could probably dance naked and it wouldn’t matter. I mean, what would the Talmud call a third-time bride?”

			David winced at her tone. Her eyes were so sad and he’d have to be a monster for that not to move him a little, even if entertaining and coddling her wasn’t part of his job. He pressed two fingers to his lips. What could make her smile? Someone was threatening to kill her. She needed a little humor in her life, no matter how shallow and spoiled she was.

			“The wife of Bath?” He forced up the corners of his lips at his own joke.

			She cocked her head at him and blinked. “You’ve read Chaucer?”

			“No. Not even with my improved English. I have a good memory. It was Simon’s favorite. He could recite it all.” He coughed a little. “You Truitts have stamina.”

			Amalia blinked for a moment and David’s heart sunk. Perhaps mentioning his late friend wasn’t the best course of action. After all, there was no one Simon loved as much as his baby sister. Which was probably why he’d always given her character more chances than he should—despite all the evidence to the contrary.

			Her swallow was visible before she threw him a half smile that made his chest ache even more. “My brother most certainly did. And loved making people laugh, at the least appropriate things. You certainly got an education. What would your family think?” She picked up her skirts and moved past him to the door, so he could follow.

			“What they don’t know, can’t hurt them.” His fingers itched. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if his promotion made the papers? With a photograph. He could mail them an article. And sign his name with an official title. And maybe, one day, there’d be a famine or trouble from the goyim and they’d have to come to America, come to him, and ask him for help. Bow to him like Joseph’s brothers.

			David ran a hand through his shaggy hair. A bit long. They probably wouldn’t recognize him. Maybe be dazzled with the right clothes and styling. He eyed Amalia and her flawless petal pink and cream gown, her long curls bouncing on her elegant shoulders. Not one stray lock, even with the wind. Even her hat stood at attention.

			She had wandered several feet ahead of him, but paused, turning back, her lips pursed. “You never talk about your family. Why didn’t you stay with them in Europe? Or come as a group? Or bring them over? If it’s the money, you could always ask Thad. I’m sure he’d—”

			“I would never accept charity from anyone, especially not your brother.” He ground his teeth but forced himself to follow her towards the exit. “Not a loan either, so don’t even suggest it. I’ll have plenty of money soon enough.” He filled his lungs with the warm, calming breeze. “And, as for the rest, you’re right, I don’t speak of it much because there’s not much to say. My family is fine and happy where they are and I’m better off here. There’s no animosity.”

			Not a complete lie.

			“A lovely non-answer. Yet you’re going to scrounge around in that blasted file and act like I’m a ninny every time I object.” She stuck her nose in the air with a disdainful sniff.

			She had him there. Though damned if he’d ever tell her. Any of it. He certainly didn’t need her thinking less of him and his family. Not that her opinion mattered, per se. She wasn’t clever. Just amusing and witty and fun to read. He trotted along so he could exit the train first, to help her down the stairs. “No one is trying to kill me.”

			“Which is rather surprising given how stubborn you are.” She reached out a gloved hand, which he accepted. Oy. Why did his body tingle at her mere touch? Her mere gloved touch.

			“Says the woman who listens to no one. What time were you supposed to be ready?” He guided her down the steps and onto the sunshine-washed platform.

			“Cosmetics take patience and precision. As does accessorizing. Besides, I don’t recall a specific time being mentioned this morning.” She swished in front of him, her bottom swaying from side to side like the metronome in the Truitt music room. Not that he was really watching her bottom; the bustle just made it impossible to miss.

			He bit down on his back teeth. Hard. “Regardless, we need to go. You’re going to make other people late.”

			“Fine.” Another sniff. Dismissive, not disdainful this time.

			David held out his arm and she tucked hers inside his, linking the two. Perfectly. Naturally. Her skirts swept at his ankles and they glided together, in unison, as if they were on a Sunday stroll instead of headed to visit the man she’d chosen over him.

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			Nothing was more awkward than having tea with your ex-husband and ex...whatever David was. Especially when you wanted money from the former and for the latter to want to tear off your clothes. Not do the actual ripping—the gown was flawless—just to have the urge.

			Which he most certainly did not. And not only because he’d been the one to put them on in the first place.

			Ugh, why not? Even if she couldn’t engage for her own sanity, why couldn’t he just find her attractive again? Just as a small boost to her confidence?

			Amalia stroked the handle of her valise, David’s letters burned through the leather. The ones she’d saved because she was an idiot. As much as she’d accomplished, a part of her yearned to be the girl she was before...everything.

			What happened to that boldness? That curiosity? That hunger? The passion? Maybe that was why her writing was off as of late. Maybe she’d lost it all to the stress of age and failure.

			Behind her teacup, she bit her lip. The man now sitting next to her, arms crossed tight over his dusty coat, wasn’t that boy either, despite their similar appearances. Unfortunate, because that kind disposition would be quite useful in the present as David’s sour expression wasn’t improving matters.

			The three sampled cucumber and butter sandwiches as well as salmon and dill, along with several sweets and a full-bodied tea in silence. Well, almost silence. There was some slurping and nibbling. And a few murmurs.

			Finally, the man of the house—rather, the son of the man of the house, ceased his chewing. Ethan dabbed his mouth with his napkin before setting it on the table. “So, is there an issue with the documents? We are divorced, are we not? It went through. You said you knew how to do this and I didn’t have to worry and anything. You promised.”

			Really? He was whining. Already? At least Ethan whined in a charming, melodious, elegant way. Because her first husband was nothing if not charming. But whining was still whining. Expected though, as there was a chance, in his mind, he’d have to do actual labor.

			She folded and unfolded her hands in her lap, struggling to keep calm and not appear the least bit—what else did he call her after the sheen on their relationship wore off? Oh yes, high-strung. Only a small step up from vapid, vacuous, and verbose. “I promise you the decree wasn’t forged. We’re divorced. Besides, you obtained the Get—the religious divorce. If there’s anything wrong with that it’s your fault.”

			But there wasn’t. It was over. Terminated. Finished. Which was for the best. The marriage should never have occurred in the first place. And wouldn’t have if Ethan hadn’t fit her description so well. And hadn’t been available on short notice. Her stomach clenched.

			“Thank god.” Ethan had the decency to appear chagrined the moment the words left his mouth. He dabbed a nonexistent spot with his napkin. “Sorry. But I mean...”

			“I know.” She giggled. She couldn’t help it—it really was a relief. David shifted in the seat next to her. He adjusted his spectacles as if he was working to obtain a better view of Ethan.

			“Interesting response.” David scooted forward in his seat. “Why is it so important? Is there a reason you’d like to make sure your ex-wife is no longer part of your life?”

			What was he doing? He was supposed to be protecting her, not interrogating people. Also, if that was his interrogation technique, it could really use some finesse. It was only one step up from: “Do you want your ex-wife dead?”

			“I suspect my new wife wouldn’t like me being married to my former.” Ethan tugged at his collar before lifting his head to give them both that full-toothed smile. “Especially given there’s a baby on the way.”

			Amalia heaved a deep breath. Damned corset. She could never get enough air in the thing. She perhaps should’ve had fewer sandwiches. Or not made David tie her so tight. Or had all her dresses let out.

			“Don’t be sore, Amalia. It’s not my fault my second marriage worked out and yours didn’t.” Ethan leaned on his elbow. “Especially when you’re still wearing my jewels.”

			“My jewels.” Amalia tightened her grip on her saucer so it wouldn’t clink. Ugh. Why did she marry him in the first place again? Stupid war, stupid constantly shifting expectations. Stupid desperation. “You gave them to me as a gift.”

			Though some people opined that one—well, she—should get rid of presents from former husbands, gifts were gifts. Why would anyone throw away or sell gifts? She touched her ears.

			The diamonds’ gradual dropped shape made her neck look longer. Use jewelry to catch the eye and draw it to your most attractive features. Sound advice. Succinct too. Verbose, ha. She refolded her hands.

			Amalia opened her mouth to make a polite inquiry about his wife’s condition, when David interrupted her. “Did Amalia require a lot of expenses while you were married?”

			Her teacup clattered. What did David mean by that? Or more, what did her spending habits have to do with anything?

			Ethan frowned and glanced at the ceiling for a moment. “No? I don’t believe so. Not that I noticed. I don’t do the books, but no one said anything. She seemed to purchase the normal amount of women’s things. She just talked about them more than anyone else—nonstop chatter. It’s surprising she had time to spend any money at all.”

			David coughed, loud enough that Ethan’s mother’s cuckoo clocks rattled on the wall. It was a wonder the little farmers didn’t pop out and scold her like she always imagined they did during the few prior visits she’d made to the house. Especially when she bumped over that vase. Or the decanter. Or the figurine.

			“I made excellent conversation and have excellent taste. People seek out my advice on those topics.” Amalia gripped her own fingers so tight they were probably turning blue beneath her gloves. This was not how the meeting was supposed to progress. She needed to get things back on topic. She lifted her chin to Ethan. “How is business?”

			“Fine.” He shrugged. “We’re expanding. We recently purchased a small stake in the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe.”

			Amalia near licked her lips. Now that was promising. Especially if President Grant got his way and Colorado became a state. Then Ethan could certainly afford a donation.

			“Has it turned a profit yet?” she asked.

			“I believe so.” Ethan narrowed his eyes a little. “Why do you care?”

			“Just making conversation” She fiddled her fingers, glancing at the coffered ceiling. How did she approach this?

			“No, you’re hinting at something.” Ethan’s tone transformed from suspicious to what could only be described as annoyed elder brother, as that’s what he basically was to her at this point. “What do you want, Amalia?”

			Her cheeks heated. Caught.

			“Are you sure you don’t have any animosity towards her?” David must have missed the twinkle in Ethan’s eye, because his voice dropped into that low, threatening range that made her shiver. In more ways than one. Ugh. She was a complete loon.

			“Who is he again?” Her former husband pointed a thumb at her companion. “He isn’t your lover, is he?”

			Fire, her face was on fire and Ethan was enjoying every minute of it. He’d better make a humongous contribution now.

			She flipped her curls with the back of her hand. “When have I ever had a ‘lover’? How long do you fancy one would last with Thad and my father skulking around? My new nephew wouldn’t be the only one having something in his nether regions cut.”

			“They’d do it publicly? Is this an invitation?” Ethan’s lips quivered as he worked not to smile.

			“You’re absolutely terrible.” She attempted to make her expression offended but failed and dissolved into giggles, in which Ethan, not David joined her. Though his lip might have twitched. Maybe.

			Finally, after her ribs were thoroughly bruised—blasted boning—she was able to speak again. She inclined her neck towards him. “He’s a friend of Thad’s.” She twisted her closest curl over and over, unable to even glance at David. “A Pinkerton. Head of the Philadelphia office.”

			Both of David’s eyebrows shot up. Fine, half-truth, but he was going to get the promotion and “soon-to-be head,” was a bit of a mouthful and didn’t have the same impact. Certainly, there was no Talmudic prohibition against shading for expediency.

			Ethan scooted forward in his chair and blinked, all attention on David. “A Pinkerton? Really? I’ve never met one of you in real life.” A lock of light brown hair fell in his eyes, giving him an almost boyish, gleeful, appearance. “Where do you carry your pistol?” Ethan shifted so his elbows lay on his lap and his hands created a resting place for his chin.

			The wheels in her former husband’s mind were turning. Winding in their most natural direction—back to mischief. Amusing, but she was running out of time to ask for what she needed.

			Amalia held up a finger. “I—”

			“How big is it?” Ethan skidded his chair forward, a sly glint in his eye.

			“Ethan.” She shook her head. “Mr. Zisskind is not showing you his pistol.” The words echoed in her ears—Oh. My. God. Her face burned. Maybe David wouldn’t notice the double meaning, since his humor had disappeared.

			No such luck.

			“I can assure you, it’s an impressive size, but there is no need to reveal anything so we can measure. At least not here.” David even kept a straight face through the entire line.

			Did he realize what he said?

			Ethan certainly did. He burst into raucous laughter. Hands over his mouth, he flew backwards onto his couch, his teacup flying into the air. The servants were going to have quite the evening.

			And David had thrown his head back as well, his legs kicked out.

			Men were so male. And rather annoying because if his was of an impressive size, why couldn’t she see it? Or feel it? Last time, it was only through his clothing so she never had a full sense. She threaded her hands together to beat back the memories. But blast it, she licked her lips.

			Her heart stopped as David’s eyes met hers. He slid farther down in his chair, legs so wide his knee skimmed hers through her skirt. And winked.

			Ugh, why was that sort of teasing so attractive to her?

			If only she had ladylike swooning impulses or theatrical skills, because if ever there was a time to use them... This is why her mother should’ve sent her to etiquette classes instead of Hebrew School, even if the latter was more interesting and the only academic endeavor in which she ever excelled.

			Time to get things back on track. She coughed into her hand. “All right. Since you two have locked horns or marked territory or whatever you just did and both survived, are we finished here? We do have a train to catch. I’d like to get back to Centerville before Thad and Belle’s baby is out of bunting.”

			Next to her, David inhaled and tapped his fingers on his knee once, twice, three times. “I agree. It’s been...nice, but we should really reconvene with the others.”

			He and Ethan rose at the same time. David extended a hand to her. She accepted and the tingles were back, despite the fact they had no place in the room and were most certainly distracting her from...everything.

			“Thank you so much for seeing us, Ethan.” She inclined her head so she could indicate that she had more to say to him, more to ask.

			Ethan’s face softened as he held her gaze, his expression almost as kind as it was when they first discussed marriage—a chance call regarding his parents’ loan when they’d both been lost and in search of something. “Anytime. I’m glad you’re doing well.” His eyes were wide and sincere as well.

			“You too. Best of wishes to you and your wife.” And the lump was back. Because he did deserve happiness. Even if she hadn’t found the same. She released David’s hand and hurried towards the exit, signaling again for Ethan to follow.

			Her ex-husband was quick and met her beneath the stairwell. “What do you want to ask me? What do you need? Are you in trouble?” Ethan’s voice was low as his butler placed her hat in her hand. “You know I’d do anything for you, especially after you helped my sister through...all that.”

			The poor, poor girl. She’d needed more than money to get out of her marriage unscathed. Ethan and his parents had been beside themselves. But Amalia had the knowledge and know-how to work the system and get her former sister-in-law someplace where she could be safe and start a new life.

			Amalia swallowed.

			So very lucky.

			All of them.

			She dropped her voice as well and leaned over so she could speak directly into her former husband’s ear as she adjusted her hat. After all, David didn’t need to know Ethan’s personal business. “It’s not me. It’s my fund. The one I started for women without means.” She stuck the pin through the side and weaved it into her hair. “It’s in a little trouble. There’s so much demand. I’m going to ask my parents, but it needs an influx.”

			“How much?” Ethan clasped his hands together. “What do you need?”

			“Just a little. I know you have a baby on the way, so there will be extra expenses and your allowance isn’t much bigger than mine.” She toyed with a cuff. It was so awkward sometimes. Even if Ethan was a dear.

			“I’ll give all I can. You know I believe in this, Amalia.” His voice was earnest.

			“I do.” She nodded. “Just send it to Indianapolis. To my lawyer.”

			“Gladly.” He gave her a playful elbow. “I’m proud of you.”

			“Same.” She elbowed back. Because she was.

			“Are you ready?” David muscled between them and offered his arm, breaking the moment.

			“Yes.” She threaded herself next to him. “Thank you again, Ethan. For everything.” The two exited into the sunshine and bustling street. She tilted towards David and forced herself right up against his side. Yes, he was indeed armed. In his jacket pocket was real, not metaphoric, firepower.

			And it was indeed of impressive size.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The sun was too high in the sky to call for a carriage to transport them back to the train station. With no other plans, David permitted Amalia to lead him south, towards the Allegheny, into a tree-lined expanse.

			Bees buzzed and darted from shrub to shrub as the scent of flowers and greens and fresh water beat back the city. And the memories of the rather charming, but arrogant snot she’d married—actually married. Instead of him. Not that he’d asked, but she’d never given him the chance, or really a chance at all.

			If ever there was a sign marriage was worthless... David clenched his fists so hard his nails dented his skin. It didn’t matter. Ethan was clearly not sending her threats so whatever they were whispering about was not his concern. Not at all.

			“Allegheny Commons.” Amalia nodded to no one as they strolled past ornamental flowerbeds brimming with yellow and orange, interrupting his thoughts. “It’s supposed to be a ‘breathing place.’ Same designer as both Central and Fairmount Parks. Pittsburgh is moving up in the world. I wrote my mother about it, said she should make sure our banks made their presence known here. Plenty of customers. For once, the woman actually listened to me. And bought me this as a ‘thank you.’”

			She dipped her fingers down and stroked a gold heart-shaped pendant, just above the dark pink and white edging of her dress. The jewelry caught the sunlight and a rainbow of stones shimmered. However, he couldn’t focus on separating them when imagines of her dipping her fingers lower filled his mind.

			He grunted something that resembled appreciation and strolled along beside her.

			Mushuggenah.

			He truly was mad. At least when it came to Amalia. Shallow and spoiled and ready to use him and toss him aside without a second thought if he gave her the chance. After all, as the adage said: the best predication of future behavior was past behavior. He needed to remember that. Repeat it to himself.

			Because the way she demonstrated grace and strength and well, humor, despite the circumstances...the way that she hinted that there was more than just the wealthy woman veneer. More than the spoiled teenager who’d broken his heart. He didn’t need that knowledge. It was irrelevant to his task.

			And he could banish the memories—the image of her sneaking into his bed and straddling his body, keeping the promise she’d made to him after those stolen kisses in the moonlight.

			Lord, the little minx had teased so perfectly. Just a few words from her and he’d forget to be serious, to be studious, to be hardworking, and everything he was supposed to be. A damned distraction of the highest order.

			Oy, he needed to stop—save himself from disaster. That castration comment wasn’t an exaggeration. He’d been lucky her father hadn’t slit his throat the time he caught them together, alone, in the ballroom. At least they were clothed. She’d been so bold, so uninhibited.

			Not that he’d needed any encouragement. He’d been very willing. Enthusiastic even. Who wouldn’t be? When someone like her noticed him, welcomed him even. Made him feel wanted.

			And it’d been mutual. Until it wasn’t.

			No, it didn’t matter. Potiphar’s wife, not Asenat. Or more, now, seven cows or ears of corn. Ears of corn; being compared to a cow would make her mad. But they were the same, a means to an end—an opportunity.

			The momentary flight of fancy he’d had in the past, that they could be more, that she saw him as more, was a mere delusion. After she played her part, she’d have no more use in his story.

			Which was for the best.

			Amalia glided down the path and chattered about types of roses before pointing to a stone bench. They made their way over and he dusted off the top so she could sit with him beside her. The seat was so small that the outer ruffles of her skirt blanketed his legs.

			A long-legged bird waded in the shallows of a reed-fringed lake in front of them. Splashes from water beetles and the glug of fish in search of prey near the surface danced on the breeze.

			“That’s Lake Elizabeth.” Amalia tipped her chin. “Man-made.”

			“Pretty.” And in the late afternoon, without a soul around, it was as if they were in their own private garden, in the countryside, or part of the grounds of a castle, like he’d read about as a child.

			Amalia nodded, her eyes on the scene in front of her, not him. “Very. This whole place is. I always liked Pittsburgh. It isn’t Philadelphia, but it has charm.” She wound a lock of hair around her finger so tightly the tip was probably white beneath her gloves. “Not that I’ve been there in a while.”

			She bit her lip. “Honestly, I’ve spent more time in a house in Indianapolis than anywhere else these past six years, save a train car. You need to live apart a certain amount of time to be ‘abandoned’ for divorce purposes.”

			“That’s a great deal of time without your family. Were you lonely? In Indiana and traveling by yourself?” He leaned a little closer, so he’d catch her eye. Because it must have been difficult. Her family doted on her, a fact that always made him a little jealous. Of her and her brothers. According to Thad, until she married, she’d never been away from home.

			She favored him with a sideways glance and a small hint at her dimple that made his heart skip for inexplicable reasons. “A touch. I kept busy. I hosted teas. Made some friends. Other travelers, other people obtaining divorces in Indiana. It gave me time to think, figure out what I wanted, where my place in the world was if I wasn’t someone’s wife.”

			“What?” The damned prickles in the back of his neck which helped him recognize an important line of commentary and pay attention, or spot a decent piece of fabric to resell, or sense the direction of cannon fire and duck would not leave him be. She needed to answer him.

			“You’ll think it’s silly and frivolous.” Hair tugging again. With that brittle edge in her voice, the one that stirred the long-buried guilt to the surface, whether or not anything was actually his fault.

			His blood pumped harder.

			Amalia twisted a button on her glove, before raising mossy gray-green eyes to him. “Well, I mentioned it in passing, and you heard part of it with Ethan. During my second divorce, when I’d become Delaware and Philadelphia’s favorite source of gossip, I started writing some musings, which later became a little column for the Philadelphia Inquirer. Just some thoughts and tips on clothes and hair and cosmetics. I use a sobriquet—the ‘Madame A’ one I used to use in my letters. Though everyone knows it’s me.” Her cheeks tinged a deep rose.

			“I always enjoyed that name.” The words, the truth, popped out of his mouth before he could think, strategize.

			“Did you now?” She turned to him fully, her eyes wide, but her lip began to curl, just a touch, like it did before she’d suggest something particularly naughty. Something that made all the recklessness and rashness he worked so hard to contain bubble to the surface.

			Oy. He was sweating. Not attractive and his thoughts were nowhere proper or prudent.

			“So you have a job? I mean, they pay you?” David winced, but his brain couldn’t hit upon better questions fast enough, at least not ones that wouldn’t reveal how much he knew about said column.

			“Yes, a little bit. Not as much as my allowance, but it’s something. I’m not particularly liquid at the moment. My parents went to a great deal of trouble protecting our assets so I need their permission if I want more funds than I’m normally allotted. And that invites questions.” She opened her mouth as if she was going to say more, but instead closed it, her lips a tight line, her eyes at the water.

			Now that was intriguing. What would she want to purchase that she needed to hide from her parents? Perhaps that was the issue with her finances from the file. Well, if there was ever a perfect time to inquire without being rude... He took a breath, and just as he was about to ask, she started speaking again.

			“And disapproval. And lectures. About waste. Something they clearly think I am.” She threaded her fingers in a rather prim way that somehow made him ache.

			She couldn’t possibly believe her parents thought that about her, could she? Yes, they could be a bit much, but anyone who spent one second with the Truitts could tell how much they loved each other.

			Amalia drew in a rather loud breath through her nose. “Anyway, the column. I have an eye. Everyone always said so. At least they used to, though there have been some complaints as of late. And some criticisms.”

			That made his spine prickle. “Around the time you began receiving the threats?” Not that it was his area, but if there was information the agents in Indianapolis should know...

			“A little before?” She shrugged. “They haven’t stopped, just increased. More and more people deciding I’m not good enough. Or realizing it.”

			Or one particular person, just intensifying his campaign. He wet his lips. Not dispositive, but something to look into. “Do you have any of them with you?”

			She slipped her hand into her purse and handed him an envelope. “Please don’t read it. I know I should’ve told you or Thad or the other agents earlier, but it’s humiliating and it can’t actually be important.”

			Worse than the threats? He didn’t ask the question though, just slipped it into his pocket. He’d mail it to Philadelphia from the station that evening.

			“You know I’m sensitive about being...well, about not inheriting my family’s intellect.” Amalia ducked her head.

			My last tutor said college would be a complete waste. Simon was brilliant, rivaling Thad. He was supposed to attend Yale. My parents have no idea what to do with me.

			They’d been lying in the grass, just off the terrace, behind the Truitt house, staring at the moon. At the time he’d rubbed her hand, before kissing her nose, her neck, and...not an exercise he could repeat.

			“Anyway, though I might not be able to add, I can write. Sort of. And despite what a few readers say, people do find it enjoyable and I do have the knowledge.” She inclined her head towards him. “And, I figured that when you have a rather wicked reputation, you’re permitted to take risks.” She drew out the s of the last word before flashing him a dimple.

			“Really?” He had to bite his own tongue so not to lick his lips as he recalled one of his few good memories from the war. How late one night, in their tents, a drunk Simon Truitt waved the tintype in his face and asked for his opinion on it and his younger sister’s letter.

			Don’t laugh too hard. Enclosed is a photograph I had taken at the Philadelphia house. Our parents won’t even permit me to wear this ball gown outside my bedroom. But fashion is all about risks. That’s what makes it enjoyable and don’t we need some enjoyment? You’ll talk to them, won’t you? I really want to wear it. Please?

			“Oh yes.” Her smile broadened to a real one. Bright and sunny like the summer air and the life her letters promised him—but on a mature woman, who was a great deal cleverer than anyone, including him, suspected.

			“That’s why I adore accessories so much. Unique embroidered gloves or chain purse or even a little something only you can see, like—” she glanced around and lowered her voice “—scarlet underthings. Something little and secret and just for you can make all the difference. People think women dress to attract...” She frowned.

			“What?” His heart beat in his throat. Her eyes were so focused and intent on him, searching as if she saw him, really saw him and was about to give him a glimpse of the full her. He waited, not breathing, and the sparkle behind the lashes dimmed.

			“Nothing. You must think I’m a spendthrift.” Her clipped tone nearly hid the note of hurt at the end—nearly.

			“You’re no spendthrift. I’d know. Your brother gave me your accounting statements.” He blanched as she gasped and blinked.

			Schlemiel, schlemiel, schlemiel. Why was he so bad with words? And more, why did he have to be working instead of just speaking to her? Especially when she became so, well, passionate. The way she could discuss her own expertise, how her eyes flashed and her color rose and all the confidence—she was breathtaking. And despite all the past hurt, when she was like that, he was a moth to flame, hanging on every word, no matter the subject, enjoying her.

			“Right.” She rolled her eyes at him. “Though you clearly haven’t studied the file so well since I’m sure he included information on the column.”

			David pressed down on his knees, hard, to keep from arguing back. Not that she would listen if he let the knowledge slip. She was busy talking herself back into being annoyed with him. “So, what else is in the dossier? More evidence of my failures?”

			He opened his mouth and closed it. Tight, so nothing hurtful could escape his lips. Despite what she’d said to him in the past and how good a bit of turnabout would feel, she didn’t need that from him, not now. Right now she needed something else. Something like a friend.

			A flash of heat at the unfairness of it, the stupidity, the waste, coursed through him.

			Before his good sense could reel him in, he leaned forward and cupped her chin in his hands. The black silk ribbon of her hat smooth against his rough palms, he took her mouth in his. And her raspberry red lips parted for him like they’d done so many times before.

			And it was the same, yet somehow better than the past. Sweeter than gooseberries and pears and those American oranges. And more delicious. He pulled her closer and near drank her in. Tart citrus danced on his tongue as every fiber stood in rapt enthrallment.

			He closed his eyes and everything and anything was possible. His entire body grew taut with desire. More. He’d give her anything for more—blood, limbs, pieces of his soul—anything.

			His arms drifted down her back, underneath the silly bustle, so he could lift her beautiful, soft frame closer to his body. She wrapped her arms around his neck, crushing her breasts against his chest, her grip just as fierce as his, claiming his mouth right back. She moaned in his arms and he nearly came undone. From a kiss alone.

			David closed his eyes and explored, willing himself to memorize every sensation, every last second of the kiss. Because for one glorious moment time stood still and they fit together. She was magnificent and he was lost and she was...

			A terrible idea. He pulled back, breaking the connection, heart in his throat.

			And even if she wanted him again—even if his life’s work, his goals would permit an entanglement—he could never forget the end of 1864, when the only thing propelling him through the war, the last bit of faith that someone understood him, died. He’d been a body to use, and nothing more. No feelings, except maybe revulsion at being seen with him. At being connected to him.

			Another reminder that he’d never be good enough.

			He glanced at Amalia, all powders and ruffles and curls and brandy. She had to have known how much she hurt him. How could she not? After months of questions and answers, all the letters, increasing in frequency after what they did on Rosh Hashanah.

			Maybe if he’d talked less, listened more, read between the lines. He’d dared to hope that she’d let him in her world, and she’d want to be part of his and their stories could’ve melded.

			Instead, he waited, praying that in person he could summon the courage to ask her, formally, to let him be more to her than a mere dalliance. To marry him, despite all his qualms with the institution.

			And on the American New Year’s, after she avoided him for hours, he finally was brave enough, or at least drunk enough, to attempt a real, honest conversation with her, and what did she do? What did she say?

			That she was getting married—to someone else. Not just any someone else, someone who was the exact opposite of him. You didn’t need to be brilliant to understand her meaning.

			In the moment he’d wished she’d have shot him. It would’ve been less painful.

			And he’d hated her. Cursed her name a dozen times inside his head. Muttered angrily about her under his breath during every march, every battle.

			By day. But at night he’d dreamed of her from the moment he laid eyes on her, that what he’d believed they’d had would have somehow been real—no matter how foolish, no matter how much of a distraction, no matter how far away from his plans she led him, even if she’d probably forgotten his name up until they were face-to-face on the train—that it was at least real.

			And now...after that damned kiss... Adam knew nothing of temptation. With the little bit of the sanity he had left, he moved his hands to her shoulders, and gentled her back on the bench, away from his body.

			“I apologize. I don’t know what came over me. That was very unprofessional.” He rubbed his knuckles with his thumb and stared at the circles he made.

			“No.” She placed a gloved hand above his bare one and squeezed so he stopped. Tri-colored eyes, gray-green-brown, met his. “I liked it. I liked it very much and welcomed it and I dare say I’ve wanted it, with you, again. I know the idea of having a lover—”

			“No. You don’t.” He gritted his teeth. “And you didn’t. Not really. You’re confused. Your life is in danger. Emotions are very high. You don’t know what you want. Like you said to Ethan, you don’t have ‘lovers.’ Your father and Thad would not be pleased.”

			Besides, if “lover” was what she wanted to call what he’d been to her, he’d been a rather limited one, a mostly-over-her-clothing one. A shame really, if one considered it. Not that he would consider it, or anything of the sort, it’d just been that she was the one who added the word to the conversation. Oy, he needed to make his mind stop.

			“I see.” She folded her hands in her lap, her neck straight, but her eyes blazing high and hot. Except her voice was calm. Too calm. “You know my mind better than I do? And my future? And my plans? You want me to mind my family, like a child?”

			David swallowed—hard and loud enough that it vibrated his brain. He could still taste her on his tongue. “I’m not saying that—I just, well, I’ve been in difficult situations. In battle. I know how people—”

			“Of course.” The grind of her teeth echoed above the birdcalls. Not an auspicious sign. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips swollen from his handiwork. Probably scratched too, from his stubble. He stroked the bristles.

			She wrinkled her nose as if she smelled something distasteful—him, no doubt. “Why should someone as fragile and feeble-minded as me be able to retain her faculties in difficult situations? Why would the fact that I’m a woman now, not a sixteen-year-old girl anymore, matter? You’re not that much older than I am. Not even a full two years.”

			He should confess. Everything. All his feelings—the anger, the hurt, and the damned attraction or whatever it was that still, somehow survived. He should explain that, despite everything, he wanted her—completely, even if it was dangerous, and idiotic, and not going to happen given their situation.

			But he couldn’t. And not just due to her father and brother. He could take them both, giants or not.

			No, it was about him. And her.

			The bitterness from the rejection years ago and the hurt choked down any words he could offer, at least in that moment.

			David could only shake his head in the negative as wetness dripped on her eyelashes. She sniffed a little and his heart cracked. “So you were just humoring me, both when we met and just now.” She closed her eyes for a long moment.

			Everything inside him stilled at the comment and his face grew hot. How dare she doubt his attraction? More than attraction—unadulterated lust. And other feelings, ones almost like love. Fine, all right, love. Or at least what he’d believed was love in his naiveté.

			He wasn’t a sterling example of goodness, but he wasn’t malevolent either. And he’d worked so hard to show her how he felt, even if he couldn’t explain it.

			The bitterness was back, tenfold. Someone needed to rid him of her and all the heartache she caused.

			Except not now, not until she was at least safe, because he owed her brothers that. More than that maybe. And, when she was nice to him, she was very difficult to abandon. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Amalia...”

			“No, it’s fine.” She waved her hand at him a little before rising, her back to him once more. “The sky is darkening. We should get back to the station. We wouldn’t want to be late, would we?”

			No, they’d not. And, once they returned and she retreated to her private rooms, he could do what he needed to do most of all. Get good and drunk—Will and Meg could handle the guard for the night by themselves.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Clop, clop, clop, clop, plunk. The silence in the cab accentuated every single creak, groan, and knock of the wheels. Amalia bit down a sigh. She’d not give David the satisfaction of the noise, of the confirmation of how humiliated she was. Again. The one constant in her life. He’d probably take it as proof that the kiss was a mistake. And chide her.

			Amalia resisted sticking out her tongue and instead scooted as far away from his body as she could on the narrow, open seat, which afforded no privacy. Perhaps she should just stare at the horse’s ass. The literal one, not the figurative one sitting on her side, taking in the sights of Pittsburgh.

			At least he was reading a newspaper, not managing her. No, he was ignoring her.

			Which was worse.

			After the kiss. After the beautiful, wonderful, awe-inspiring kiss that was better than the past, better than anything she had experienced. Better than Passover or Rosh Hashanah, and maybe if he’d kissed her like that on New Year’s...

			No, she’d have made those same choices, right or wrong. Because he didn’t believe in marriage, and honestly, at this point she didn’t either. And she’d not have survived a mere shadow relationship with him. Especially back then. Especially after Simon died.

			And now, the choices were gone. Or had already been made. There was no room for him in her life, not if she wanted respect, not if she wanted to preserve all she’d fought so hard to build. Not if she wanted what little sense she had intact.

			Besides, a kiss was a kiss and not a declaration of love. Which was why it was hardly fair of him to make such a tempest of it.

			Amalia picked at the pink pearl buttons on her cuffs in the cab. David’s chin rested on his palm as he thumbed the thick pages.

			What could he possibly find so fascinating? All she could read was the score from the game between the Athletics and Forest Citys, less than titillating.

			She glanced to her other side, staring at the shops dotting the streets as they drew closer to the river. Women and men with baskets and bundles darted back and forth as children played with hoops and balls near the edge of the cobblestones. All minding their own business, all absorbed in their own hectic lives. All probably very happy.

			She squeezed the handle of her valise. It didn’t match anything but damned if she was going to leave it, and its contents, unattended. Or worse, with Will and Meg.

			And David still hadn’t spoken to her. She folded her arms and glanced at him again, out of the corner of her eye. He gazed at whatever he was reading, not her nor even the glistening river junction, as they crossed the bridge.

			Amalia ran her tongue over the top of her teeth. What could she possibly do now? Or say? What words could she use to make everything right—well, not right, but acceptable, again?

			“Do you enjoy being a Pinkerton?” Not her most dazzling attempt at polite conversation, but it’d have to do.

			“It suits my skills.” David adjusted his spectacles, eyes still down.

			“Which ones?” She made her voice bright because what else could she do? Someone had to try for normalcy. Though why did it have to be her?

			“Which ones do you think?”

			Honestly? Who answers a question with a question? Though...she edged closer, was there a note of teasing amusement under the boredom in his voice?

			Only one way to find out. She flicked a loose strand of hair off her face and drew nearer. Again. “Certainly not the ones you used to fire a weapon, unless those have vastly improved.”

			He barked a little and stroked his spectacles. “No. That’s still your brother’s primary contribution.”

			“Then the ones you use pushing a cart?” She pulled in her lips so not to laugh, as the memories of the tales he’d spun for her about how many times he capsized in the rain sprang in her head. He’d be so near at the table, gesturing wildly, his eyes twinkling.

			The corner of his lip tipped. “Those have improved. Though it’s been a long time since I’ve done that. I’ve schleped papers, much more recently, actually. Loaded and unloaded, for a case.” He flexed his arm, straining the outer wool of his sleeve.

			Amalia turned to the side to hide the flush creeping into her cheeks. He was holding back on her with the corset tightening. Lord, what would it be like to be held, truly held, in those arms? She tossed her longest locks over her shoulder and swiveled back to him.

			“And I suppose there are the other skills you told me about. Couldn’t you take a single word in a line of text, analyze its placement, its use elsewhere, its alternative meanings and spin an entire line of commentary?”

			And finally, he glanced in her direction, a near sheepish half smile on his lips. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I hope I didn’t describe what I did with the rabbis like that. That sounds pompous, especially as my time studying was limited.”

			She rolled her eyes and gave him a little shove with her elbow. “You are pompous. Very pompous. A passionate, rather adorable pompous, especially when you’re talking about ‘equality’ and the ‘proletariat,’ but pompous nonetheless. Though that’s not the point.”

			“What is the point?” Full eye contact now. Deep and searching. “Other than the fact you find pompousness adorable, an oddity I’ll have to note for the file.”

			How did that teasing, that banter, always near take her breath away? She was ridiculous. Amalia pinched her thigh beneath her skirts so not to say anything foolish. She coughed. “Well, in the field, didn’t you scout?”

			“Yes.” There was a weary caution in his voice.

			But somehow, she couldn’t stop speaking to analyze it. “And note changes in enemy lines and directions of tracks in the mud and chinks in formation and spin all that into a prediction—”

			“I had a little more information than that.” A shadow crossed David’s face.

			No. Someone should muzzle her. Of all the things she could’ve reminded him of, what he and her brother—both her brothers, the one she’d see in a day or two and the one she’d never see again—had done and seen, had to be the worst. Her mind hiccupped and spurted as she searched for some way to fix it, to brush it under the carpet again.

			Everything stilled for a long moment, until David released a long, slow breath. He turned back to her with a hint of a grin. “The four of us intercepted communications and eavesdropped. And guarded munitions.”

			“Kind of like you’re doing now.” She gave him a bit of faux indignation to chew on. Better to remind him of her failures than of...

			“I think you’d be pretty vexed if I compared you to a weapon. As for the rest, most certainly not for this job. Eavesdropping? How dare you accuse me of such a thing?” The smile grew as overexaggerated, mock outrage rang in his voice.

			“It’d be very boring.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him.

			“I don’t know about that.” It was his turn to lean closer, his voice a soft, deep, melodic whisper. “But I’d probably need a translator.”

			She frowned. What did he mean?

			He licked the tip of his finger, tipped the newspaper in her direction so she could read the name. The Philadelphia Inquirer. Who knew you could obtain it in the Pittsburgh train station? “What, for example, is the difference between ‘knickers’ and ‘drawers’?”

			Lord, he was reading her column. That’s what he’d been doing on the ride? Of all the things... She twisted her fingers even as her heart wobbled against her chest, louder than the beats of the horses. He was reading it. He cared enough to read it. Oh god, what if he found it insipid or lacking, or vapid, vacuous, and verbose?

			“Are you blushing, Amalia?” And the smirking, teasing David—one of her favorite Davids—leaned closer. “What’s going on in that head of yours? Nothing immodest or improper or unbefitting a gloved and bustled lady, I hope.”

			“No, nothing at all,” she squeaked, even as her body tingled. This David, this flirting David was going to be the death of her. She crossed her ankles beneath her skirt and squeezed her legs together as tight as she could so she didn’t jump on his body because the fact he cared enough to read... As if somehow, after all he’d seen and been through, her life, her words were still important...

			David snapped a finger in front of her face. “You never answered my question.”

			“What was it again?” A squawk more than a squeak.

			“The difference between knickers and drawers. Honestly, it seems like it should be a very simple question for someone with your expertise.” He wagged a finger at her.

			“None?” Amalia squeaked the word. Not the most appealing sound. She cleared her throat. “They essentially mean the same thing. They are little feminine breeches to wear under our skirts. I use both terms when I write so not to use the same word too many times. It keeps the reader interested.”

			“Huh.” David leaned back and tapped his chin, as if contemplating. “What do you wear under them?”

			“Pardon me?” Amalia’s mind went blank for an entire minute. He couldn’t really have asked... Her breath hitched.

			“What do you wear under the drawers or knickers or womanly breeches?” David crossed his arms.

			“Nothing.” She blinked and shifted a little, rubbing her thighs against each other, the lace and silk humming with friction. “We wear nothing under them. They’re the first undergarment.”

			“I’d have started with that instead of worrying about word choice. That information certainly caught my attention.” He stroked the back of his neck, right under his collar, a glint in his eye.

			“Are you mocking my writing?” She gasped a little, not at all imagining what his hand stroking would feel like on her bare thigh.

			“I’d never mock you or your writing. Never. I’m not that sort of man.” His dark eyes turned hard. The humor vanished and the cold, judging aloofness returned to his features.

			“Did I say something wrong?” She blinked. Why was he like this? Friendly one moment and angry the next? This couldn’t be about the past, could it? No, that wasn’t possible. She hadn’t been that important. “If I did, I certainly didn’t mean to offend you.”

			“No.” He shook his head. “All your mistakes are always innocent accidents.” The last part was under his breath but still audible.

			“So this is how you plan to protect me? Insult me, confuse me, get me so dizzy I swoon so you can deposit me in Centerville like cargo? Fine. If that’s how you see me and your job, I’ll just be silent for the rest of the ride.” Her voice and body shook as she spoke.

			“Really? Can you manage that? I mean you are Thad’s sister.” David’s voice was so calm. Ugh. If anyone deserved to be thrown from a cab...

			“I can and I certainly will. I’ll not give you anything else to gossip with your partners about when we get back. The three of you can say what you want but at least I don’t pretend to be anything I’m not.” And her vision wavered. Curses. A million curses. He’d not see her cry. She stared back at the horse’s backside. Imagine what that smells like. Remember the stables at home.

			“What is that supposed to mean?” He had her elbow now.

			Which she used to jab him in the rib. He grunted but didn’t let go. The smug bastard was strong.

			Fine. It hadn’t been the most accurate insult, but that wasn’t her aim. Not this time. Though she still needed to make sense. She grasped at threads for a cover. “Well, haven’t you been playacting for years?”

			“What?” At least he let go. And placed a hand over his mouth.

			She leaned forward. “You said so, at Passover.” It all rushed back.

			I suppose I’m all American for the moment, fighting in your war, serving our little group. I’ve shaved my beard, cut my peyos, eat a variety of things that most certainly have at least touched swine. My own family wouldn’t recognize me. Might make a good surprise though.

			A flicker of recognition, of memory danced in his irises. “I changed my appearance to blend, of course, but that’s just acclimating to a new country. Actually, some of that occurred before I even came here. Anyway, that’s not ‘pretending’ to be anything. I am what I am. I can’t be anything else. Unfortunately.” A ghost of a smile flashed on his face, as if he’d discovered a secret. “And you have a good memory.” Did he just wink at her?

			Desire flared through her chest once more. How could one person drive her senses so wild? Control, she needed to regain some sort of control so she could breathe and think and sort everything out.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She gave her best sniffing impression of her mother and stuck her nose in the air.

			“Yes, you do. You listened to me.” His hands shook a little and wonderment rang in his voice. “You cared enough to listen to me.”

			“How could you ever think I didn’t listen to you? After all, you listened to me. You were the only one besides Simon who ever really did.” The memories danced through her senses. And all reason fled, along with all her qualms as the attraction edged out the annoyance and hurt once more.

			Ignoring the driver—mere feet behind them on his perch, but what he couldn’t see couldn’t hurt him—she grabbed the lapels of David’s jacket and stared up into his eyes, willing him to want her half as much as she wanted him. “Kiss me, David. Please. Like nothing happened. Like it’s then, not now.”

			“Yes,” he whispered before taking her mouth in his again. “This is wrong. And inappropriate and not what I’m supposed to be doing here, but right now I don’t care.”

			“Not wrong. Never wrong. Right.” She ran her fingers through his. He groaned and she tugged him closer to her. His hand slid under her bottom again, and her body throbbed. She kissed along his jaw. His growl vibrated against her chest and her nipples ached beneath her corset.

			“Amalia.” The way he sighed her name made her nearly go mad with desire. She whimpered and pressed closer.

			He bent down and trailed his lips down her neck and brushed her locket aside, traversing lower so his tongue flitted around the edge of her neckline. Fire. She was on fire, all the way down to her toes.

			Whimpers became moans. Hers? His? Who could be sure?

			“I want you.” She reveled in the coarse curls against her fingers. “I want all of you. I’ve al—”

			The cab lurched to a stop. Amalia peeled herself off David and glanced from side to side and over the back of the damned horse.

			Well, fiddlesticks. They’d made it over the bridge. People bustled about outside the train station, several giving the pair lingering glances.

			She adjusted her hat. And collar. And jewelry. “I suppose we’re here.”

			“I suppose we are.” His cheeks were scarlet, even beneath his tanned skin.

			“Do you think Meg and Will are in the car yet or can we have a few minutes alone to ourselves?” She edged closer to him. Please say the latter. Please let them continue and talk more and figure out what exactly was going on, or more, sort through whatever happened...

			David cleared his throat. “Um, Amalia, I think that might have been a mistake. Until you’re home safe and the agents in Indianapolis apprehend whomever is after you, we may want to pause any discussions or actions—”

			No. No, no, no, no. He could not possibly be pulling back on her again. She thrust her hands over her ears before leaping from the carriage without assistance.

			He’d said “yes,” and now he wanted to pause? A pause was just a hop, skip, and a jump away from a “no.” A “my work is more important than you.” An “everything is more important than you.”

			Well, to be fair, he had every right to change his mind at any point. And it was probably for the best. It’d probably save her from herself but what if she didn’t want saving?

			She gave the horse a stroke—at least someone appreciated her touch—and crossed in front of the animal towards the station. She didn’t need help. Not from David, not from the driver, not from anyone. She was an adult. A mature adult. A mature adult—ow!

			A whoosh and a thwack and something heavy lodged inside her skirts, thrusting her forward so her knees hit the cobblestones. Dirt streaked her gloves. Pain radiated through her palms and hips, making her vision waver again, liquid skimming over the surface.

			Someone—David—called her name. Footsteps shook the ground and strong arms lifted her back on her feet. Her skirts though slipped to the left with a loud rip. She patted around her flounces and her hand landed on something heavy. She closed her hand and yanked—double ow. Blood covered her glove, ruining the white and blotting on the pink all around the object in her hand.

			“David?” She gazed up at him and was met with concern. He plucked the thing from her palm and held it in the light. She blinked, her eyes and mind blurring. That couldn’t be a—could it? Shaking, Amalia managed to gasp one word before everything went black.

			“Knife.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			David pulled off his spectacles, rubbed his eyes, and yawned before placing his head in his hands as the midnight train lurched to a start. Late. His plan for their evening had not included several hours of answering questions for the Pittsburgh police, followed by an hour of composing a rather difficult telegraph to Thad, followed by a barely remembered missive regarding the complaints about her column to the agents in Indiana—not his best work, but it got the unwanted job done.

			Now though, he was inundated with visions of needing to write a darker missive. His heart lurched. So much blood. She’d been so pale.

			Her hand. A small, non-vital part of her body.

			He repeated the words in his head, pounding them into his skull so he could force his mouth to open and shut and his feet to move. So he could do his job. Because that was what Amalia needed him to do. More than anything else. Which is why he couldn’t stop—had to keep going, keep protecting and guarding, keep pushing forward until she was with her family.

			At least Meg handled secondary discussions with the witnesses. Not that any reported seeing more than he had.

			A dark cloaked specter. A near ghost. At least according to half the yokels milling about when it happened. Not that one of them had done anything to stop it.

			Tall.

			Large cap.

			No one saw a face.

			The same retelling over and over.

			“Well, the higher-ups can officially eliminate Ethan Bloomenstock as a suspect.” Meg slumped in yet another cushioned armchair, a repeat of the previous night, but the mood far graver. “I was just finishing at the house when you two caught the cab outside the park. No one came or left.”

			David rubbed his temple. “No, it had to be someone from the first train. We must’ve lost them for a little when we left this morning. Maybe they tried to follow, maybe they slunk around in the shadows, knowing we’d be back. That’s the only thing that makes sense after the rat.”

			But who would want to hurt Amalia? Could someone have followed her from Indianapolis? If someone had, how had he slipped through the other agents?

			None of the pieces fit together. How did one protect someone from a phantom? A phantom with seemingly unlimited resources. A phantom after a rather harmless woman. A charming, entertaining, beautiful woman, but a harmless one nevertheless.

			Nothing made sense.

			His temples throbbed. What was he going to do? How was he failing so much? He was supposed to be proving himself. Instead, he was showing he couldn’t handle leading one simple protection duty.

			Simple his tuchas.

			Damn the assignment. Damn the tempting promotion in an organization whose values he’d started to question over the last few months.

			Damn all of it.

			“I didn’t see anyone sniffing around the luggage.” Will popped his head through the door and slid in. “But I can’t be everywhere at once.” He latched them inside before leaning against the wall. Probably dead on his feet. Like poor Meg.

			A ripple of guilt spread through David. His friends had been working too hard, making up for his distracted mind.

			He glanced at Meg, whose eyelids fluttered as if fighting sleep. Amalia was his responsibility more than anyone’s and he was the one in charge. His fault, not Will and Meg’s. His failure. His screwup.

			Maybe everyone in Grodno had been right about him—he was the son of a no-goodnik, a no-goodnik in his own right, and nothing more. Maybe his family was prescient in their bid to get rid of him.

			After all, what had he done before he came to America? Treaded the same tracks his father had. And yet he failed there too. He couldn’t even turn his back on his people correctly.

			Could he blame Amalia for shielding herself from a man who’d never be good enough?

			He bent forward, face in his hands.

			“How’s Amalia doing?” Will’s voice boomed across the room.

			“Sleeping, last time I checked.” Meg’s expression was weary. “The cut’s nasty. She near sliced through a tendon. I’d wrapped it pretty tight when I first got to her but she bled through. I stitched it as best as I could. She’ll have a rather large scar.” His partner’s eyes were somber. “Using her fingers will be difficult for the next few days. And painful.” She tutted her tongue before shaking her head. “Poor girl.”

			His throat filled at her tone. It was bad. Really bad and they’d been very lucky.

			“Change of heart?” David managed to force something that almost resembled levity into his voice, even as guilt pounded his mind. He should’ve been paying attention. Should’ve at least noticed something amiss, instead of turning back too late to see anything but Amalia fall.

			Meg gave a soft chuckle and leaned farther in her chair as Will sauntered over to occupy the one across. “Nah, she’s still a spoiled brat.” Meg dipped her head back for a moment before rocking back to meet his eye. “But she certainly doesn’t deserve to be maimed for that.” His friend frowned. “Even if she has lousy tastes in men.”

			“Lousy?” The word came out a growl but the hairs on the back of his arms rose to attention. What did the first husband do? What had Meg seen? He’d been with her the whole time, except...the two had spoken privately for that one moment. It seemed innocent enough but if he touched a hair on Amalia’s head...

			Meg toyed with the sleeve of Will’s coat that she’d wrapped around the thin washer woman’s disguise she still wore.

			“What did the staff say?” He jumped to his feet, all his senses waking and in a full panic.

			Oh god. Had Ethan actually done something horrible to Amalia when they were married? A bubbling mixture of fear and rage raced through David’s veins. Where had Thad been? Where had her father been? How could they be so suspicious of him, but permit her to marry someone who would hurt her?

			A thrumming started in his ears. Where had he been? What had he been doing during that time?

			He swallowed. “Meg?”

			“Lord, David, no. He didn’t—it isn’t whatever horrible crime you’re imagining.” She bit back her lip, her brow creased, as if she was weighing each word. “He didn’t do anything, really, he’s just...”

			“What?” He’d bent down so far he was almost on top of her. Will thrust him back with a slender, yet steel-strong arm and a warning glare. David stepped to the side, adjusted his tie and repeated the question.

			Meg gave both men a withering glance. “A bigger spoiled brat than she is.” She shrugged. “At least I think that’s the easiest way to describe it.”

			Everything inside David relaxed. “Ah. Well, I could’ve told you that.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and collapsed back on the couch.

			“I mean, I could see physical attraction.” He didn’t need to see Meg to know she was smirking again, probably wide enough so Will couldn’t miss it.

			David resisted a snort at her antics. Not believable. Will had nothing to worry about.

			First of all, Ethan Bloomenstock wasn’t that nice to look at. Sure, he had neat, lush, golden hair that probably glittered in the sun, along with even, white teeth that could be seen in every full smile. And bright blue eyes. And clean, pressed, soot-free, fashionable clothes. And probably smooth, un-calloused hands. And no accent. And a college education. Just as Amalia described all those years ago.

			He gritted his teeth. “I suppose.”

			Still, second of all... There was no second of all and his friends were now giving him these knowing, pitying glances, tutting over his lack of answers because somehow it’d all be turned around on him. Again.

			“Is that a bit of envy I detect?” Meg snapped off the t in a knowing manner.

			“No. Not at all.” David ground his teeth. “I know I’m not bad to look at and what you or Amalia thinks about that isn’t important. Not at all. Protecting her, solving the case is what’s important. That’s why we’re having this conversation, after all.”

			“Naturally.” Meg’s chair creaked as she shifted. “And you shouldn’t be jealous. Bloomenstock just has this attitude, like the war never happened.” His partner trailed off and David raised his chin to meet her haunted gaze, Will already next to her, his arm around her shoulder.

			Meg hugged herself a little, stroking up and down her sleeves, not acknowledging Will but still leaning ever so slightly against his chest. “He doesn’t see lifeless eyes staring at him from a shallow grave when he’s alone.”

			The three partners exchanged glances and the air thickened as much as it had with cannons and gunfire and summer heat, that terrible day. The day the four stood over Simon Truitt’s body and became something more to each other than cogs in the same machine. The day he became more, at least for a few months, than just a schlemiel with worn clothes and no trade and a lot of opinions and ideas but no way to make them happen.

			Will rested his hands-on Meg’s shoulders and the three sat in silence, memories roaring back. The hill and what came after. Four people who’d never spoken a word to each other, together, under a grove of trees in the middle of Pennsylvania. In July.

			Make sure someone looks after my sister. Not Ro. Thad watches Ro. Amalia.

			The guilt near choked him. Thank god poor Simon never knew what his “watching” involved.

			“We should look in on her.” David stretched his arms over his head.

			“I can do that.” Meg hobbled to her feet. “Don’t worry. I checked very carefully for rats.”

			“So did I, when I put her in there.” Another memory to haunt him. Laying her down and leaving, instead of sheltering her body with his. Because that wasn’t the best way to protect her now. And protecting her was his priority until whomever was after her was caught. Because until then, nothing else mattered.

			“You know, someone should be in there with her.” Meg squinted, her mind still probably back on the field. Next to the Truitt whose wounds she hadn’t been able to heal. “I’ll grab a blanket.”

			“Thanks, Meg.” He rubbed his eyes again. As if he could rub out all the twisting in his gut and force things back to the way they were. Before everything.

			Meg grabbed a cold cloth, crept into Amalia’s bedroom, and shut the door behind her. He turned to Will.

			“What are we going to do?” He hung his head in his hands.

			It was one thing to pretend to forget her, to avoid Thad and Delaware, throw himself into work or into fantasies or only thumb the letters when he was very, very, very lonely, or very drunk, but to have all chances of any reunion with her cut off...to lose her and all hope altogether...

			David rasped. He couldn’t breathe. He wrenched his tie over his head and threw it back on the couch, retreating to his position, as if holding his head could keep it on his shoulders, could keep him sane.

			Will strolled over and rested a hand on David’s back. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

			“Didn’t I?” He couldn’t look at his friend as he replayed the cab ride—and the park—in his head. He’d been a fool. A lustful, selfish fool. After all he’d done in the past. “I should’ve been helping her out of the cab, should’ve had my body blocking hers so—”

			“You would’ve been stabbed in the neck and died? And what good would that do anyone? With you out of the way, whomever it was could’ve gotten to Amalia in less than a minute.” Will sat down beside him.

			“I was distracted.” He kept his head down. He took advantage of whatever strain she was going through and failed her.

			“By?”

			He peeked at Will. His friend frowned.

			“Her.” David pressed his hands to his temples again. Thad should really, rightfully blacken both his eyes, letters and touches or not.

			“Ah.” Will reclined and placed a finger to his lips. His eyes twinkled through the darkness. “She does that to you. Always did. Part of the reason I signed on to this mission, to see if she entranced you.”

			“So I was useless after we met?” David’s head shot up. “That’s unfair. For two years after that I risked my life and I saved—”

			“Yes, yes, yes, many heroics in the war. Lots of battlefield prowess, so much demonstrated greatness.” Will chuckled a little and shook his head. “Please don’t start with me. I’m not stupid. I know you enlisted to further your own sense of worth, just as much as to fight for my right to be treated like a human. And the fact that the ‘cause’ aligned with all that philosophy you spout made the choice very easy.”

			He squeaked a little, but Will wasn’t done. “What you did was courageous, but you don’t get to hide behind it.”

			David opened his mouth in protest, but shut it.

			“Good idea.” Will rubbed the back of his neck. “I like you, David, which is why I can see you. You’re not a storybook hero.” His friend sighed. “You have a good heart and do good things but you can be selfish and thoughtless too. Especially with your words.”

			Will lowered his voice. “I know you wrote her letters and she wrote back. Ones that would make Thad break a few of your ribs if he ever found out. You aren’t that clever at hiding your tracks, something you should consider if you want to lead more operations.”

			David dipped his head back and rested it on the window, the vibrations rumbling down his spine.

			“You need to confront this.” Will scowled. “You’re still mixed up and if you don’t watch out, you’re going to do something foolish like get me and Meg hurt.”

			“I’d never do that.” At least not on purpose. David rose and paced, tutting to himself. “Promise me you won’t tell Thad?”

			“Have I yet?” Will’s tone remained placid but his eyes hardened. “I also won’t tell about the other stuff.”

			“What other stuff?” David froze.

			“Don’t play the fool with me. Or insult my intelligence.” Will smirked a little. “I may have been born at night but it wasn’t yesterday. I was there at New Year’s. I have no idea what you did at the Jewish holidays but when we arrived—the way she looked at you, the girl near licked her lips.”

			His friend leaned back, kicking up his legs on the side of the chair. “Not that you were much better. You followed her around like a lost lamb, hanging on every word and finding every excuse to brush her hand or side or bosom. But not like it was the first time. Like you were coming back for more.”

			Wasn’t Will supposed to be the strong, silent type? Where did that go?

			Oy, his head hurt. He rubbed his temples. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

			His partner crossed his ankles and narrowed his eyes. “Whatever it was, whatever happened between you two, it hurt, at least in the end. Her attention made you bolder and more confident, while her rejection made you—”

			“Meshuggenah?” David snorted a little because that was apt. He’d run into enemy fire, twice. Without bullets.

			“If the boot fits.” Will nodded a little, as if he was sharing the same memory. “What it was for her, who knows? But for you, it was more than infatuation.” He straightened a little and cocked his head at David. “And now?”

			David pursed his lips and shoved his hands into his pockets. Hard. He sighed. “There’s desire, at least on my end. I’m different and she’s different, but I want her—like she is now.”

			He couldn’t face his partner, but it didn’t matter. The man was staring, his gaze fell hard on David’s back.

			“And her? How does she feel?”

			David shook his head before glancing over his shoulder. “I don’t know. I mean, I suppose she’d engage in the same activities if I offered, but more than that?”

			The two men sat in silence for a long moment. Will was the first to open his mouth. “You’re afraid. You’re afraid she’ll only offer what you had last time and you won’t be able to say ‘no.’ And you’ll feel and want more than she does. And you’re afraid of rejection. Again.”

			“I’d hope I’d have more self-control now.” David shrugged. “But it doesn’t matter much. None of that matters because she’s a client and her safety is paramount. I owe Thad and I... I’m a mess because she can’t die, which is all I should and need to focus on.”

			With a loud creak, Will rose. In an instant he was at David’s side, palm on his shoulder. “You wouldn’t let any innocent person die.” Will lifted his eyes to meet David’s. “You might not trust yourself, but I trust you. That’s why I call you whenever there’s a sign of trouble. I know you’ll always come, always help.”

			“Even if I care more about my own glory than what’s right?” He was grumbling and acting like a momzer—a bastard—but it was hard to stop.

			“I’m not going to dignify that with a response. You’re really lucky that actions speak louder than words.” An audible eye roll. Will straightened his jacket and neared the exit.

			“You’re too good to me.” David sighed. “You’ve been working all day. You’ve done enough. Let me patrol. You need to—”

			“Don’t argue with me. Yes, I’m a better friend than you deserve right now but that’s not the point. Right now, you need sleep more than I do.”

			Before David could find a retort, Will had shut the door.

			He reached over, grasped his satchel, and rooted around until his fingertips grazed over the latch to the secret compartment.

			Hands trembling, he paged through until he hit the beginning. The very first letter. He held it to the light, even if he could recite it from memory. Somehow, reading the large, curling handwriting in dim light again...

			Dear Mr. Zisskind or David or is there something else you want me to call you: You said you’d be willing to write me. Do you still want that? I very much do, clearly. Though I’m not very good at it, as you can see. Truth be told, this is my sixth attempt at anything. I would’ve torn it up but paper is in short supply. Anyway, I enjoyed your company during Passover, both at the table and after...

			His stomach flopped as he sipped the tea Meg had forced him to drink. He should’ve had wine. Or whiskey. Recalling those years required something stronger than the warm, comforting liquid. They demanded a good burn.

			It was as if it was only yesterday that he was sitting in a tent in northern Virginia, itching the damned bug bites he’d received on the march.

			Alone. And scared. And doubting.

			Only the Truitt brothers, the other Jews in the 91st, spoke to him, and he’d been convinced it was only out of pity.

			As they marched once more and spring started to turn into summer, he retreated more into his head. He would question—would question everything. Why he was there. What he was doing.

			Because no one understood. He’d been so lonely, so ready to give up, side of rightness or not.

			Maybe he was no Joseph and the Tanach—the Bible—was just a bunch of silly stories designed to force people into submission and order. He’d been so low, so terrified, his hope near gone.

			That one single letter had been everything in the moment. One person cared or seemed to care. More, one person kept her promise and never demanded more. He’d presumed the correspondence would stop quickly. But as the weeks went by, the volume of writing grew.

			In those letters, when they wrote about nothing, little anecdotes about every day, unimportant, but oh so ordinary things: her mother’s unruly cat, the horrible mush they fed him, her older sister’s tendency to projectile vomit when pregnant...

			He’d been able to pretend, for a moment, that she was actually his friend. That she wouldn’t betray him. Or she would never discover why everyone else did.

			And for a few months, the questions stopped and Will was right, he smiled. Even after Simon’s death.

			He raked his fingers over his eyes.

			Make sure someone looks after my sister.

			Right. Because he’d done so well before. But right now, he was all she had.

			With a heavy sigh, David reread his notes from the day four times before stuffing them into the dossier. Witness statements, Meg and Will’s observations, his own thoughts, all swirling together, but nothing made sense.

			Who could possibly want to hurt Amalia? He slammed his file on the table. Nothing. No clues, no reasons. He stared and stared at the pages and pictures.

			But an hour later, he still had nothing, no answers. Perhaps sleep then. Yes, sleep. Tomorrow was another day and another city. And maybe a detour, because the best he could do was keep whomever was behind the attacks guessing as well.

			Yes.

			Time to use the line’s extension. Time to go to Bedford.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			A pounding drummed in Amalia’s head as she blinked her eyes open into darkness.

			Was she dead? Well, she couldn’t be dead. She’d only cut her hand and no one died of a hand wound, did they? In fact, one could probably lose a finger or two and be perfectly fine. Didn’t Cinderella’s stepsisters lose parts of their feet? And their eyes? She shuddered. They’d lived though.

			And she wasn’t dead now. Amalia snuggled farther beneath the covers. The floor rattled and the horn tooted its familiar rhythm. She reached out with her weaker left hand—as moving even a muscle on the right was like dousing her entire limb with kerosene and lighting it on fire—and pulled aside the silk curtains blocking the window. Still dark, but the stars winked out, making way for the sun. And the new day.

			Cold fingers of dread crept up her neck in the snug, soft bed.

			Someone was after her. Someone wanted her dead. She was in real trouble and if her parents found out...

			Well, she’d be locked in her room forever. No column, no charity. And all those women...people had no idea how hard it was to leave a marriage as a woman without a powerful family behind her.

			Especially women with children. Amalia shuddered. Children could be used as pawns—were often used as pawns. Even liberal Indiana required someone to be at fault. And if it was the woman, well, she’d lose all her property. And what mother wouldn’t trade all her worldly possessions for her child?

			At least those women were free. The ones whose husbands caught them before they got to safety, who sent their wives to asylums so they could retain the property, retain a mistress, retain their children... Competency hearings were expensive and hard to win and took forever while women wasted away.

			Amalia squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t stop, wouldn’t stop. Because what was happening was wrong and there was no one else with means who gave a damn.

			She’d just have to force her parents to listen, to see, and to help.

			You’re bossy, do you know that?

			David’s teasing words echoed in her head. If only. If only she could demand what she needed, be a real champion for all those women. She drew her knees to her chest. If ever there was a time she needed her friends back in Delaware... Or Simon, because unlike the rest of her family, Simon never made her feel like a dunce. And he was loyal.

			But he was gone and her friends, well, they had never abandoned her, but with each successive marriage, each of their pregnancies, each life event that took them farther and farther from each other...it wasn’t the same. Not how it was before, before the war, before everything.

			Now, she was all alone.

			She pressed her hands over her eyes, entwining herself further in the sheets. She swatted and batted the covers. Ow. This was going to be a long...however many days it took her to heal.

			With a grunt, she struggled more. Finally, everything flew off and thumped on the floor.

			A creak and a half moan, followed by a rustling, until Meg’s head shot up, the bedding falling off her back. “You’re awake.” She pushed the linens aside. “Before noon.”

			“It happens.” Amalia pressed down with her good hand to force herself upwards and Meg bounded up to assist. “Sometimes.” She sighed as the older woman finished getting her to a sitting position and brushed off her nightclothes. “Thank you for tending to my...?” She indicated to her bandaged hand. “Whatever this is.”

			“Wound?” Meg slid onto the bed next to her and snatched up the appendage, inspecting the dressings. “You sliced it pretty good. Near went to the bone, but you should be able to use most of your palm and fingers, even while it’s healing. How does it feel?”

			“Fine.” No need to make this woman think any less of her. Meg prodded harder and she yelped. Fiddlesticks. “All right, sore.” Amalia swiped a tangle off her face with her other hand. “And I’m going to be no help with my own dressings now.” She shot Meg a quick glance. “Sorry.”

			“I’ll make do.” She shrugged and released Amalia’s hand. “At least I don’t have to wear half of this stuff.” She indicated to the half-opened trunks scattered around the room.

			“It’s pretty.” Amalia squeezed her lips together.

			“It’s a waste.” Meg clucked her tongue.

			And just when she was ready to give her another chance. Though it was better than vacuous. Amalia started to ball her fingers—ow. Foolish right hand. She set her jaw and glared at Meg. “Everything is a waste when you look at it too hard. Why do we need tea when we can have water? Why do we need meat when we can have beans? Why do we need coal and fires when we can just have more blankets?”

			“Fair enough. And I suppose, to each his own.” Meg busied herself with the trunks, not meeting Amalia’s eye, but at least she didn’t lecture her. A good sign. Maybe she could make another attempt with the female Pinkerton. Try to figure out what made her tick and maybe that could lead to a friendship. Or at least an alliance because, good lord, she needed an ally.

			Amalia eyed the bleary-eyed Meg, her strawberry-blond hair still in matted snares. “Meg?” The woman returned a non-committal noise as she pawed through flounces of silk. “Why did you become a nurse?”

			“Because I’m good at it.” Meg dug farther. “And the first person who treated me decent was a nurse. Saved me when my parents died and older brother abandoned me.” Meg fished out a pair of cobalt knickers and held them aloft.

			“I’m sorry.” Amalia shook her head in the negative. Even with four layers and petticoats, you could still see them under most summer gowns.

			“Don’t be. I was lucky. Dorthea may be hell to work for, but she gave me a shot, trusted me and cared about me when I needed it. Without her, who knows where I’d be. What?” Meg popped up again, a stocking clinging to her temple.

			“Nothing.” Amalia made a slight gesture at her own brow, which Meg ignored and rose, instead. Amalia’s head spun. Poor Meg. To live through all of that... And yet, she prevailed, nay succeeded, while Amalia, with all her privilege, failed time and time again. Even when she was only trying to help, trying to do something good.

			Why? Maybe it was because Meg had the courage she lacked. If only she could have a smidge. Then facing her parents would be simple.

			Maybe that was why they started out on the wrong foot. Maybe she was a bit jealous of the other woman and all her competence.

			“Anyway. Do you need anything? Food, or...” Meg waved around the room.

			“Oh, I can call for my own meal. You should sleep. You’ve been working hard enough.” Amalia scooted off the bed, snatched a dressing gown, and padded to the door. “All right. Fine. Perhaps I could use a little help getting back on my feet. But after that, I’ll learn how to do this all one-handed.” Hopefully. She struggled with the sash a moment. “It won’t be useless forever, will it?”

			Meg’s voice was muffled as she forced her own gown over her head. “For maybe a few weeks. It’ll have a nasty scar but...”

			“That’s what fancy gloves are for.” Her hand throbbed through its bandages. Maybe some ice with breakfast. “I can justify commissioning a whole batch of new pairs with extra room in that area. In every shade and with special embroidery. Perhaps I’ll get a column out of discussing choices.”

			And there wasn’t a catch in her voice because crying over a few lines on a part of her body that most people would never see was silly. Men in the war lost whole limbs by cannon fire. She swallowed. She was probably just hungry and the column idea wasn’t half bad, especially as she needed one. And unfortunately, some help writing it now.

			Fiddlesticks.

			Meg, now fully dressed, her hair in some sort of nest, frowned. “Now what getup are we doing this morning?”

			Amalia bit her tongue. What to wear, what to wear. It had to be perfect. She was going to have to beg one of the Pinkertons—probably David—fine, David, who already resented her, to act as her secretary, so she needed some decent armor. She moved back towards the bed. “If there was ever a day for the one with the sherbet-colored stripes and the black lace...”

			Meg clawed through the gowns. “I don’t see that one.”

			“It isn’t a gown. It’s a corset.” She resisted a smirk. “There are matching knickers too. Short ones. With ribbons.”

			Victory, after all, started early.

			 

			An hour later, Amalia’s stomach growled and her body swayed as she stumbled her way into the main section of her car. She’d have to eat first next time or learn to apply cosmetics without full arm movements faster, because Meg was never getting near her brows again.

			Tweezers were not the woman’s forte. Though at least Meg apologized.

			She rubbed the still smarting skin, shuddering for the poor soldiers the woman operated on. Hopefully the patches she filled in with charcoal would grow back. If only tattooing was permitted under Jewish law. Though tattooed enhancement on the face...that’d make an interesting column. Had any one ever tried that? It would save time, but take a bit of the fun out of experimenting and changing with the season.

			That was the best part about fashion: everything changed, but at predictable intervals, like dances at a party. Amalia nodded to herself. Excellent analogy—definitely going in a column. In the column, that she’d dictate to someone, once she got the chance to ask.

			Her innards lurched. Fine, food now, work later. And...oh. That smell, that delicious, rich, dark, nutty smell. “Is that coffee?” She staggered over to the table and slid into a seat across from David. “Please tell me that’s coffee and not tea or chocolate.”

			He raised his head from his papers, a cup still in front of his lips. “It’s coffee.”

			“Thank god.” She grabbed the pot, poured with her only slightly shaking left hand, and near moaned as the molten bitterness hit her tongue, waking her insides.

			“Don’t you take it with anything?” He stirred whatever was in his cup with a small silver spoon that clanked against the china.

			Was he mad? She sipped again, inhaling, and closed her eyes for a moment. “And ruin the burn? Never. Besides, can you imagine anything sweet with eggs and warm bread?”

			“Well, there is this thing you Americans call ‘marmalade.’” He displayed his own half-eaten wedge, slathered with orange.

			She wrinkled her nose. “Bah, sweet goes with sweet, savory with savory and all of them in my stomach right now, provided nothing bursts.” She placed a hand on her stomach. Another rumble. She’d need something soon or she’d swoon.

			With her blasted left hand, she laid a piece of toast on her plate and brought over the butter. Amalia dipped her knife and the equally blasted bread slipped and nothing would spread. She’d get more movement in her shoulder soon, right?

			Consarn it. She balled her first and reached out—ow. Wrong hand. Again.

			“Does that happen frequently?” David took both the knife and food from her and accomplished the task in mere seconds, handing her buttered bread back with a small smirk. Show-off. “I mean the bursting? Not the clumsiness, because I have eaten with you before and I know you can’t blame everything on your injury.”

			“When I was growing, there were lots of adjustments and remaking of gowns. Caging helps. ‘A good foundation is the backbone of any outfit.’” She took a rather unladylike bite and nearly swooned again because mercy, she’d needed food. She swallowed. Twice.

			“Did you just quote yourself?” David had his teacup over his mouth, but porcelain vibrated worse that the train.

			She blushed. “Well, what did you expect? It fit.”

			“Naturally.” And his face was vibrating too and scarlet.

			“Oh, come on. Just laugh. You know you want to.”

			And he did and she did, because it was just too nice. And pleasant and natural.

			After they got ahold of themselves, that settled into an amiable silence. Well, except for her chewing and a few less than discreet grunts of pleasure, but buttery eggs and buttery toast after a missed dinner...what could be better?

			Like this was what they did every morning. Even though it wasn’t.

			Finally, after she’d made a few more inappropriate sounds and tapped her napkin to her lips, only wincing a little, David tented his fingers and gave her one of his intense stares. “So. About yesterday...”

			Amalia near choked. There were two tracks the conversation train could take—the kiss or the stabbing. Hopefully, David meant the injury, because though uncomfortable, it was preferable as it made the blood drain from her face, instead of rushing to a whole series of embarrassing places.

			“I suppose they haven’t caught him yet, but they have a suspect right?” She flipped her hair. Wrong hand and she was wearing her favorite ring and...stuck. So very stuck and pulling her bandages...and ow.

			“No, you’re still in danger.” He traced a crease in the snow-white tablecloth with his pointer finger.

			“I realize that.” She yanked, but the strands tangled further. Her cheeks heated. Drat. Not what she was going for. A snared hand most certainly erased any and all of the striped-corset-induced confidence.

			“Do you?” David stood, and, with a gentle touch that didn’t at all make her shiver, plucked the caught locks and reshaped the curl, the back of his hand grazing her cheeks.

			And she almost moaned again, breathing in his nearness. Definitely mint. “Yes. I do, but it’s just so odd.” Though it was more of a dreamy, unconvincing sigh.

			He frowned and retreated to his seat.

			Fine, serious conversation. She straightened her shoulders. “Why would anyone want to hurt me?”

			“That’s what the entire agency is trying to figure out, while I keep you safe.” David tapped a finger against his lips, his eyes on her. “There was something I noticed, the other day, in the dossier. I’m sure it’s nothing or the people in Indiana already know and it isn’t my job, but I might as well ask. Your accounts are a trifle low for the various amounts of money you receive every month.”

			And now he thought her an incompetent. How did she explain. Her cheeks burned. “I—”

			“I’m not accusing you of anything,” he continued. “The number didn’t really make sense. There’s also some accounting recordings in the files regarding a trust, not the main Truitt one. A lot of lawyers appear to withdraw from it. Are they doing work for you, or perhaps cheating you in some way?”

			“Oh, I’d know if someone was cheating me.” She took another sip. I think, I hope. “No, that’s a charitable trust I created and control. My family has nothing to do with it. It has an odd name because, as a wealthy Jew, my contributions engender controversy. Thus, I prefer to remain anonymous. I do it fully, so neither the beneficiary nor the recipient knows the other. My mother takes a different route, splashes her name around because she thinks you can inspire, but I like my way. It won’t worry my parents, and it’s a higher degree and all.”

			David blinked at her. “Where did you learn Maimonides?”

			“Hebrew school.” Amalia slid in her chair. “I always liked it, found it interesting and it was one of the few things that stayed the same during the war. My mother’s cousin and her companion both teach and want me to join them when I return.”

			“Do you want to?” he asked, his eyes intent on her through his spectacles.

			“I don’t know.” Her stomach tightened. It was tempting. Because it would involve a touch more consistent income. And yet... “Something about it feels like giving up even if I might enjoy it.”

			“Giving up what?” He cocked his head.

			“I’m not sure.” She stared at her lap. How did she phrase it? How did she explain what it would be like, that would make him understand without sounding...shallow? “Because most of the women who teach are spinsters and people feel sorry for them.” And then they’d feel sorry for her as well.

			“But if it interests you and you enjoy it, why would you let what other people might say about you make a difference? And what’s wrong with spinsters? Ones who teach are usually the most intelligent women anyway. You might like them.” He folded his hands in his lap. “Besides, I think you might be good at it.”

			Maybe, probably, at least regarding the other women. After all she adored cousin Rachel and Lydia had her moments. But still, a voice in her head nagged, repeated “failure” over and over.

			Before she could respond, he frowned. “So, that explains your financial state.” He tapped his fingers again, the wheels in his mind obviously grinding, and gazed into her eyes once more with that searching, judging gaze. “You’ve never...”

			“No.” A stale, hard lump grew in her stomach, despite the rather lovely meal. And here it came, another criticism, another reminder of her failures, another proclamation that she was the author of her own doom.

			“You don’t even know what I was going to ask.” David’s face softened a little and he leaned forward.

			“I don’t need to. I’ve not had enough coffee to listen to a lecture on all the mistakes I’ve made in my life and what the consequences are. I’m sure I’ve already heard them multiple times from my parents.” Her muscles shook. “And if you’re suggesting I did something specific the agents haven’t discovered, there’s really nothing.”

			Because there wasn’t. Her biggest secret was she once fell in love with someone who wouldn’t give her what she wanted. And told a few lies to cover it up. Which had no bearing on the situation whatsoever.

			“I’m sorry.” David pursed his lips. “And I didn’t mean—I’d never suggest you deserve this or that anything you’ve done makes this fair or right. I mean, everyone makes mistakes. Even me.” He gave her a small wink.

			Her innards relaxed and she almost took a full breath, corset and all. “Perish the thought.” He grinned and she clasped her hands tight. Pain shot through her cut, harkening her back to reality. She sighed again. “No, I’m sorry too. I’m frustrated. And scared.”

			“You should be.” Any amusement in his voice and tone vanished.

			“Thank you. That makes me feel so much better.” She swigged more coffee.

			“My duty is to protect you.” David rubbed the back of his neck. “Besides, fear is good. It’ll make you more aware. It’ll make you pick up on little things, little clues. Keep you out of danger.”

			“I thought my ‘safety’ was your job.” She shifted in her seat, re-crossing her ankles.

			His face dropped and her gut twisted again. “I make mistakes.” He removed his spectacles and wiped them. “I’m sorry, Amalia. I should’ve helped you out of the cab instead of arguing with you. I should’ve been more aware of our surroundings.”

			What? She wrinkled her nose. No one could’ve prevented that. “I wasn’t blaming you, David.”

			“You should.” He shook his head and pulled his chair closer. His eyes grew doleful. “Which is why we need to talk.”

			“No.” Very much no. He was using a tone very similar to her mother’s whenever she was about to be left behind while her parents went off to England or Washington or wherever. She wagged a finger from her good hand at him. “We most certainly do not need to talk.”

			“Again, you don’t know what we were going to talk about.” David rolled his eyes. “You always assume things.”

			“No, I make judgments and prepare, based on evidence, which is kind of what you do in your job. Right now the evidence is telling me that there is nothing we should be talking about. Nothing good.” She shook the finger even harder. “You’re going to tell me that the kiss was a mistake and I’m not sure that my pride can take that.”

			David pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. “Define ‘mistake.’”

			Amalia’s chest burned. Why did she have to always be right? She placed her good hand on her hip and paused, parsing his words in her head. “A bad thing that you never want to do again.”

			“No one ever said you weren’t quick with words.” He chuckled a little. “I’d certainly not call that kiss ‘bad.’”

			Tingles shot through her body.

			Yes.

			So new David liked it...and her? Again. A small version of herself twirled inside her head, until the breath stopped in her lungs. There was a “but” in there.

			“But, now is not the time for any of that. You were stabbed yesterday.” David removed his spectacles, revealing dark circles beneath his eyes. “I barely slept.” On closer inspection red lines streaked through the white of his puffed eyes. He tilted his chin. “Though it’s had positive effects. I’ve come up with a plan for switching trains in Hunterdon.”

			“Congratulations.” She took another long sip of coffee, her mind racing for a counterargument that wouldn’t appear. Especially as there was something else in his voice and expression. He might be telling her it was about the job, but there was more. He wasn’t lying, but he wasn’t giving her the full truth.

			Perhaps he wasn’t the only one who needed to do some investigating.

			“You’re pouting.” David gave her a chagrined half smile.

			“You bet I’m pouting. I’ve been threatened, stabbed, and someone attempted to give me plague. I should be terrified out of my wits, but instead all I can think about is the way you kissed me and kissed me and kissed me and how good it was. Until you stopped. And now you refuse to touch me again.” Steam might have come out of her ears in time to the train’s whistle.

			It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t.

			“And I’m wearing pink and black undergarments.” She slapped her hand—the one on the bad side, ow—over her mouth.

			Not what she intended to say. Not to him, not in the middle of this conversation.

			David gasped, much louder than her, and she could’ve died on the spot. “I—”

			She pressed her fingers over her eyes for a moment. “Not for you. For me, really, but your pleasant reaction would’ve been a bit of a boon. If it came to that. Not that it would, but in the abstract, a man, such as yourself, finding them attractive would be extra nice.”

			“Just in the abstract?” David removed his spectacles for a moment and arched his brows.

			“Yes?” She squeaked the word. Mercy, she was a coward.

			Not that it mattered what she said because her cheeks were on fire and he was smirking at her.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Nothing.” He slid his spectacles back onto his nose. “You’re fun to tease.”

			And the train car was suddenly full of sunshine again. Warm, beautiful sunshine. She leaned forward. “So, you want to—”

			Another sigh. He leaned back, away from her. “‘Want’ isn’t the question. I told you, after this is over we can have this discussion. Figure out parameters, before we do anything rash.”

			Ugh, maturity may have made her more aware but it certainly got in the way.

			“Fine. Later. Like you said.” Amalia took a long sip of coffee and wagged a finger at David. “But, as I presume we are not only going to Hunterdon, but all the way to Bedford in an attempt to lose whomever is after me, I’ve decided that we are staying there for the night. At the hotel. Not just any hotel, the hotel. Bedford Springs. And using the spring water. Because my complexion needs it. Badly.”

			He opened his mouth again but no words came out.

			“And I can get a column out of it, something I still need to write.” She snapped off a piece of toast and swallowed. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re not the only one who has a job.”

			He showed her his palms, as if warding off a potential blow. “I’m not saying anything. If you need a column, research a column. I’m sure you have deadlines and the like. I’ll even let you dictate the thing to me since you can’t possibly hold a pen with your hand like that.” He took a big bite of his toast and chewed. “I draw the line at trying any of your tips though. I think my hair is shiny enough without eggs, don’t you?”

			Amalia’s heart swelled. He really read them. Not just one but several and he didn’t belittle or criticize or pooh-pooh her deadline. And he offered to help. And if she didn’t want to show him her knickers before, now...well...foot. When exactly was “later”?

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Hunterdon, Pennsylvania. Railroad town extraordinaire. The exchange hadn’t been bad. Bedford now waited. The former military post was tucked in the bowl-like valley. Why did the best city in which to lie low for a spell, happen to be the same city in which Amalia’s second husband lived?

			David frowned. Elias Armstrong resided in Philadelphia when Amalia married him, but according to the paperwork, he’d returned to run his family’s farm right after the honeymoon, taking his new wife with him.

			Amalia. On a farm. That had to have been...interesting. David’s lip curled as wicked images of Little Miss Truitt without a powder puff or vial of perfume or dress shop in sight. If ever she needed rescuing...

			Though that couldn’t be possible, could it? There had to be more to Bedford than just hay and cows or she wouldn’t have made it more than a week. Or at least there had to be more to husband number two. She’d never marry someone so dissimilar. How did he have so much information on her yet, her behavior often made so little sense?

			He turned to Will. “You ever interact with Armstrong?”

			“The major?” Will tapped his chin and wrinkled his nose. “Maybe once. Did you?”

			“I don’t even remember seeing him, to tell the truth.” Officers didn’t usually bother with volunteers outside their company, after all. The man had to have been near them on the field, but damned if David could recall what color hair he had. No memories at all, despite Armstrong’s legendary heroics at Laurel Hill.

			Though he’d had other things on his mind during that part of the campaign. He’d almost died—twice. David sniffed the air, the thick smoke of the train mimicking the gunpowder in his mind. “Obviously I’ve heard of him.”

			“And read every scrap of paper Thad gave you concerning him, no doubt.” Will shoved his elbow into David’s side. Hard enough that his hips swayed. “What’s really bothering you?”

			David kneaded the back of his neck. He could really use someone to crack some of the tension from his muscles. “Nothing, it’s just we have no direction. No plan. How do we defeat an enemy with no identity, no motive, no anything?” David kicked the trunk in frustration. Hard. So hard he stubbed his toe. He sank down on top of a trunk and rubbed the throbbing appendage.

			He was covering all his bases, as was the agency. Agents had not only been dispatched to Indianapolis and Philadelphia, but to Pittsburgh as well, to keep on the police over the stabbing. Certainly, they were all competent, all doing their jobs and he was just in charge of the muscle. Still...the back of his brain tingled, as if he was missing something, but damned if he knew. “Something feels off.”

			“Stop fretting and leave that to the investigators. Concentrate on our part of the mission.” Will cracked his knuckles. “You need to focus on your task, not get distracted. Especially now that Amalia’s giving you hope again.”

			“She is not.” He rotated his ankle. “I hardly know her—not then nor now. Certainly not enough to hope for anything.”

			“You keep telling yourself that.” Will patted him on the shoulder. “I peeked in on you this morning.”

			“And here I thought you’d just been off improving Meg’s mood.” David slid off his boot. Damn. He cracked a nail.

			“Not dignifying that. You still want Amalia.” The only reason Will’s tone wasn’t singsong was that his friend was too distinguished for that. “Don’t repeat your mistakes. Ask her for her feelings, let her tell you where you stand instead of endlessly dancing around the subject or denying anything is there.”

			“You’re wrong. I’m not dancing around anything. Not one of my skills.” David squeezed his foot, as if the pressure could relieve...everything. “And where I stand with Amalia isn’t the issue right now. The job is. Like you said.”

			His toe had long ceased hurting but he kept working the spot, in silence, so only the echoes of his words assaulted him.

			His partner though, couldn’t take a hint. “Because those two things aren’t connected at all.” He slid down next to David. “You think she loved him?”

			“Who?”

			Will gave him a withering glare. “The man who lives here, the man you keep muttering about.”

			Damned Armstrong, with his rank and medals and presumably cool, dignified, commanding demeanor, which Amalia probably found attractive. David slapped his hands over his ears to stop his spiraling. He drew in three sharp breaths to calm himself before turning back to Will. “If she didn’t, why would she marry him?” The nonchalant tone he intended came off as glum, but what could he do?

			“Tons of reasons. Responsibility, obligation, duty, procreation, building a family.” Will was chipper as he recounted each possibility on a long, slender, finger.

			“I think those are my grandfather’s reasons for marrying.” David scowled. “Or more, the reasons I once listed when we discussed matchmaking in my community. How it was about social structure, not love, and thus unnecessary in an ideal modern society.”

			Will hummed a little to himself.

			“But that has no relevance here. Amalia was never part of my community. Her family doesn’t use a matchmaker.” Though some of the wealthier families in the west did use lawyers instead, solidifying their wealth and influence. David ran his tongue over the back of his teeth. Amalia’s parents wouldn’t have done that with Armstrong though. Maybe with the first husband, but not Armstrong. He tapped his chin. “Obviously, it wasn’t for money. But—”

			“We need to talk.” Meg strode over and placed herself between the two men.

			“What’s going on?” David rubbed his temple. “Where’s Amalia?” He glanced around, searching for their charge. Because if anything happened to her...

			“Fluffing her hair or something.” Meg slid closer to Will. “So we have some time, but not forever.” His partner’s tone was more weary than sarcastic though, and her usual smirk wasn’t present. David’s blood froze in his veins.

			“Is she all right?”

			Meg pursed her lips. “She’s fine. Primping, like I told you. If anyone’s been injured it’s me.” She held out a palm. “Just look at this.” A bubbling, red tube of skin rose like an angry snake across her flesh.

			In an instant, Will was at her side, his hand on her shoulder. “What happened? Are you all right?”

			“Those are burns.” Meg brushed Will off with her most withering eye roll. The woman had a way of dismissing everyone around her as an idiot, even when she was in clear pain.

			“She burnt you?” Will’s voice was a chilly growl.

			Meg snorted. “No, her foolish curling tongs did. I didn’t even get them in her hair. I did this heating one with a lamp.” She gave a begrudging head-nod and shifted from foot to foot, her tone almost chagrined. “Actually, she did the task herself, despite not having use of both hands when she realized what was happening to me, so she isn’t a selfish witch. Well, not entirely.”

			“Only a partial witch.” Will’s body relaxed and his lips quirked. “A beautiful, spell-casting one, who has her hooks into David.” He gave Meg a hasty glance before elbowing his ribs, again. They were going to be so bruised. Will might be wiry, but he was strong. “Like the one in the Odyssey. The one who turned the sailors into pigs. You remember her name, right, David?”

			“Circe.” David straightened his spectacles. “And I’m in no danger of changing into anything. She has no influence on me whatsoever.” He blew out a slow breath. “I’m only focused on her safety.”

			“Maybe, but that might be in jeopardy.” Meg looked from side to side and motioned for them to lean closer. “She insisted on sending a telegraph this morning.”

			“Yes, to her editor, for that column of hers, asking for more time.” David shoved his hands in his pocket as the tension in his body eased. The woman had almost given him a heart attack. “She already told me that. That’s why we’re staying in that Bedford Springs place. Research, or some such rubbish. On water.” Nonsense, though if she was getting paid and enjoyed it, who was he to criticize?

			“Well, if that’s all she was doing, why did she send the telegraph to Indianapolis, not Philadelphia, where her paper is located?” Meg gave him a shove—right where Will’s elbow had been.

			“What—ow.” David stumbled and had to clutch the wall for purchase. His friends needed a gentler way of getting him to pay attention. “How do you know? And who exactly did she contact?”

			“I have no idea. I only saw the top of her form, out of the corner of my eye. And when I lingered to get a better view, the man got rather snooty and snatched it away, muttering something about ‘privacy for paying customers.’” She pinched her nose and stuck it in the air, before shrugging. “But it definitely was going to Indianapolis, not to Philadelphia. Are we sure she’s not in on whatever is happening? That she’s not doing this for attention?”

			David just shook his head.

			“It could be a lover.” Meg tapped a frenetic finger to her lips, her eyes lighting as the wheels in her mind turned the theory in her head. “Ooooh, a married lover. A jealous wife could have the perfect motive for—”

			“She doesn’t have a lover.” David near bellowed the words. They’d have found that out already, wouldn’t they? And she wouldn’t have tried to kiss him again and—

			“How do you—”

			“She doesn’t.” He turned his back on Meg. “Not now, at least. And she’s not doing this for attention.”

			“I’m not trying to throw aspersions on her. She was almost kind this morning, but it’d make sense.” Meg was near in his face, hands on her hips.

			It would. David pressed his fingers to his temples. But at the same time it wouldn’t. Because she would’ve told him about another man.

			Wouldn’t she?

			Well, she hadn’t told him about the column, or the charitable contributions at first, but she hadn’t exactly been hiding them from him either.

			She just hadn’t believed the information important. She wasn’t an imbecile and wouldn’t play around with their lives if she had information that would help them.

			As for attention...she wasn’t that cruel and thoughtless. Spoiled? Yes. Frustrated with her family? Often. But not mean. At least not to anyone but him.

			A calm hand thudded on his shoulder. “You still have to ask her about this, David. Verify.” Will’s voice was soft, but firm.

			“I know. I know.” David slunk down. “And I will.” Because he knew the answer already. She’d never. Right?

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			If there ever was a place Amalia could do without visiting again, it was Bedford. Mud, mud, mud, a touch of hay, and more mud. She pinched her hem and picked herself off the curb and onto the road away from the small train depot. At least they’d finally built one.

			During her ignominious nine months in the town, she’d needed to take a cart forty miles to even find a station. She’d been completely trapped.

			Of her own choosing, but if anyone received the short end of the bargain in her arrangement with Elias, it was her. Why they couldn’t have just stayed in Philadelphia the entire time...well, there was a reason they’d lived in Bedford. An important one. And the terms were clear from the beginning, but still. It was most certainly—how would David put it?—“inequitable”?

			Because Elias still loved “tradition,” and, well, behaving like a “proper, modest Pennsylvanian.” And she was the complete opposite. And, despite the saying, opposites most certainly did not attract—a lesson she learned well.

			But at twenty-two, she’d still had enough hubris to believe she could use her knowledge to her advantage, manipulate the system. Instead of going to her parents for help.

			And in certain ways she succeeded. But the cost... Well, she’d traversed so many Rubicons without noticing, she could no longer count.

			She adjusted her gloves. With her good hand. As best she could. What was taking David, Will, and Meg so long? They needed to hurry. She had baths to wallow in and a column to compose.

			Hopefully David’s handwriting was neat. She brushed her skirt. It was probably perfect. As was his spelling. After all, he spoke, what, four languages? Not as impressive as her mother’s twelve, but much better than her one and a half.

			Ugh, why couldn’t she master anything? No wonder her parents never trusted her. All she did was make poor decisions and demonstrate exactly zero aptitude for anything besides cosmetics and clothing.

			No. She forced air into her lungs. So what if she was a dunce, she was a dunce with a purpose. Who would be primped and polished and calm and relaxed when she returned to Centerville. In the face of death threats, no less. Her parents had to take someone like that seriously.

			She’d find the right words, convince them of the importance of her charity—

			“Are you ready?” David adjusted his collar as he skipped over a few loose stones to stand beside her. “Do you know where we are going?”

			“Even you would know where we’re going.” She giggled and bumped him with her hip. “The town isn’t particularly large.” He offered her his arm, which she accepted, threading her good hand over his sleeve, the contact not at all sending fizzles to places much more thrilling than her wrist.

			“I can’t believe you lived here.” He shook his head.

			You and me both. But she didn’t perform the quip out loud. Instead she threw him a half smile and hummed a little.

			“Your second husband must have been impressive.” David’s jaw tightened.

			Could he be jealous? Amalia resisted an eye roll. Not likely. He was probably tired. She stepped around a divot in the road. “Elias is a good man.” Because he was. She bit her lip. Should she tell David the truth? It had nothing to do with him, and didn’t cast her former husband in the best light. Which would be unfair.

			Amalia screwed her lips to the side. Nope. It wasn’t her story to tell.

			But David still required information. Especially if they were going to commence any kissing. Because she couldn’t have him believe she was still—or you know, ever—interested in Elias.

			Amalia exhaled. “I was a touch impulsive after my first divorce and was looking for the opposite of what I had with Ethan.” Which would’ve been reasonable. Especially if she’d been a bit more upset about the end of her first union instead of relieved and embarrassed.

			“That makes sense.” David nodded again. “But the opposite was not for you?”

			She giggled. “Most certainly not. I’m a city girl. And you can only change so much of who you are, deep down, no matter what you do.” She gave him a playful, teasing shove.

			Except he didn’t laugh with her. Instead he made a noncommittal noise and stared into the distance.

			Well, that couldn’t be good. Ugh, she was supposed to be skilled with people. She forced a little pep into her voice and pace. “Anyway, it’s over now. It was a short lapse in judgment that I don’t care to revisit. However, this hotel is supposed to be stupendous so I most certainly want to visit that.” She squeezed closer. “With you. Even if you find luxury appalling with all the suffering in the world.”

			David guffawed. “I cannot believe I actually said something like that.”

			“Not exactly, but it was implied.” Especially when he got going. The breeze kicked up and her skirts rippled over her boots.

			“Oy. I need to work on my delivery. I believe the wealthy have become too far removed from everyday life, but I’m not against all enjoyment. Provided everyone has fair access.” He frowned a little, as if he was considering the matter rather closely. “Besides, the hotel workers should be paid and have the dignity of their jobs.”

			She snickered.

			“What? Still too self-righteous.” He gave her a lopsided grin as he guided her farther away from the station, the wind ruffling his dark waves.

			“Just a touch. The point is well made but, as you said, the delivery...” She pressed her lips together, but couldn’t stop a small snort from escaping.

			“But you find that ‘adorable’?” He leaned even closer, so her body was against his in an almost improper manner and the words rumbled through her core.

			“I do.” She gasped a little because adorable wasn’t the half of it. Lust-worthy was much more accurate.

			He straightened so they were at a normal distance, but placed a hand on the small of her back and guided her forward, towards the hotel, towards a night together, and towards a still uncertain future, but still, towards sunshine.

			 

			The fingers of David’s free hand itched as he guided Amalia through the streets of Bedford, leaving the isolated offshoot of the Juniata River for the center of town. Millstone buildings lined the streets of the valley enclave, the green-covered mountains creating a deep bowl around it.

			Despite the occasional group of children bounding across the street during a game of hoops or a merchant with a horse and cart, the hamlet was quiet enough to make out the birdcalls overhead and the rushing water of the various tributaries.

			The one thing David couldn’t make out were either Meg’s or Will’s footfalls. His partners were good though and always kept a few hundred feet behind—hidden so each could observe and intercept. If needed. Eventually, they’d both sneak into the inn or hotel or whatever the place was called, under the guise of a porter and kitchen help. They could hash out guard shifts later, and a time for Meg to come and play lady’s maid, even if he was better at it.

			Amalia tugged his hand and led him down Richards Street. A yearning to take her in his arms rippled through him. Though he didn’t and couldn’t do anything of the sort, the desire burned beneath his skin.

			Did she notice? Could she tell? Or more, did the same—well, similar, because no one could lust more than he was at the moment—cravings flare within her?

			Adorable.

			She found him, of all people, adorable. Even when he behaved like an “over-serious know-it-all” as Thad once called him.

			If only his tendencies to rail against injustice at a frequency and velocity that made his friends cover their ears were his sole flaws.

			David sighed. He caught his reflection in Amalia’s looking glass earlier. More and more like his father. Every day. If they were that similar on the outside, imagine what they were like on the inside? He shuddered, before adjusting his slipping spectacles.

			“You’ll like this hotel.” She skipped alongside him, completely unaware of the turmoil within or that he was even studying her. “Well, resort really. Every sitting president has stayed here since Buchanan, and tons before him after they left the White House. Thomas Jefferson, George Washington, all of them. We’ll be lucky to get in but I can pull some strings with the Truitt name if my editor didn’t arrange it first.”

			“What exactly did you say to your editor?” he asked, his mind reawaking into the present, into the task at hand—her safety. Because, if one considered it, telling her editor where they were, or more, not only her editor, but a great deal of telegraph workers...now their detour was not quite as clandestine, was it? Oy. Will was right. This is why he needed to get himself under control, or he was going to get them all killed.

			“That I was making a secret visit for a column, a review—people really like that sort of thing. Thus, I instructed him to make a reservation under a different name, with a fictional husband, so I’d be as unobtrusive as possible.” She leaned close to David, flowers and powder washing over him, along with a fresh wave of desire.

			Because there was nothing quite as alluring as her pride in her work. Even if it would be the death of them—literally. He’d better double patrols.

			“Thad has pretended to be my husband often enough for these sorts of things. People act one way around reviewers and another around a silly, spoiled, brainless, rich wife of a dandy out for a lark.” Her curls bounced as she spoke, still unaware of the potential danger.

			Perhaps he was being a bit hasty.

			Besides, he wasn’t the only “adorable” person around. The way Amalia was basking and preening in the glow of her own prowess for subterfuge...there was no better word. He wetted his lips once more.

			“Anyway, I’m so excited about the springs.” She clutched his arm a little, like she really was his overexcited new wife out for a bit of fun. “They’re supposed to have healing properties—supposed to be able to cure all kinds of conditions.”

			“Unlikely.” He snorted.

			Amalia twirled the bottom of her skirts against his ankles, like petals dancing on a breeze. “Probably, but I was at least hoping they might make my hair softer or my skin clearer or something. I like to recommend things, not the opposite way around. A positive column is more enjoyable to read. Though, no matter what, I need something soon because I’m on a—”

			“Deadline. You said.” He chuckled a little before sobering. The telegraph. The other telegraph. The one Meg mentioned. This was as good an opening as any for that conversation—a much more promising angle—unfortunately. Time to set the snare. “Your editor is impatient, I take it? That’s why he arranged for this?”

			“I’m sure he’s as nervous as I am regarding the complaints, but I’ve never been late and I won’t be this time. I take too much pride in my work and he knows that.” She straightened, brushing his side, sending a jolt through his body. Any sane man would be quiet and just luxuriate in her pleasant, attractive nearness; fantasize rather than interrogate.

			No. He needed to focus. He had a job to do and a job to gain and a purpose and her life was in danger and... He cleared his throat. “You’re very...responsible.”

			“Of course. Besides, I hate lateness.”

			David near choked. “But you are always late. You take forever to get ready. We’re constantly waiting.”

			“I’m not late.” She flipped her ringlets. Oh, how he longed to spring just one and make her squeal. “‘Late’ involves missing a deadline. You never give me a deadline, you all just get ready faster because you have less to do.”

			“So if I gave you a specific time—”

			“I’d be there. Obviously.” She bumped his hip again, hard. That had to be intentional, right? Just like those tentative-then-bold touches she used the evening they met.

			He licked his lower lip. How good it’d be to tease back, to poke and needle until she begged him to kiss her.

			As if everything was new again.

			As if the past never happened, as if he could trust her not to hurt him, and he could trust himself to do the same. As if everything was not so complex.

			Will was right, in a way. He should demand an explanation, why one month she could sneak into his bedroom and the next month become engaged to someone else entirely. Why she could tell him that he wasn’t good enough for her, and yet now, pretend not only that she hadn’t said it but it wasn’t true? It made no sense.

			He needed to at least set his mind straight. To figure her out. To understand. And if he could, perhaps the future would be clear.

			But now... how could a woman who was so careful and conscientious with her work, who took time to contribute to charity—not for notoriety but because she wanted to—who was always ready to come when her family needed her, no matter where she was, be so, well, cruel with him? But also be so charming and kind and lovely and adorable?

			He shoved his hands in his pockets. Who was he trying to fool? He was all mixed-up a thousand times over.

			Still, there was something he could and should ask her about. David cleared his throat. “So that’s what you were doing before we left for Bedford. Sending information to your editor and asking him for help regarding the hotel? That’s all you did?”

			“Yes, well, that and dressing and the like.” She threw him a wink that he’d normally find adorable but didn’t disguise the fact she’d lied.

			No mention at all of a second telegraph.

			Liar.

			“So that’s the only business you conducted.” He added a little note of warning in his voice because the woman wasn’t an idiot.

			Amalia frowned. “I sent word to my attorney as well.”

			“Your attorney?” David near tripped over his own feet. “Was it because of the letters or is there an issue with the divorces, like Ethan asked?”

			She brought her good hand down on her thighs with an exasperated slap, muffled only by the blasted layers of undergarments. “Why does everyone think I can’t handle these matters myself? No, I’m not brilliant, but I’m at least clever enough to hire the right people and pay them well for their efforts. And, actually, I’m a bit of an expert in that area at this point.” She puffed a bit. “The divorces are fine. The telegraph was regarding my charity. I told you about it. Remember? Weren’t you listening?”

			“Yes...”

			Amalia rolled her eyes. “I secured a donation from Ethan after tea. That was the purpose of our visit.”

			Oh. Oh.

			So that was what they were discussing in private? That was what had made him so sulky and jealous? Oy. At least he kept his mouth shut and hadn’t accused her of anything inappropriate. He’d have to tell Meg that her affair theory was ludicrous.

			And apologize to Amalia for even considering it.

			And eliminate Meg’s other theory. Quietly. Very quietly.

			Before he could comment, or more soothe, Amalia stopped, squeezed his arm harder and squealed. He blinked in the face of the large white columned structure. Hotel? The building before them was bigger than a hospital.

			Large oaks framed the bricked structure, as well-dressed men and women murmured in low conversation in ornate rocking chairs on the large shaded porches. He gaped at the opulence. Maids in starched white aprons fluffed pillows while uniformed men served refreshments.

			Porters scrambled and snatched the bag from his side, while a man with gold buttons and a bright smile scurried up to them, extending his hand to David in greeting. “Mr. and Mrs. Hale, I presume?”

			Hale? That was the alias she used? Her grandmother’s maiden name? He’d have to speak to Thad about this.

			“Yes.” Amalia giggled, her eyes twinkling a bit in the sunlight peeking through the portico above them. “Judah and I are just so excited to be here and try your cures, aren’t we, darling?”

			“Yes, yes, we are.” David coughed to cover his sputter and adjusted his spectacles. Thad went by his grandfather’s name? The man was a consultant for the United States government and that was the best alias he had? To be fair, he used it only to assist his sister with her “research,” but still, a little creativity might be nice.

			“Splendid.” The man clapped his hands together. “I’ll show you around so you can get settled. Your luggage will be brought to your room. You have more, don’t you?”

			“Oh yes.” Amalia nodded. “Porters, from the railway. I was told you had quite a staff of your own, but obviously we couldn’t carry everything ourselves.”

			David fought the urge to roll his eyes. The entire scene was ridiculous, especially given how he was dressed. Threadbare trousers and worn coat, with patches near the cuffs, playing rich husband to little-miss-silks-and-satins-and-lace. Laughable. He’d not even make the “poor relation” category next to Amalia.

			And those long-ago insults were back again, flitting through his brain. Especially regarding his cleanliness. He slapped his thigh and a cloud of dust billowed.

			Fuck.

			Because Yiddish curses weren’t enough for the mortification.

			The man in charge didn’t give him or his silence a second glance and continued to chat with Amalia, taking her arm, as they followed him through the well-appointed rooms. David shoved his hands in his pockets and ducked his head as a rather snooty desk clerk gave him a sideways glance. Fine. He removed his hands and placed them at his sides. Just fine. He scampered a bit to keep up with his “wife.”

			Wife.

			Something he’d never have. Something he couldn’t have. Something he shouldn’t have nor want.

			And yet Amalia and an entire staff would be throwing it around for a day. At least there was no specific policy against drinking on the job.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			The hotel’s dining room was in the oldest portion of the building, a stone tavern dating back from George Washington’s time. Lanterns hung from the ceiling and candlelight illuminated each setting. The two were shown to a table in a dark corner, near a fireplace where a light flame warmed the chilly night air.

			“The food here is supposed to be quite delicious.” Amalia turned the menu over in her hands, scanning.

			“Well, there’s trout and salmon, or do you eat other things?” David coughed, his head down, focused on his own reading.

			Ah. He was going to tread into that territory—into observance, the topic they’d avoided even that first Passover, whispering together through the Seder. Funny, she’d described her undergarments to this man, but never once spoke about what she ate outside her parents’ home, or more accurately, what she didn’t. And how long she waited before having cream puffs after roast chicken, or her family’s opinion on dozens of other Talmudic laws.

			“We trained our own butcher, so we have meat at home, as you saw. Obviously, our family in Philadelphia has multiple sources, but when we’re with non-Jews...” Amalia toyed with a curl. “We don’t insult people when we’re their guests, but provided a dairy option, we choose not to tread into forbidden territory. If there’s fish, we eat the fish.”

			David nodded before laying down his menu, so she had a view of his entire face, his skin golden in the candlelight, his thick fan of black lashes near glittering.

			“You make it easy to be liked, or at least accepted. Don’t cause too much trouble?” He pulled out one of his tzitzis and fingered it. “Make them comfortable with us by emphasizing the parts that are like them.”

			And there was no good response to that. Because there was truth there. Even if she didn’t divide things neatly in her head with regards to “us” and “them,” the way her great-uncle and grandfather had.

			Her family, and many others, behaved in just that way for years. And thrived because of it. It assured their survival and the survival of Judaism while allowing them to rise, to gain rights, but when David put it that way... She tugged at her fingers.

			“Well, the parts of us that are like your father’s family.” His lips quirked.

			And now she wasn’t hungry at all. Not in the slightest. The guilt gnawed. How did she go so many years never questioning anything, just accepting? No wonder she’d been so miserable. “That’s a bit unfair. My father’s family are good people.”

			“I don’t doubt that.” David shrugged. “I’m just wondering why they are the center, the standard.”

			“I—” Amalia’s mind whirled. “But aren’t we ‘the chosen people’ or what have you? We’re separated by definition?”

			David leaned back and smirked a little. “Interesting argument. So if we take that a step further, we should live separately from them, like in the east, shouldn’t we? Not care about intermingling. Like my relatives?”

			“No, because then we’d always be vulnerable. And we’d lack rights. And we’d relinquish the benefits of being a part of the larger community. And we couldn’t be truly American.” She leaned forward. “I like being American. We’re the country of liberty.” She balled her hands.

			“How can everyone be free if you enslaved people for years?” His arms were on the table, his eyes fiery.

			“We fixed that.” Her cheeks grew hot.

			“Have we really? Or is there still one type of ideal American, like there’s one type of German, and the rest of us must emulate them, but still be treated as secondary, as visitors? Never reaching true equality? After all, isn’t part of the reason that you donate anonymously because you don’t want the fact you’re a Jew to hurt the cause you support?” He cocked his chin.

			“But it shouldn’t be like that. It isn’t supposed to be like that. And what we did was wrong—slavery was wrong—beyond wrong—and the beliefs that perpetuated it were wrong—are wrong. I’m only saying that something better is possible, For everyone. Right here. It has to be. Because look at us, yes, there are complications, but most people are nice to me and my family. Nicer than the gentiles are back in Europe. So if it’s possible for us, it should be possible for anyone. And shouldn’t I want to retain that—expand it, extend it, instead of giving it up?” She really should fan herself.

			“But what if extending that to everyone no longer seems possible? What then? You’d sacrifice what’s right for that sort of comfort?” He was so intent and intense. “I find that hard to believe. I think, when really confronted with that choice, you’d choose differently.”

			She gaped at him for a moment. Would she? She’d like to believe she would, but who really knew?

			After all, she was far from wise and the waters were so murky. Where did one draw the line-in-the-sand so to speak? When was something you believed in, something you wanted, something you loved, no longer fixable? Did he really have that much faith in her ability to know?

			He glanced back down at the menu. “I’m thinking trout though. It’s probably fresh.” He nodded a little to himself, oblivious to how much his words affected her. “With potatoes.”

			Amalia blinked. Being with him could be so dizzying. One moment he could illuminate the unfairness of the world and the next he could attempt to order bland food. Which certainly didn’t make her need to clutch the table so she didn’t leap across it and tear off his clothes.

			Well, no one could say he was boring.

			“So that sounds good to you as well?” he asked, his eyes focused entirely on her, that small twitching smile visible under the surface, as if he could tell where her mind was.

			“I don’t care for potatoes.” She wrinkled her nose. Mealy, flavorless balls of nothing.

			“Really?” David swiped off his spectacles and blinked at her.

			“Really.” She straightened in her seat, her pulse thrumming a little. “I don’t care for prunes either. Nor pumpkins.” Amalia shuddered at the memory of the slimy squash. Much more appropriate than picturing arguing with him in bed. Naked.

			Food, Amalia, stick to food.

			David gave her a blank stare.

			“I’ve surprised you.” She wagged her fork at him. “Thad must not have included that in his information.”

			“Your dinner preferences are sadly absent. I’ll most certainly have to correct that. We wouldn’t want it to be an incomplete file.” David’s eyes flashed in challenge. “It seems you might have some secrets after all, Miss Truitt.” He scooted up in his chair, his elbows edging up the table. “Though I promise you, I’ll find them all out. Every last one of them.”

			Her breath hitched and her skin flushed as if the smoldering fire roared beneath her flesh, all meal discussions gone from her mind. “Well, no one ever said you aren’t determined.”

			“That I am, and with you...” He laid his hands on the table and flipped them so his palms faced the ceiling, as if he was proving he hid nothing. He lifted his head and his focus was on her, only her. “I missed you, Amalia, these past few years. Before, I enjoyed talking with you, writing to you, spending time with you.”

			“Which parts of it?” Amalia’s innards quivered both from the warm tingles the words brought and from something else, something hard and sharp beating at her brain. A warning.

			No. She pushed it down. She didn’t need it now or tonight. The day had been so long, too long to delve into those waters. She could pretend nothing bad happened, that she couldn’t be hurt again, indulge in the fizzles. “Feel free to be as specific as you want. And do you still feel that way?”

			He stared at her and her mind stuttered. Was she doing it wrong? Could she no longer even get seduction right? Was she that out of practice?

			She ran her tongue over her teeth, before forcing the words through her lips. “I’m sorry. It’s just, my spirit needs a little...”

			“A little what?” He rested his chin on his hands, elbows creasing the white cloth, but his gaze on her and her alone. The heat returned.

			“Kindness? Flattery?” She shrugged. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes. So many. No one says anything to my face, but I can feel the disappointment. And I’m sure there are whispers. You’ve seen the letters. Imagine what everyone who knows me says when I’m not around.”

			David only nodded.

			She flipped back her hair. “Anyway, after learning I’m not just a failure, but a failure someone is rather determined to hurt—I just want to feel, well, like they are wrong, like there’s no merit in any of it. That I’m not quite an incompetent mess.” That I’m worthy of that faith you have in me, at least a little. Not that she could say that out loud.

			His hands stilled. “Well, you are a mess.”

			Ouch. Not what he was supposed to say, not at all. She raised a finger to wag it at him, to argue back the hurt, but he grabbed it and brought it to his lips for a moment.

			“A rather beautiful mess. Like a snowstorm.” His eyes glimmered in the candlelight as he stared at her.

			“Snowstorms are deadly and cold.” She snatched back her hand and folded her arms.

			“Well, you aren’t cold.” He smirked a little. “Though I’m rather fond of cold. The summers here are sweltering.”

			“You just need to wear more breathable fabric.” She gave him a half smile that couldn’t possibly have reached her eyes. She was not intended to be an actress. That was why she wrote, not spoke.

			David released a slow sigh. “Amalia, I don’t know why you did all the things you did, but I’m sure you had reasons. You aren’t actually a dullard.”

			“Naïve, at best, incompetent is more like it.” Her eyes burned. “And probably proving your points about marriage being just another way that society promotes inequality and keeps the masses down and that it should be abolished altogether.”

			Before he could say anything else, the waiter brought their meals and the two ate in silence. The trout was smoked to perfection and the spinach bright and soft and should’ve made her smile, but it didn’t. It all tasted like dust. Still, she managed to get it down.

			“I said that? I said that marriage should be abolished?” He grimaced. “I wasn’t particularly romantic as a teenager, was I?”

			Amalia snorted, even if everything inside her was tight once more. Her fork clattered against her plate.

			“I also was a bit narrow-minded.” David adjusted his napkin. “I don’t believe in it, certainly not for myself, but that was a touch harsh.”

			Amalia could only stare at him, so many thoughts and questions swirling in her head.

			“It’s funny, I always assumed I would one day. At least when I was a child.” David shoved a forkful of potatoes in his mouth. He placed his napkin on the table. “I was supposed to study and then marry whomever the matchmaker found for me and live out my days like my grandfather, and his grandfather before him.” He leaned back and folded his hands across his chest, an almost sardonic expression gracing his face. “You aren’t the only one whose plans didn’t come to fruition, you know?”

			What did he mean by that? Amalia forced herself to pause, not speak, lest he told more of the story, lest he trusted her a bit more. Every fiber in her strained to hear, to learn, to know all of David.

			“What happened?” Amalia rested her chin on her good arm, her elbow just off the table. A bit improper, but no one was paying attention to them.

			“It turns out that I’m not the sort of man you want to maintain a community with.” He shrugged, but didn’t elaborate and she certainly couldn’t ask. “So I left and...well... I got a bit lost. I spent some time in Berlin and tried things, saw things...” He ran his hand through his hair. “Amalia, do you know why I came to America?”

			She shook her head.

			“I woke up one day, sick from eating pork, but equally as sick with the idea of living under the thumb of the tsar. I knew there was nothing for me in Europe.” David stared for a moment before sighing. “I came for ‘opportunity.’” He drummed his fingers on his knee, his eyes down for a moment. “For most people that means for a decent job. But for me, it was more because I realized that Europe could never be, as you say, ‘fixed.’ At least not any time soon.”

			Amalia didn’t say anything, willing him to continue, to let her in. That first dinner she’d done so much of the talking... And afterwards, in their letters and even the few moments together, she’d been the only one to offer personal details.

			Oh sure, David spoke. He could expound endlessly on what was wrong with the world and on how to make it right with verve and passion and fire that was infectious. But about people—not the crowd—specific, real people? Or himself? Who he’d be in the world he wanted to create? He’d always said very little.

			“For people like me, Jews without means, America is the opportunity to own land or to live where we want for the first time. To have any job. To excel. To have a chance at some sort of equality, whether we assimilate or not. Because no matter how much we do, in Europe, it’ll never be enough. Here there’s a real possibility of something better.” He adjusted his spectacles and shrugged. “I knew it was no Garden of Eden. Discussions of slavery were all over Berlin.”

			He leaned forward. “But America is young. And I agree with you—I believe it can be changed, it can still be fixed. And I can help make it happen, without renouncing who I am, which is better than the life I thought I wanted. I just have to figure out where I fit in. Easy right?” David tapped his fist against his lips, his eyes far away.

			She cleared her throat and his gaze returned to hers. He folded his hands in his lap.

			“But, back to marriage. Let me tell you a story.” His half smile made her heart ache, or more her limbs itched to crawl onto his lap and lay her head against his shoulder and swear it would all somehow be right.

			Instead, she just let him talk. “Once upon a time, there was a man and a woman. A girl and a boy really. Both from Grodno. The boy was the son of a bookseller, but the girl’s grandfather was a rabbi. Her father had died when she was young and she had four older sisters. So pedigree, but no dowry.”

			All the rest of the noise in the restaurant faded as Amalia pictured the scene in her mind. The youngest, the last, the afterthought child.

			“Anyway, when they were each seventeen the matchmakers put them together. Their families liked the look of them as a couple and they were married.” He stared over her head, as if picturing the two, their wedding. Even younger than she’d been the first time. She gulped—loud enough that he turned back to her. “She quickly became pregnant. She had two daughters and a son. The girls looked like her and the son like him.”

			“And they all lived happily ever after?” She wrinkled her nose a little at the concept since she’d never come close.

			David gave a derisive snort. “No. The boy became a man and continued his father’s trade. His business was mildly successful, but he needed more. He read a great deal and was restless. He’d take his cart to the other side of town, where the...”

			“Gentiles lived?” Another gulp. Amalia worked to push back thoughts of her father and how he never converted into the back of her mind. She and her siblings were Jewish and her family was outwardly Jewish, but if the story was going the way one would guess...she squirmed in her chair.

			“You can predict the outcome.” David echoed her thoughts and sighed. “He became more and more enamored with the life outside his circle and met a woman, well, lots of women, because just one couldn’t satisfy him and...anyway, at the time no one knew where he went. But he was gone.”

			Oh no. She bit her lips. Hard.

			“Without giving his first wife a Get, without ending the marriage. So she was still bound to him. So she suffered while he lived the life he wanted.” David shook his head, his voice thick.

			And if there were any doubts as to who the couple was, all were gone. “How old were you?” she asked.

			“Twelve.” He blinked his big dark eyes at her.

			“And he left her with nothing. No money.” Not a question, just confirmation.

			“No. My uncles had a little for both my sisters’ dowries but not much else. My aunts were married off for intellect, not riches.” David sighed. “And all of them resented him and us. Especially me. They hated that my mother didn’t. Said she coddled me. I promised her, when she was dying, that I’d show them, that I’d prove I wasn’t him. I won a scholarship...but.” It was his turn to bite his lip. “You know the story of Joseph?”

			“Someone sold you to a caravan?” She squinted. Could that actually happen in Russia?

			David snickered. “Not quite that, but close. The tsar had a plan to control the Jewish population—forced conscription for young Jewish boys. Twenty-five years. They’d come to the towns and collect them. I was supposed to be long gone, to Poznan, but instead... It was clear who was behind it as my place at the gymnasium went to someone else.”

			“Who?” Amalia had to grip the chair so not to leap to her feet and demand an answer. “Who would do that to you?”

			“My cousin Shmuel.” David didn’t run his hand through his hair this time, he near ripped at it.

			Oh god.

			Everything inside Amalia deflated. “He went and let you get taken?” Her mind raced, willing a decent explanation, one that wasn’t painful, one that wasn’t a betrayal.

			“Well, I did manage to escape. I’ve always had certain skills.” David fiddled with his spoon, eyes on the silver. “Anyway, I’m sure the entire family was behind it.” Without lifting his gaze, he moved his hand onward, fingering the edge of his glass. “Shmuel was slated to be the family leader and I, well, I was the son of a man who abandoned his wife, left her trapped by marriage instead of protected by it. The kind of man who damages the community. Not the kind of man anyone wants to be associated with.”

			A million protests sat on the tip of her tongue, a million words of comfort at all the unfairness, except her guilt choked them back. She didn’t have the right. His family wronged him, but she had too.

			All that hurt, the hurt born of the rejection from all of them sat right below the surface. And she’d done it too. That December, so many years ago. She’d rejected him and affirmed every insecurity he had.

			Because she hadn’t seen him, had been so wrapped up in her own pain and sadness that she’d missed the depth of his. She’d underestimated her own power. Discounted it and crushed him with it. Oh, what a mess.

			“I did find my father in Berlin and tried to be like him. Especially as the things he read, the ideas espoused by the circles in which he moved were true and significant. So I cut off my peyos.” He flicked the area over his ears. “They never grew back right. But it taught me a lesson—my new friends would never fully be my friends—that no matter how noble their ideals, I’d never shed enough of who I was for them. I’d never be German. And it had nothing to do with where I was born.

			“But I could take what I’d learned and move on.” His gaze drifted and bile rose in her throat. “So I put my tzitzis back on and covered my head and jumped onto a ship west. My father wished me luck. Said I’d be back, that we were alike. Idealists. And I still embraced him before I left, still wanted his approval, his love. And I am like him. A lot.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “So you see, I can never marry. How can you trust someone like my father, someone like me not to abuse the arrangement?”

			Her mind spun. What should she do? What could she do? She had to walk away. Somehow. Stop whatever this was before it crushed both of them. Before they damaged each other again and again.

			Because they were the same, but they weren’t. Because, despite everything, a part of her still believed marriage could work. That if you tried hard enough, with the right person, and made it your own... A lump wound its way back up her throat. She was naïve, wasn’t she? As always. Like a child with fairy tales. That she couldn’t outgrow.

			“We should retire,” she managed to say.

			His head snapped back towards her and his eyes widened. “Amalia...”

			She frowned for a moment, until her own words echoed in her ears. He thought she was propositioning him. Again. She whipped her head from side to side. “No, I mean to sleep. You must be tired. You’ve been working so hard and it’s getting late. We’ll find you your own room and call Meg to help me and—”

			He held up his palm. “I haven’t ‘flattered’ you yet.”

			Oh god, he really believed she’d force him to do that after what he said. “Please don’t. My asking was unfair. I didn’t understand. I’m sorry, I don’t want—”

			David reached over and pressed a finger to her lips, halting her speech. “You make me laugh.” He grabbed her hand. “That first night, when you told that horrible joke—”

			“It wasn’t horrible. Thad used to tell it to me and I laughed for hours.” She scooted back and placed her hands on her hips, despite herself.

			“‘Why wouldn’t Moses let anyone use his staff?’” He raised an eyebrow.

			“‘He couldn’t part with it.’ Funny. Very funny.” She wrinkled her nose at him.

			“If you say so.” David tucked in his lips, hiding an obvious smile.

			“Must be a language barrier.” Amalia’s innards fizzled once more because she couldn’t help herself, even if she shouldn’t. She crossed her ankles as tight as she could but didn’t dare withdraw from him.

			“I’ll let you and Thad think that.” He rubbed the area between her thumb and forefinger through her glove, his eyes locked on hers. “Anyway, the way your entire face lit when you told it to me, how proud you were of it and how you directed all of that towards me, a nothing... I’d sail on a thousand ships, march through a million fields of mosquitoes, face down hordes of cannon fire to see that again. Except...”

			“What?” The lump was back.

			David tugged at his hair, before frowning a little at her. “Well, I only sort of knew you then. We were young and still forming.”

			“And now?” Because she had to ask, despite the danger.

			“Now?” A smile flicked on his lips and his eyes twinkled in the dim light. “Let’s just say, as pretty and sweet and adventurous and funny as you were as a teenager, that version of you doesn’t hold a candle to you now—the woman who learns from her mistakes—who keeps climbing and thriving and doing things no one else has ever done. And who cares about other people, her readers, her families, the causes she champions. Who even while being threatened, finds the time to secure a donation for those who need help...”

			He laid both palms flat on the table and turned them over, his eyes locking with hers. “I was smitten with young Amalia, but there’s no one I’d rather share dinner with than you, as you are now.”

			Damn it all. She should confess, or more, apologize. Tell him she’d lied and explain why, but those words wouldn’t form. Because then they’d be at an impasse, or more he’d confirm that her feelings wouldn’t matter, he could only give what he could give. And it wouldn’t be enough. And she’d break.

			She was going to, eventually. But right now, in the candlelight, it somehow didn’t matter.

			“Let’s not call Meg,” she whispered. “Come upstairs with me.” She near moaned the words. “Please, David, now. Don’t make me any promises, we’ll not make any plans. We’ll just be together, as we are now.”

			In the most languid way possible he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it once more. She sighed as her chest heaved towards him of its own accord.

			“As we are now,” he whispered.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Amalia said very little on their way up the grand oak staircase and through the yellow gingham wallpapered hall to the room. Not that he made any attempt at pleasantries either. Was he nervous or excited or something else altogether?

			Passing a gilt framed mirror, she caught her own reflection and her cheeks tinged pink without the assistance of rouge, or in her case, alkanet stain—much more natural and better for the skin. Something deep within her chest twisted as memories from the first day she met David flooded back.

			The unkempt hair and rumpled clothes and the beard—the damned full beard—not what anyone in her circle wore. Not fashionable, but somehow still alluring. Perhaps a bit dangerous.

			Even then he’d captivated her. The boyish confidence, the swagger, despite everything else, as if he held all the secrets she should’ve known but never heard.

			“Are you all right?” David, now a few feet ahead, turned back to stare, large arms folded across his chest. She blinked up at his stubbled, handsome face.

			She should stick to fulfillment she could control. Her column and her charity, which needed her. David was right about that. And that would be her priority. And it would be enough.

			Later.

			“Amalia?” David approached her, his eyes soft and brimming with concern.

			She forced her lips to move even as her mind still churned. “I was noticing that I look a bit...”

			“Tired?” He swiped an imaginary lock of hair off his forehead and narrowed his eyes.

			“You know that’s not a compliment.” She folded her arms and stuck out her tongue at him, though made a mental note to apply more almond cream later—beauty was effort and determination after all.

			He tipped up the corners of his lips. “It applies to me though. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow. Hopefully, we’ll make the first train and be able to return to Wilmington by late tomorrow night.”

			“Safe and sound and in my family’s care.” And you’ll go away. Again.

			David glanced at the carpet and made a circle with his toe. “Yes, though, I’ll provide support until the other agents apprehend the culprit. Besides, your brother invited me to a bris, so I’ll be around at least for a few more days to welcome the newest Truitt into the community.”

			The tips of Amalia’s fingers tingled. Well, then, they’d better get themselves to Centerville posthaste. “It’s only three days to the bris.”

			“Well, there you go. Three more days. At least.” His smile widened a little and her heart pattered.

			A less selfish woman would halt the course they were on—not touch him again, set them both free, protect their hearts like he was protecting her body. But she was more villainess than heroine, after all. And good god, she wanted him. Any piece she could have.

			He rubbed the back of her sleeve. “Come on, we’ll get you out of these clothes.”

			Her stomached flipped as she leaned back a little into him, the scent of wool and coal and oak tickling her nose and sending shivers of desire down her spine.

			“And I’m supposed to be the naughty one.” Her voice was husky and thick and so unlike her, well, or at least the her she usually was, or how she always pretended to be. He bent down and his lips brushed her ear as she reached for the door handle.

			“No one said that title was yours alone. I’m sure we could find some way to compete for it.”

			 

			David sat on the bed, fiddling with his thumbs, not analyzing the back of Amalia’s head as she sat in front of the small vanity, removing her jewelry and feathers.

			A man can only take so much anticipation. Once he’d settled on this disastrous course of action, which would result in his heart being smashed to bits, he’d been ready to tear off every stich of lace and fluff and flounce on her, no matter the price.

			He snatched up her discarded gloves and packed them in her case. And squeezed out her bandage and hung it over the low fire to dry. And fiddled with the pillows. Twice. The least he could do was make himself useful.

			“You know, if you decide being a Pinkerton isn’t for you anymore, maybe you really could invent the position of male lady’s maid. You have the skills. You could start a union.” Amalia rolled up her skirts and displayed her boots. She bent over, arms dangling above the laces.

			“Domestic workers should be unionized, but I don’t think I’m the one to do it.” He craned his neck as she lifted a leg in the air, her gown slipping towards her thigh, revealing stockings and the top of her garters. Her red garters.

			“It’d make a fun story.” Amalia swayed a little as she worked to reach her foot again. And failed.

			Lace edged garters. With little black bows. “Fun?” He tugged at his collar. Summer was not his friend.

			“People would love to read about a wicked widow or divorcee and her male lady’s maid going on an adventure.”

			“I didn’t know you wrote fiction.” He took pity on her and forced himself across the room, to kneel in front of her. With quite a bit of regret, he lowered her leg into his lap.

			“I don’t, but I’d read something like that.” And she didn’t smooth her skirt. “Many times. In bed.”

			He rubbed his eyes. Nope, everything occurring was real and he was awake. Well, when in Rome... He scooted closer. “I don’t doubt it. I’m just not sure it’s legal.”

			“Not if Comstock gets his way.” Amalia wriggled her leg at him in silent demand. “People like him have no imagination.”

			His fingers shook as he untied Meg’s lopsided knots from the morning. She’d not be leading the domestic workers either. “You seem to have that in spades.”

			“Us Truitts are just more creative than most.” Amalia glanced over her shoulder, giving him a knowing smirk. The woman could still flirt like no one’s business.

			He finished the first shoe and made quick work with the second, making the mistake of leaving her stocking foot in his lap, which she glided across, up his thigh until he caught it between both hands.

			“Clearly.” Fire, his body was on fire. Need. To. Stay. In. Control. Or tip the scales because if he lost control, he’d lose any last semblance of decorum and propriety and self-preservation. He stroked her foot. “So, Miss Creative, what are you imagining now in that mind of yours?”

			“Um, I don’t know.” Her breath hitched. And was she panting? Score one for him.

			“Really?” He rubbed her ankle. “I’m a bit disappointed. I thought you were braver than that. I mean you kissed me that first night on the terrace.”

			“That I did. And I came to your room. Each time.” Amalia tipped her chin in a defiant manner. “And right now I’m being very brave. I’m being threatened and I haven’t once been all ‘woe is me,’ except maybe during the rat, but that got to you as well.” With a definite flounce she stood and dropped her skirt, before turning around, throwing her curls over her shoulder, and indicating to her buttons. “Don’t tell me it didn’t. You could barely get rid of the thing.”

			“Maybe.” So many buttons. If only he could rip.

			Bad David. Ever since he read that first book in Berlin, the one with the illustrations, he’d had quite a few rather interesting flights of fancy regarding his first time. But none could top the current situation. Nor really any situation with Amalia.

			“Not maybe. Though we should probably be on alert. I don’t have many friends in this town. And the ones I had, well, their husbands weren’t exactly admirers. They used to give Elias an earful.” Amalia turned around and for the first time, a shadow fell over her face.

			“If they weren’t, that was their loss. And your former husband’s if he didn’t properly defend you. As if he’s one to talk. I recall him being rather stiff and dour.” He paused in his folding to emphasize the point. “He’s heroic and everything, but putting the two of you together is like trying to cross a...a...race horse with a hunting dog.” He laid the pieces of her outer dress on a bedside table, the iridescent beads glowing in the firelight. “That isn’t insulting, is it?”

			“I suppose not, provided I’m a filly and not a bitch.” She turned her back to him once more so he could untie...well...everything that needed untying. All of which would have to be tied the next morning. Again. Women’s clothing was exhausting.

			“I’m not good with animals.” He stepped back to stare at his handiwork, and the bits of smooth, curved, probably easy to kiss flesh now visible. He swallowed, willing his mind to produce something clever and impressive to women—well, to this woman—instead of barely coherent with lust. “After Noah, it’s mostly locusts and sheep.”

			“Well, then, I should be flattered.” She slipped behind the screen, illuminated by a wall sconce enough that her silhouette, sans skirt, cast a dark shadow. All. Those. Long. Legs. And rounded curves and...

			“I believe there’s a talking donkey as well,” she called.

			What was she—oh, Balaam and Balak. The only interesting story in Bamidbar—Numbers. She really did have quite the impressive education. One of the advantages of America, formal Jewish education for girls, not just knowledge gleaned from listening to the men.

			Not that Amalia couldn’t pick up things that way. People underestimated her. Quite a bit. He tiptoed closer. “So you’d want to be compared to an ass?”

			“Not compared, though you seem to be spending a great deal of time holding mine.” He glanced down at the wire half cage still in his hand—the bustle as she called it. She raised a hand above her head. “Nightgown and dressing gown, please.”

			“Pity.” He murmured the word under his breath as he snatched the pile of ruffles off the bed and tossed it over the top of the screen with his free hand.

			David placed the faux bottom on top of her gown. “A poor substitute for the real thing.”

			“Really? How would you know?” She moved out into the main part of the room once more, the heavy, high-collared, shapeless robe of a gown leaving everything to the imagination. And yet, his body didn’t care.

			“I may not have seen the real one, but if you recall, that time you woke me in the middle of the night, I got a bit of a sense. Not as much as I desired, but enough to know that I wanted more. Want more. You were wearing far too many garments then. And now.” Did he just say that? Out loud? That wasn’t mere teasing...that was downright naughty.

			“You should’ve asked.” Amalia strolled over, placed a hand on his chest, and nudged so he half fell back on the bed. “But you didn’t and now we’re back to that uncreative imagination of yours, unless you’re suggesting it’s otherwise.”

			“Regarding you? My imagination is quite creative.” The courage and stupidity and whatever else was back. Like when he went into battle, or led her on the dance floor. He reached up and grasped her wrist, his eyes staring into those gray-brown pools. “Good or bad, duty or brother, when it comes to you, I have, and always will, think very creative thoughts.”

			“Do you?” She stilled in his hold. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

			His brain stuttered. “I—”

			“Would it be terribly naughty if I told you the same goes for me?” She near hissed the words as she bent down so magnolia and citrus could tickle his nose.

			David’s chest seized.

			He was drowning already, way in over his head, and yet...damn it all he wanted her and she wanted him. Sometimes one had to say to hell with reason and sanity and just go.

			He cupped her chin. “Be careful, Amalia. Think about this. I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want. Anything you’ll regret.”

			“What in this conversation would ever give you the impression that I’m about to force myself to do anything? I know I can tell you to stop at any time.” She rolled her eyes, but her voice dropped again. “I trust you, David. Please. I want to explore with you.”

			She was going to take things he couldn’t afford to give. Again. But there was no turning back. Whatever happened between them in the room would occur, consequences be damned. They were each too far gone.

			He wound his finger around the smooth silk ribbon over her bosom. “Well, that’s certainly possible, but you seem to be wearing way too much fabric.”

			“Really?” A slow smile spread over her face. With hands far quicker than his, she threw off the robe. “Is this better?”

			“For a start.” How his mouth managed the words, he had no idea because the rest of him focused on the near transparent white nightgown. All the memories, all the fantasies.

			“So I should remove the rest?” She stroked from the high neckline down over her breasts.

			“I—” He opened and closed his mouth. He might have fainted in between. It was hard to tell. In the past, every time she’d come to him, they’d guided each other’s hands above the other’s garments. To see Amalia in the nude and to be able to touch flesh...

			“What if I told you after this layer, there is nothing else?” Her voice dropped into the husky register again.

			“I—I, um—” Both his mouth and brain stuttered. If he was being honest, or could speak, he’d tell her that he’d marvel at everything. Everything he dreamed of seeing for far too long. And would wish someone was around to take a photograph.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite understand that.” She rubbed herself against his leg and his entire body tightened with need. Good idea, bad idea, terrible idea, none of it mattered anymore.

			“Lord, I’m shvitzing.” He was going to rip his tzitzis and his shirt. And coat. And burst through his trousers. But it no longer mattered.

			“Then by all means, you should think about removing some of your garments.”

			He didn’t need another invitation. In an instant the jacket was off and lying upon the floor. After which, he made quick work of his shirt and the flimsy material holding the four tassels on his body.

			Amalia swished her hips and swirled her hem. “The faster you go, the sooner it’ll be my turn.”

			“How did you learn to tease like this?” After his belt hit the plank floor, he sat back on the bed and took her hand once more, kissing her wrist so she sighed.

			“I promise you, the Tanach wasn’t my only reading material.” She preened a little and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I seem to remember you had certain talents once upon a time. Was it touching or...”

			“Stroking?” He swallowed and knit his brow. “Madam, though I speak many languages, English is a rather new one. For some reason my memory is becoming a bit hazy.” Lord, the back of her hand raked downward. He seized her second wrist so he could retain his wits for one last moment because they had to savor this for as long as they could. “I think you might have to define that word. Maybe demonstrate?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Amalia froze. That was improper and wanton and... “Where?” Because dangerous or not, the concept of demonstrating on all the places he’d made sing in the past, and maybe a few new ones, sent waves of tingles through her lower half.

			“What?” David blinked a few times from his seat on the bed.

			“Where do you want me to demonstrate?” She managed to make her voice bold, even as she quaked, desire overcoming any fear or embarrassment. “On you, or on me?”

			David bit his lip, releasing it slowly as the glint she craved sparkled in his eyes. He grinned. “You. I’d want you to show me on yourself. Without the gown.”

			Interesting choice. Though when was he going to let her touch him? Because if his skin wasn’t on hers pretty soon, her heart might burst through her ribs.

			With one hand, she untied the ribbon at her collar. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and, as fast as she could, slid the garment up her body, over her head, and tossed it to the floor, to David’s gasp. She raised her eyes to meet his gaze, and the smoldering heat in the deep brown enflamed her skin. If he continued to look at her like that, she’d give him whatever performance he wanted. Double time.

			Body vibrating, she raised her arm, but paused. Something wasn’t right. If this was how it was going to be, it damned well wouldn’t be like all those nights alone pretending her hand was his. Amalia moved towards the bed and took hold of his wrist. “I’m going to need some help for this demonstration.”

			“Fair.” David spread his legs so she could stand between them. “After all, I may be short on experience, but I’m a willing and enthusiastic student.”

			Heart in her throat, Amalia lifted David’s hand to her breast and pressed his fingers into a squeeze. She moved him over her right nipple, the cool night air from the open window only intensifying the heat rising from her body. She rocked a little on her heels and he kneaded harder, of his own accord. So good. With a moan, her hips inched towards David. Amalia closed her eyes, dipped her head back and whimpered as David’s teasing intensified. Shaking a bit, she grabbed his other hand, guiding it to her left side, so he could tease the twin points of pressure at the same time.

			She forced her eyes open to savor every expression on his face. Their time was limited, but she could pretend it was forever, couldn’t she?

			Amalia glanced down and reveled in the raw lust in his stare, in his focus, in the tautness of his muscles which proved his mind was only one place, a place in which she could happily frolic with him for as long as he’d permit.

			“This is...um...very informative?” He swallowed, but his eyes never left her body. Neither did his hand. He continued to taunt her flesh, so she was ready to beg for his mouth, shameless or not. She stumbled into his chest. A warm flush tingled her skin.

			Her heart danced against her rib cage. “Do you want to try by yourself?” Please? “Harder?” Pretty please.

			“Yes, please. I’d like that very much.” He reached out, encircled her waist with his arms and tugged her onto his lap. “Like this?”

			Near rough in his eagerness, David grasped both breasts, sending waves of desire through her entire body. He rolled her nipples between two fingers, making her body squirm of its own accord. More. Lord, she needed more of him. She pressed herself against his chest, trapping his hands. “Oh god, yes. Please, David.”

			“Please, what?” He pressed his mouth to her ear, the perfect spot. She ground her hips against him in frustrated longing. “Do you want me to practice stroking anywhere else?”

			Nodding, she made more whimpering noises before she managed to find her voice again. “Yes, maybe, but first, kiss me.”

			David didn’t hesitate—thank god—taking her mouth in his. She wrapped her arms around his neck and parted her lips for him. The brandy they’d drank mixed with something dark and intense, but exciting. She wrapped her legs around his torso, savoring the connection.

			He ran his fingers through her hair, undoing her ringlets. But for once, her hair was the last thing on her mind. Spurred by their heat, she nipped his lower lip. David growled and yanked her back, before enveloping her mouth once more.

			Too soon though, he broke the kiss and traced the back of his hand down her cheek. “How was that?”

			She threw him her best pout. “I’m not sure. Can we try again?”

			“With pleasure.” In a swift motion, David had her on her back, his bare chest melding with her bare skin. He kissed down her neck as he slipped a hand between them so he could attend to her breasts once more, while they panted.

			“Oh yes, so, so good.” She arched into him, relishing the soft scratch of the hairs of his chest against her flesh. “You know, you don’t have to only stroke with your hand. You can also use your tongue.”

			In an instant, a whoosh of cool air spread between them as David pushed himself up with his hands, off her body. A wave of disappointment from the loss washed over her until he bent his elbows, lowered himself and—she shrieked as his tongue connected with the outer edge of her nipple. “Like this?”

			She could only nod as he made lazy, slow circles until her hips made the same motion and she near forgot her own name. “You’re a fast learner,” she gasped, when he paused and permitted some of her wits to return. She swiped a lock of hair off her forehead. “Though do you want me to try on you?” A wicked idea popped into her head, a way to make him never, ever forget her. “Or I could show you something else?” She cocked her head to the side.

			“What, pray tell, would that be?”

			“How about sucking?” She took his hand again and rubbed the space between his thumb and forefinger.

			“Sucking?” He frowned a little, as if he wasn’t quite sure what the word meant.

			Liar and a tease.

			“Like this.” She drew two of his fingers into her mouth. It was his turn to buck against her body. “And licking.”

			“And where would you want me to do that?” The question was a half pant and strained moan.

			She swallowed as her pulse raced. “Take a guess.”

			David leaned closer, tracing his hand down her torso in slow strokes, first with the pads of his fingers, then the back of his nails, making her mind grow blank again. “I’m not sure what you mean? I think you need to be very specific.”

			“Can I touch instead?” Without waiting for a response, she reached between them and popped the first button of his trousers.

			“No, I think you should say. For educational purposes, of course.” His hand encircled her wrist once more, holding her in place. “Though perhaps I can offer some inspiration, show you how eager I am for your tutelage in that area?”

			“On my body?” she squeaked, the area between her thighs throbbing with anticipatory need.

			“Provided you guide me. I’m still very much an apprentice, after all.” He gave her a quick kiss on the nose and even the light touch made her core ignite.

			Her hand shook, but she managed to lower his, down her stomach, his fingers grazing, not in a passive manner. She moaned again, as she guided him lower.

			“There?” David bent down and took her ear lobe between his teeth, making her cry out before he whispered in her ear. “All the way down?”

			Amalia closed her eyes, all the yearning in her body straining for release. “Yes. Please.”

			“With pleasure.”

			She gasped as he slid off the bed, on his knees, and parted her legs. She near swooned, but David gripped her hips and pulled her forward so he could lean forward and—god. Because that was the only word to say. His tongue connected with her inner thigh and she nearly came apart right there.

			And the damned tease kept at it. Close, closer, but not quite at her center. With the pad of his thumb, with his tongue, with his teeth, all the while her hips rubbed against the mattress of their own accord.

			“Please,” she gasped. “Please.”

			“Please what?”

			“You know what.” She gripped his hair and pulled him towards where she wanted, but he was too strong and instead tipped his chin up at her, his dark eyes blinking in amusement.

			“Bossy.” He smirked at her. “And impatient.” He traced a finger down her arm. “And in need of some upper body strength.”

			She should really argue or at least give him a proper pout and flounce, but her mind lacked the will as every fiber in her stood in rapt attention.

			“I’m not impatient. You’re just slow.” She glared down at him as best she could, which probably wasn’t very successful. He was so handsome, especially on his knees, an elbow on her thigh, chin in palm, gazing up at her in a pleased, knowing way, as if he was reveling in the quivering edge on which her sanity now teetered. Because of him. Like always.

			“Good things come to those who wait.” He tapped a finger to her nose. Again.

			Why did the singsong tone make her body hum even louder?

			“Or good things get interrupted if one waits too long.” She scowled at the mere prospect. “Wouldn’t you like—” She groaned as he raked her nipple, with his teeth this time, and pressed two fingers inside her.

			“This is good, right, because it makes me...” He grunted a little as he tightened his hold on her to keep her from falling as her knees buckled.

			“Oh yes.” Amalia ground her body against him and he rewarded her by circling the small nub just above his fingers with his thumb. Her eyes rolled back for a moment as she struggled to stay in control. “I hope you’re not offended by improper language, because if you keep doing that I’ll be screaming every four-letter word imaginable soon.” She gripped his hair tighter as he trailed his tongue down her bare stomach.

			“What four-letter words could you possibly know?” He leaned back and smiled up at her. “I mean, I had a commanding officer who used all of them in single sentences—most profane man in the union army—but don’t they level obscenity charges at ladies who use that sort of language?” He planted kisses on each hip bone as she whimpered. “Not that it doesn’t get me all hot and bothered, but I’m curious.” He grinned up at her, but began to move his fingers again, making her mind turn to mush as she grasped for a response.

			She panted as the need and yearning his fingers created tormented her senses so she almost couldn’t speak. “No one is under the delusion that I’m a lady.” Amalia gasped. “Nor that my family is genteel in the slightest.” She dipped her head back. He was going to be the death of her. “Besides, we all know I like to push things as much as you do.”

			“Good to know.” With that David bent down and replaced his thumb with his tongue. She dug her hands into his shoulders and screamed his name as pleasure sparked through her entire core.

			Amalia’s back arched as blinding stars lightened behind her eyes. She might have flown or spun or fallen or done a million things, but David held her tight, his tongue still working over her flesh, through the shudders, as her voice turned hoarse from repeating his name. As she grew limp, he pulled her closer, and steadied his chin in her lap.

			She gazed down at him, her hands still tangled in his thick curls. “Where did you learn that?”

			David settled himself closer. “First, I’m very skilled at finding interesting reading material. And second, there are only two topics men in the military talk about and I wasn’t that interested in weaponry.”

			“A boon for me.” She panted a little and stroked his cheek, desire flaming anew, for him and only him and touching his body wasn’t going to be enough. She needed mint and hickory and sweat and David on her tongue. She shifted. “And now, would you like me to—”

			A rousing knock at the door and a “David, Amalia, we need to come in” from Will took the wind from both their sails, so to speak.

			“No,” they both shrieked. At least they got to do something in unison.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			With clumsy, shaking hands David buttoned his shirt, working to ignore—and more—calm his throbbing...everything. The next few hours were not going to be pleasant. Amalia threw the silk back over her nude body. Disappointing. Very disappointing.

			“Just a minute—” He raced to the door and clasped the knob so he could control when Will and Meg entered. David glanced back as Amalia buttoned her gown to her neck and slipped on the robe for good measure.

			Such a waste. If he had his way... No, can’t permit his mind to go there. With all his remaining sense, he forced himself back under control. If ever there was a sign he shouldn’t engage in a particular course of action, this had to be it. Shoulders slumped, he turned the handle and let his friends into the room.

			Will mopped his brow and gazed around, his eyes wild, the whites wide and gleaming. “Sorry, I hate to interrupt you, but I’ve been seeing shadows on my last patrol.”

			David itched his ear. “Shadows?” Truly? Will had good instincts, but to interrupt for shadows?

			“Human shadows. Several of them.” Will strolled over to the window, peeking through the curtain. David followed and stared into the blackness.

			“Did you catch anyone?” He squinted further. Hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention. Was there something out there or was the warning just tickling his nerves?

			“No.” Will didn’t move though.

			“Then how do you know if they’re real?” Amalia joined them, her body right behind him, her chin almost on his shoulder. Magnolias and...well...her and...he tugged at his collar. Such a distraction...

			“Meg saw them too when I went to fetch her from the kitchen and come here.” Will returned to the door and leaned against it, arms crossed.

			Meg nodded, mouth grim. “There’s someone, several someones out there. Human, not ghosts or animals, circling the hotel. A maid confirmed. A nice one. Said she knew and liked you—something about teaching her and her sister fancy braids while you lived here. I’ve been told that the train depot attracted unsavoriness, especially considering the level of clientele here. There’s security, but I’m still nervous.”

			“I remember those girls. I was bored and tired of always being on the edge of social circles so I befriended children. They don’t have the sense to call you ‘vapid.’” A faint smile appeared on Amalia’s lips. She rubbed the back of her head. “But, as for the rest, we are on the second floor...” She glanced back and forth between the two of them. Desire flared through him, but he quelled it once more. This was for her safety.

			He hooked his thumbs in his waistband. “We need to leave.”

			“Where? Where would we go? There’s no train until tomorrow morning. We’d be vulnerable at the train station and it’d be cold and wet and dewy by daylight. Everything would be ruined.” Amalia twisted a little as she ranted, her chest heaving. Annoyance flashed in her wide, mossy eyes, but... David frowned...fear flickered as well. She turned her back to him. To them.

			“We’re vulnerable here too.” In two strides he was somehow across the room, his hand on her shoulder. “Someone is going to ambush us when we check out tomorrow morning.”

			“Again, where are we going to go?” She didn’t turn around, but she didn’t brush him off either. David glanced over his shoulder at his partners, even as he held her a little closer.

			“Don’t look at me.” Meg held up her palms and backed towards the door. “We’re just reporting.” Will inclined his head in the affirmative as Meg leaned against his chest.

			David pressed his tongue into the back of his teeth. Where to go? Where to go? Who did they know in—oh. Oh. Amalia would not be happy. He gulped. Not exactly his ideal either, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. He touched his free hand to his lips. “I know where we’ll go.”

			Amalia stared at him and tilted her chin. For a moment they locked eyes. She gasped and took a step back. “No.” She closed her eyes and clutched his sleeve. “Oh no, David, no, please. I don’t have any animosity towards him, but...and overnight? It’d be unseemly, to say the least. And rather awkward. And exhausting. And this detour was supposed to provide me with a bit of rest and relaxation. And it’s not fair. It’s just not.”

			“David?” Will pursed his lips and wrinkled his brow, confusion clear in every feature.

			He didn’t turn to his friend though, just Amalia, whose ears were turning red. She probably had Thad’s temper. There’d been glimpses. And Simon had warned him.

			She’s the fiercest Truitt. One time, when she was only six and I was eight, we were playing tag with some other children on the property. One of the bigger boys shoved me into one of our ponds, and Amalia...well, I didn’t know someone could toss a rock bigger than her head. At least she doesn’t have Thad’s aim.

			Simon could say that again. Especially since Thad was a sharpshooter.

			“I’m sorry, but I don’t think we have a choice.” He moved a little to block her access to any sharp objects. “All of your points are valid. We can’t stay at the train station, and as much as it pains me to say, we can’t stay here either. We need to leave and there’s only one person we know in this town and as you said, your split was amicable...”

			“He won’t turn us away.” Amalia gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. “But being there, with him, will just prevent any sort of—” And now she was more purple than red. She ducked her head and mumbled words that would most certainly get quite a few people brought up on obscenity charges.

			David worked not to snicker, despite himself. Of all the situations, of all the ways to ruin their night...

			“Ah.” Will rocked on his heels. “I always did want to pick Armstrong’s brain about field strategy.” He shrugged.

			Fair enough. At least someone’s night wasn’t ruined, though by the expression on Meg’s face...ah well. No “amusement” all around. Poor all of them. Though better safe and frustrated than dead.

			 

			Two hours later, David pounded on the front door to the farm to be greeted by Armstrong himself, and two burly servants.

			“Who are you?” The man of the house held a rather large rifle as he eyed the visitors, before lowering it and gasping as he met his former wife’s gaze. “Mercy, Amalia? What are you doing here? And who are these people?”

			Before he could answer, Amalia launched into a long, rambling explanation about suspicious characters and “Pinkerton instincts,” introducing all three of them. Her former husband’s eyelids began to droop once she came to the part about changing lines. She stamped on his toe.

			“Ow, Amalia. What was that for? I could’ve shot you.” Armstrong yawned.

			“You aren’t that fast and you weren’t paying attention to me and it’s late and I really don’t want to be here but...” She frowned.

			Armstrong’s lip twitched as he eyed David once more. “I apologize.” He scratched his thinning hair. “And of course you can stay for the night. I don’t have any rooms made up, but I suppose you can take mine and Mr... Zisskind, right? V Corps?” Elias Armstrong wagged a finger at him. “I heard about you. You saved four men at The Crater, two of them mine.”

			He inclined his head. “You and I can keep watch down here, let... Jefferies, was it? The same one who charged into gunfire, twice, to pull out the wounded? He can rest. With the nurse.”

			Well, no one said Amalia married foolish men. Or ones with faulty memories. Though still, keeping watch with yet another man she had once chosen over him... He’d rather have the stables, unmucked. “That won’t be necessary—”

			The former officer held up a hand to silence him. “I’d love to help. It’s been a while since I had this sort of excitement. I’d put Amalia with June, my wife, but she’s with child so that might be a tad awkward.”

			As opposed to having your former wife in your bed?

			Not that he’d say that out loud. Instead, thirty minutes later, he found himself precariously close to sharing a bed with the man himself, as the two had stretched out on opposite couches in the parlor, the older man with his weapon by his side.

			David dragged his teeth over his lower lip as he stared, first out the window in the darkness, then at the ceiling. Even without a lamp, the cracks in the plaster were visible enough to count.

			Across the room, Armstrong shifted, his breathing quiet, too quiet to be asleep. David’s thumbs itched. He shouldn’t, especially as it wasn’t necessary to the investigation, but he had to know.

			“Major?” The other man’s head shot up at David’s voice. Now or never. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

			“As opposed to merely sharing my personal space?” Armstrong shifted again, springs creaking.

			Touché. Definitely not stupid. David coughed into his hand. “I—”

			“I assume you want to know why I married her, as we are a bit...different.” A heavy sigh from the older man.

			David twisted his forefinger so hard he cracked the knuckle. “Yes.” Because he had to somehow solve the puzzle of Amalia.

			Armstrong grunted and the couch under him strained as he straightened to a sitting position. “I married Amalia Truitt because...well, because she was divorced. At least in a roundabout way.”

			Of all the things that could’ve popped out of Armstrong’s mouth, that was the last one he would’ve expected. David blinked and pinched himself to make sure he was awake. “Sir?” He rubbed his eyes before reaching and slipping back on his spectacles. “But...”

			“We had a bargain, you see.” Armstrong inhaled, before leaning over and fiddling with some items on a table. Minutes later the glimmer of a lantern illuminated his face. “I was rather desperate. The farm, my family’s legacy, was mortgaged to the hilt. Lands had gone fallow during my time in the military and my pension wasn’t enough. And back then, I wasn’t in any shape to handle the matter, handle the responsibility.”

			David wrinkled his nose. Where was Armstrong going with this?

			Armstrong grimaced. “After the war, after I returned, and there were no more battles, no more action, no more bodies, no more energy...” A shadow crossed the major’s face and a haunted look came into his eye.

			David’s breath stopped in his throat as a faint murmur in the back of his brain grew in volume, the same way it always did when it was too quiet and he had too little to do, when he hadn’t worn his body down enough at work. The gunfire, the horses, the grunts, and the screams. The sounds always came first, before the smells and the flashes of vision.

			“I couldn’t move. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t do anything. And I most certainly could not sleep.” He shook his head and tilted his chin in David’s direction. “I’m sure you know how that is.”

			All too well. “I do.”

			Armstrong rested his head in his hands for a moment. “Who do you see, Zisskind?” Even in the faint glow, the fact the older man’s eyes were rimmed in red was unmistakable. “I see John Riverton, my best friend from West Point. He took a shot in the head at Manassas. We were in the left flank and...” Armstrong sighed. “Anyway, I wandered for a few years and was in Philadelphia spending time with Rittenhouse. He was your lieutenant after Hazlett, wasn’t he?”

			David could only nod as his mind shook and stuttered. Charles Hazlett. Shot the same day as Simon. Their superior but barely older than either of them. Like Armstrong and Benjamin Rittenhouse. And the smell was back—wet grass and woods and gunpowder. Pretty soon the cries would start.

			With all his might, David gripped onto Armstrong’s voice, onto the story, so he didn’t get dragged back there.

			“Thad invited us to some party at one of his family’s properties, a house on Delancey Street, a brick beast. His parents were in England and he and Belle were about to join them. Some sort of send-off. It was Ben who pointed Amalia out to me, gave me the bit of gossip regarding her recent divorce. I think. Or maybe it was Thad himself.”

			The older man tutted with his tongue. “Anyway, that’s not really important. She was important. Many women would’ve retreated from society or at least acted lost and abashed, but no, not Amalia. Head high, she greeted every guest and danced with whomever requested, old, young, eligible or not, treating everyone with the same warmth, as if nothing had happened to her, as if her life hadn’t been torn asunder.”

			Sometimes I like to think of my hair and makeup as armor. I wake each morning battling a million whispers about mistakes I’ve made. With enough powder and polish, I can ignore it, or at least force them to talk about something else.

			David’s heart ached. He’d been invited to that party. He’d been invited to dozens of Truitt parties in Philadelphia over the years. Thad always sought him out and he’d always said “no.” If he’d only said “yes.” Regret flared in him. He pinched the bridge of his nose, forcing himself back into the conversation. “And you wanted that?”

			“No.” The major shook his head. “I mean I wanted her courage, I wanted to bottle it and spray it on—make myself new again—make it all stop.” Armstrong’s chest heaved. “But she couldn’t give me that. Instead, she listened to my problems and offered a solution.”

			“What?” David almost fell on the floor. Not at all what he expected.

			“You see...” Armstrong adjusted himself. “Amalia needed money too. Which is rather ironic as her family is in the banking business. But her parents were indisposed and they control the family finances and no bank would give a single woman a loan.”

			He gasped. “She married you for money?”

			“Technically, she married me to get both of us money.” Armstrong gave a hollow chuckle into the darkness. “We obtained a loan, as a couple, because of her parents’ reputation. It paid off the old mortgage and was enough to save the poor woman.”

			He frowned. “What woman?”

			“The one that her charity was going to help.” A creak rang out as Armstrong turned on his side. “You know about her charity, don’t you?”

			“I thought I did, but I’m beginning to believe otherwise.” His mind raced, turning over all the information he had.

			Another deep, rumbling laugh. “That can happen. She speaks rather quickly and her mind works in unusual ways. Not in straight lines.” Armstrong cracked his knuckles. “Anyway, her charity: it funds divorces. Or more, gets women out of troublesome marital situations.”

			David froze. That’s what Amalia had been doing all these years? Helping people...like his mother? That’s where the money was going, what her column and probably a great deal of her allowance were keeping afloat. Why she needed Ethan. He wrinkled his nose. Why weren’t her parents helping?

			“That can be expensive,” was all he managed to say.

			“Very much so.” Armstrong sighed again. “And, for some reason, she’s not particularly good at asking for assistance from her family, even when they’re around. But back then, it was, well, an emergency. The woman was pregnant and the husband was going to have her declared incompetent and those places, those asylums...as someone who’s often only a hair away from being trapped in one myself, I can tell you, they are not places for pregnant women. It was a mess.”

			“An expensive mess,” David muttered. He shivered a little. Who could be that evil? What sort of husband? Even his father hadn’t done something like that.

			“Quite. But Amalia succeeded. Got the funds and we milled around for long enough that our marriage couldn’t be a sham and so her parents would pay out the loan as part of the divorce settlement. So everyone got what they needed.” The older man paused. “At quite a personal cost to Amalia.”

			“She was miserable here, wasn’t she?” He didn’t really have to ask.

			“Definitively.” Armstrong nodded. “I wish it could’ve been different. That we could’ve been suited as something more than friends. But we weren’t.”

			David stared into the darkness as if studying every line on the man’s face would give him the answers he needed. “But your new wife?”

			Armstrong smiled a full smile that glowed brighter than the moon. The older man reclined a bit more. “Yes. We are suited. And everything is much better. There are still troublesome nights, but she’ll come and sit with me and make me feel as if it’s all right, as if I’m not weak.” He placed a hand over his mouth. “And I owe Amalia for that as well. Without her finding a way for me to breathe, for me to learn to manage my days and nights, I’d never have gotten here, never built this life. I wish somehow I could give her what she needs as well.”

			Armstrong’s lip tipped. He wagged his pointer finger at David. “But she’ll give everything to the man who can. No matter what happened with me or the other fellow. Because if anyone knows how to love...” He tented his fingers and placed them under his chin, his eyes boring into David.

			A million wishes swirled in David’s mind as he stared back, chief among them was the chance to do it all again, this time right. “Did you love her at all?” he asked Armstrong.

			“Like a friend, or a sister even.” The major rubbed his thinning hairline. “And I admire her. Very much.”

			“Did she love you?” He blurted out the words because he had to know. He shouldn’t need to, shouldn’t pry and he shouldn’t be wishing and hoping for a particular answer, a confirmation.

			“I’m sure a part of her very much wanted to, despite everything, despite how it started. But no, we were always honest with each other. We could never really be husband and wife.” Armstrong tucked his hands behind his head. “I always suspected...”

			“What?” David’s heart lurched into his throat, a million terrible possibilities flitting through his mind.

			“Now, she never committed adultery or sought the company of another man, despite our arrangement and despite how lonely she was out here, but I always wondered...” Armstrong frowned.

			“What?” David ground his teeth to keep from shouting the question.

			“There were times that she seemed somewhere far away. I’d wondered if she lost someone in the war, besides her brother. I even asked Thad about it, but he said ‘no.’”

			“Oh.” David wiped his own brow. The heat again, but something else as well. Foolish hope bubbled within his gut. It couldn’t be about him, it couldn’t.

			“Anyway, we should get some sleep. You have a long day tomorrow. Good night, Mr. Zisskind.” The man nodded and settled himself back down on his couch. He blew out the candle.

			“Good night,” David whispered in the darkness, unease and guilt gnawing at every one of his organs. And worse, the flicker of hope that would not die.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			The second worst thing about being back in the Armstrong house—the first being the interruption of her evening—was that June Armstrong’s lady’s maid, not David, dressed her. Poorly. Even when she wasn’t with child, it was clear that the current Mrs. Armstrong did not wear anything nearly as complex as she did. David was much more skilled. She was even starting to miss Meg.

			Amalia scanned the still dark sky as she used her good hand to fiddle with her brooch. Not her most presentable, though it was better than her hair and cosmetics. She hadn’t even dared line her eyes. At least the train to Hunterdon was short. She wouldn’t really be able to undo the damage until they were back on the main track instead of this offshoot.

			Her fingers itched with need to fix, to right, to make her look like she was supposed to. Like nothing was amiss. Like she hadn’t had a mirror held up to her face and could no longer ignore all she’d done, and worse, all she’d now give anything to undo.

			She tested her right palm with her thumb and winced. Still sore. And aching like her nerves. Despite the small respite she had with David in the hotel, they were back to reality today. The letter writer, the train, the deadline, and her inevitable confrontation with her parents. Amalia pinched her temples.

			Better get downstairs. Time to leave.

			When she descended, Will and Meg were already in the parlor, on the settee. Both their heads swiveled around, as did Elias’s. David was the only one who rose. He moved towards the stairs and handed her a teacup filled with black liquid and a biscuit. “We best be going, but I figured you’d need a little something before we boarded.”

			Her hand shaking a bit, she accepted both. “Thank you. That’s very kind.” And it was kind. Much too kind. The man was so attentive and charming. If only she could find a way... No, don’t even entertain that sort of future, Amalia. Too late, far too late.

			David stroked his stubble. “It’s nothing. The cook was already setting breakfast and I managed to find some coffee grounds in the back of the pantry.”

			Probably from when she and Elias were still married. Hopefully it wouldn’t kill her. Amalia took a long swig. She needed it. The delicious burn...ah... “No, David, thank you very much.”

			Her former husband cleared his throat. “My men and I will escort you to the station and see that there’s no trouble getting on the train.”

			Too much. She tipped her chin to him. “You don’t have to—”

			“It’s nothing.” Elias laid a hand on her shoulder. “Even if we aren’t married, you’re still my people. You saved me, Amalia. You’re as much of a brother in blue as any of your siblings.”

			Pressure poured in the back of her eyes, a sorrow mixed with a guilt—for Simon, for the others, and for the generations of her family who compromised too many times, made bargains with other people’s lives. And most of all, for her own helplessness during the entire ordeal. The fact that she stood by and watched and hadn’t managed to find some way to do a lick of good.

			What she’d done for Elias afterwards was a pittance. It was the least she could do. Especially as her charity benefited from the bargain.

			“We’re walking, but we’ll put you in the middle. I don’t want to take any chance after the knife.” David stepped between them and with a tight grip on her shoulder, moved her next to his body, so her hip was against his, the heat searing into her core once more, ex-husband in the room or not.

			Amalia rolled her eyes to keep from swooning. “Honestly—” David stroked her gloved hand and any and all protests died as she melted into him. “All right,” she whispered.

			 

			Twenty minutes later, the train lurched forward hard enough that she needed to clutch a seat for purchase. She and David were alone in the car, as Will and Meg had gone on another patrol. She stroked her injured hand, before glancing at her still moody companion. Well, that wouldn’t do. Especially as she needed all the bolstering for her return home and if she was going to have anything involving David...time was growing short, after all.

			“Yes? May I help you?” David leaned in, the hickory scent tickling her nose as he asked the question.

			“What do you mean?” She choked a little as memories of the night before, all that was interrupted, flitted through her mind.

			He folded his arms, but didn’t move away from her. “Come on, Amalia, you’ve been moaning and sighing for hours, loudly.”

			“The grimness is unbearable.” She mirrored his stance.

			He arched his brows.

			“Yes, yes, life in danger, hurt hand, shadowy figures, dead rat. I know and I’m scared too, but I’m also, well, I can’t just sit here and dwell on it, can I?” She stuck out her lip a little at him, willing him to agree, as she had quite the litany of other activities they could be doing instead of becoming all tense. “Especially not since there are worse things that can happen.”

			“Worse things?” His lip tipped a bit at that.

			Yes. Playful David was back. Amalia shimmied a little in her seat. Time to engage. “I’m never going to be able to finish this column, for example.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I mean, we had to leave and I didn’t even get to try the water.”

			“You’re upset about that?” It might have been her imagination, but did he just scoot closer to her?

			“Yes, that and the grimness.” She snuggled against him and the cushioned seat, searching his eyes for a flinch that never came. Score one for her. She was getting to him. She wet her lips. “I’m still going to write a lovely review for them. They were very good to us, but it won’t satisfy an entire column. I’ll need more so I have to think of another idea, an even better one, which I can’t because I’m surrounded by male...brooding.”

			“I thought women found brooding attractive.” David reached up as if to stretch, but threaded his arm around her shoulder on the way back. Luckily no one was in the car with them and Will was guarding the door. “Thad mentioned you were particularly enamored with books by a few British women who wrote rather stormy heroes.”

			Amalia closed her eyes and forced herself not to vibrate with excitement at his nearness. Well, not too much. She stroked her hand again, not daring to look at him, least he’d stop touching her. “Um, no. I changed my mind about both Heathcliff and Mr. Rochester when I grew up. I’m not twelve anymore. And Thad needs to keep his mouth shut.”

			“Family trait.” David nudged her side with his elbow.

			“Mean.” She bumped him right back before gazing up to find him dangling a small pouch with a single finger. “What’s that?”

			“A vial of water from the springs.” David grinned at her, a real full, confident smile, showing his teeth. “I purchased it from the desk clerk on our way out. I told him that we had a family emergency, but my wife just needed a little to tide her over until we’d be back. I gave him quite the tip.”

			“Oh, David.” Amalia’s heart swelled and she had to clutch the seat so not to spring onto his lap and wrap her arms around him.

			Instead, he dropped it into her hands. “I doubt it will do anything.”

			“Just save my column and my neck with my editor.” She clutched it to her chest. “Thank you, thank you, thank you so much.” She held out her hand to David. “Take off my left glove.”

			“Bossy again.” He tutted to the same beat as the train wheels.

			“Please.” She stuck out her lower lip at him and laid her hand across his so he couldn’t refuse.

			With a gentle touch that made the bottom of her stomach zing, he undid each button and slid the material off in a slow, languid, almost flirtatious motion. “There we go.” He brushed a lock of hair off her forehead.

			“Um, can you open this too?” Amalia indicated to the water sample and swallowed. He was far too good at this game, but it was so enjoyable not to play, even if she did need to focus on the rest of her task.

			“What do you want to do with it?” He squinted as he unscrewed the top and held it out to her.

			She shook her head. “Dab it under my eyes. I can powder again after but there are circles and I want to see if this gets rid of them.” At least he could make himself useful and touch her. Two birds with one stone and all of that.

			David blinked. “You’re serious.”

			“Yes, very.” She nodded. Honestly. This was her job, one that she was good at. And she owed people—her editor who believed in her and the readers who looked forward to it every week to not only make it timely, but interesting. And show them all that those complaints were meaningless.

			“All right.” David stuck his pointer finger in the vial and lifted it towards her face. “Allow me.” He frowned, inches from the skin. “I feel silly. Do you feel silly?”

			“A little.” Though she bit her lip, as he glided along the skin, willing herself not to do something inappropriate like guide the finger into her mouth again. Because, even though they were alone... Focus, she needed to focus. Column, remember. Amalia ground her jaw. “Oh. It was said to have healing properties so...”

			“Other glove?” He already had her hand in his, massaging the sore area.

			“Yes, please.” She sighed a little. She could get used to this treatment. Had anyone ever been so attentive? Amalia gazed at him. If only she could read minds. “You’re very good at that.” She crossed her ankles tighter. “Very good.”

			“I try.” David’s lip tipped a little, but he ducked his head down as he continued to tend to her.

			He really was skilled. How? “Did Meg teach you?” she asked.

			“Meg?” David’s brow wrinkled but he didn’t stop.

			“Because she’s a nurse, and your friend.” Amalia worked to keep the twinge of jealousy out of her voice, but no, she was never destined to be an actress.

			David snorted a little. “She’s more Will’s friend. His very close friend, if you get my meaning. But no, she didn’t teach me.” He patted her hand and laid it back on her lap, but didn’t let it go. “I just figured out how to make things feel better. I get a lot of aches.”

			“From the war.” Her voiced became a whisper as a million horrible images, the ones that haunted her nightmares, flitted inside her head.

			“From pulling a cart.” David shifted in his seat, the cuff of his jacket brushing her bare skin. “And working a press at a paper factory. And slinging newspapers. And laying bricks. And carting boxes at a slaughterhouse.”

			“You did all of that?” Amalia’s mind reeled.

			“Yes, ma’am.” He stroked her thumb again. “Do it still. Sometimes to gather information as a Pinkerton agent, sometimes to earn a little extra on the side.”

			“Why?” She bit her lip. “Well, you said why but for the latter, it can’t be very lucrative. There have to be better things. You aren’t a dullard like me.”

			“A glowing endorsement.” David smirked at her. “Though you, madam, are no fool. Mathematical ability isn’t everything. Besides, there is no shame in labor. In a fair society it would be valued as much as medicine or law or even banking.”

			“You know what I mean.” She nudged his shoulder. “And even if they were compensated equally, I’d still venture you’d be better suited for things that require using your mind, not your arms. I may not be completely foolish—though I have a few family members who might disagree with that assessment—but you’re a great deal smarter than I am and more capable.” Amalia twisted a fallen curl around the fingers on her good hand.

			He kissed her injured hand and she sighed. “Hence why I’m a Pinkerton. Though sometimes I have my doubts. The organization includes a lot of people who think unions are dangerous. I tell myself I want this promotion, in part, to change things from within, but I wonder...”

			She opened her mouth to prod him to finish but he shook his head.

			“Amalia, we can’t be lovers.” David pulled back and tugged at his hair, his eyes serious.

			“Why?” Blazes, was that a hitch in her voice? No. She had to remain in control to argue it correctly. Even if she couldn’t have the full fairy tale, they could create their own story, right? If he didn’t want marriage, fine. It was only a piece of paper, after all. One that you could dissolve, if you had means. She, of all people, didn’t need to be protected from him. “I mean you seemed to enjoy what we did and I didn’t even get a chance to—”

			The train lurched to a halt. She would’ve flown to the other side of the room and hit her head if David hadn’t caught her. The force of her body against his was enough to knock him to the floor though, her on top of him.

			His chest heaved below her as he wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her against him. “Shhh,” he whispered in her ear.

			For a moment the world paused. Complete silence except both their breaths, synchronizing as they lay on the floor. Body to body, heart against heart, until pandemonium broke loose.

			“Fire. Everyone out.” The call came loud and clear, through the door, over the noise.

			Screams assaulted them from all directions and the pounding from fists on doors echoed throughout the train. Amalia hitched forward, ready to stand, ready to move, but David forced her still.

			What was he doing? She clutched his hand and squeezed. “We have to leave. You heard them. Fire.”

			“We’ll get trampled.” He pulled her behind his body, shielding her, from a half-standing, half-sitting position. “Amalia, you know this can’t be an accident.”

			Shivering, Amalia huddled against his back, as an acrid odor burnt the inside of her nose. “Probably, but at the moment, what does it matter? We need to leave so we don’t, you know, burn to death. Besides, we need to find Meg and Will.”

			“They’ll take care of each other.” David muttered the words almost to himself before he coughed. “I’m getting you out of here and we are not getting back on the train.” With that he sank to the floor, guiding her down beside him.

			Amalia threw her good hand over her mouth so not to shriek, and more to keep the creeping smoke out.

			He rolled to his side and faced her, his eyes boring right into hers. “We’re going to crawl, on our stomachs.”

			“What?” He couldn’t be serious? Could he? Her clothes would be ruined and she needed her—Amalia reached up and pulled down her case. The letters would not burn, no matter what, she’d get them out, even on her stomach. Because after he was gone, they’d be all she had left. Forever.

			“Smoke rises. It’ll be the easiest way. Trust me on this.” He slithered forward. “Follow me. Hold on to my ankles and when we get to an exit, I’ll pull you out. Can you do that?”

			She nodded. “Yes. Yes, I can. I trust you.” Amalia settled herself back and grabbed onto the cuffs of David’s pants.

			“All right.” He lowered himself all the way down. “Let’s go.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Every single foul four-letter word General Warren screamed on that hill reverberated through David’s head as he crawled on his belly down the smoke and panic-filled corridor. Amalia’s hand clutched his left ankle. He slowed down as much as he could so not to dislodge her, especially as she was working with only one hand.

			The thick, black air above them was like tar and filling the can-like compartment fast. With all his strength he skidded forward, slithering around bodies, ignoring the screams. His eyes burned, but finally a curtain flapped revealing the blue of the sky through an open door. He pressed down to stand and—crash.

			A burly man who’d hoisted a brass edged trunk on his shoulders tripped. His load was airborne, headed right towards David. He rolled to his side and threw his hands over his head.

			Thwack.

			Right across his back. Ow.

			But there was no time to think. The smoke sank lower. He pushed up again, but his chest wouldn’t move. The trunk pinned him to the floor. David twisted and tilted. He needed it off, now. But the angle—he couldn’t get the right angle. And the weight bore down on him, pressing into his spine. He coughed louder. He tilted his chin, the blue—so close but so far...and the weight grew heavier and heavier, until something soft brushed past him.

			A grunt and a groan above him and the trunk thudded off to his side. And he could breathe.

			“Come on, David, get up.” Amalia tugged at his arms, yanking him towards the door. He blinked, his eyes burning, as his body and mind struggled to make sense of the situation. Had Amalia just tossed the huge weight that near killed him? Was that possible? The woman was tall, but still...though there was no time to think. They needed to leave.

			With all the strength he could throw into his muscles he rose up and grabbed Amalia around the waist as she threw an arm around his neck. The two ran for it, not stopping until they hit the grass and ran smack into Will, Meg at his side.

			“Jesus.” Will slapped his back a few times. David spun and thrust Amalia in his partner’s outstretched hands.

			“Make sure she’s okay.” He bent down, hands on his knees, coughing. A million fears raced through his mind, not the least of which was the potential danger lurking in the mass of passengers on the ground, choking and screaming and calling out for assistance. Somewhere in the crowd was the person who caused this.

			This couldn’t be an accident, couldn’t be a coincidence. No one had that much bad luck. He raised his neck and locked eyes with Will. “Get her out of here. Now,” he managed to say between gasps.

			His partner gave him a curt nod even as Amalia started to protest and raced off towards the tree line, Amalia in his arms, Meg at his heels. David sank to his knees for a moment, eyes closed. He was out of practice. Who’d have thought he could do endless marches wearing wool and multiple packs in the full sun?

			With a few thumps on his chest with his fist, David managed to calm his breathing down enough to stand once more. He scanned the crowd to make sure no one was watching before he scurried in the direction his partners took Amalia. A few feet into the woods, he found the three hiding behind a tree. He sidled up to Will, as Meg and Amalia straightened each other’s garments.

			“What was that?” he asked the other man.

			“I don’t know.” Will shook his head. “I’m sorry, David. I’m so sorry. We patrolled every inch of that train before we started. I didn’t see the crash, but...”

			“It wasn’t your fault. I know you did your best, better than anyone could.” He gave Will a nudge in the side.

			“Why would anyone do that?” Amalia was on her feet.

			Oy her volume. So much for keeping her hidden. He had to resist putting his hand over her mouth. He settled for a small shush. Which she promptly ignored. The woman recovered quickly. She’d even somehow managed to tidy her garments—neat and pressed and ready for action.

			“Someone couldn’t risk all those people’s lives to kill me?” Amalia tossed her hair.

			Meg was the one who shushed her this time, and she reluctantly obliged, lowering her voice a smidge. “Why?”

			“We don’t know.” David tugged at his hair. “But we’ll find out.” He ran his tongue over his teeth as a map lit in his mind, each marker representing part of the task, the job, just like when he was working on a mission for the army. He turned to his partners. “Question as many people as you can here and get that information to Indianapolis as soon as possible. Afterwards, meet me in Delaware. If you arrive first, start coordinating with whatever security the Truitts already have in place.”

			“We’re going to travel by rail and you’re not?” Meg knit her brow.

			“Exactly. Well, not on the Pennsylvania.” David nodded. “We’re going to cut through the woods and get ourselves on another line.”

			“Wait, we’re going to walk?” In other circumstances, the note of panic in Amalia’s voice at the prospect of walking would’ve been humorous—fine it was still humorous, even if a small voice in the back of his head warned him that the woman might try to make him carry her like a packhorse. Though to have her arms around his neck, her soft skin next to his... No, stop. He needed to focus, execute his plan.

			David tugged at his collar, loosening his tie, and undoing the top button. “It won’t be that far. Probably only a few hours, a day at most.”

			“A day? A day, walking, in this?” Amalia shook her dress.

			“It’s the safest way.” It really was. A smart, solid plan. No one would suspect them on foot. They’d lose whomever was after them. Easy. “You still have some money on you?”

			Amalia nodded and held up her black valise.

			“Good. I’m sure we’ll get to a town soon, find a hotel and a train station, different line, throw them off our trail.” David glanced at Amalia who’d paled. “Don’t tell me you’re not up to it?”

			“I’m up to it.” She balled her hands into fists and laid them on her hips, drawing his eye to her rather fetching, well, everything. “I just liked this dress, that’s all.”

			“Oh, you were never going to wear it again anyway.” Amalia’s mouth fell open in a surprised “O.” David shrugged. “I’ve read your column, remember? I know you can’t wash gowns that complicated. Once it gets wet, all the construction goes so you either have to remake it, or sell the fabric to someone in my former profession.” He reached out and straightened her still starched lace collar.

			Amalia blushed a little, but leaned closer to him. How did she still smell of magnolias after they’d crawled through smoke and grass and god-only-knew what else?

			“We should head out.” Will coughed, before giving David a firm pat on the shoulder. “Be safe.” His partner tipped his hat to Amalia, while Meg gave her a pat on the shoulder. She nodded back at both of them, before they slipped through the trees and back into the fray.

			Once his friends were out of sight Amalia turned to him, hands on her hips. “What are we standing here for?”

			“Um...” He blinked at her.

			“You know as well as I do, whomever is after you could be lurking around. We can’t let these people be hurt because of me.” She waved a hand at the crowd and his heart swelled a little.

			The woman was uncanny. Tough wasn’t half of it. After all she’d been through, the injuries, the ex-husbands, she still managed to be concerned about the safety of strangers. Even at a time like this. There was just no way she was behind the threats herself. Meg was wrong.

			He slipped her good hand into his. The fit was so nice. No, he couldn’t think of that. Task at hand. Mission. Execute. David lowered his voice. “That’s why we’re leaving now. To stay safe while I sort this all out.” He inclined his head. “This way, and duck down a little.”

			Amalia obeyed and he braced himself before he whispered in her ear. “And run.”

			 

			Four hours later, the running had become walking, or more trudging. David’s back, legs, and shoulders screamed and ached under the afternoon blaze.

			“Hot. It’s very hot.” Amalia mopped her brow with the already soaked glove she’d made him remove an hour ago. Good thing he did. She’d burst three stitches freeing him on the train. No infection...yet.

			“And humid.” He forged a path with his boot in the long grass of the meadow they’d been traversing for what had to be at least four miles. “But it’s better without gear.”

			Guilt gnawed at him. She shouldn’t have helped him. Shouldn’t have had to. She was his responsibility, damn it. He was the team leader.

			“You have my bag.” Amalia was at his side again, stroking the leather. It’d been such a headache to take from her—she might rival him in stubbornness, if that was possible—but she’d been struggling to toggle it plus lift her long skirts so she finally had to acquiesce.

			“Not the same.” He shifted the case on his shoulder. Mercy, it was heavy. What exactly did she have in it? Hopefully something to eat. And maybe matches.

			“I suppose not.” Amalia matched his steps as they slogged farther towards a grove of trees at the horizon. “Both my brothers did this with packs and wool?”

			David’s innards twisted at the memory of those early days, before they’d all seen what they saw. When they were all innocent. “Yes. They marched for days. In sun and snow, and we slept on fields—”

			“Why did you fight?” Amalia laid a hand on his shoulder. “I mean, you’d just come to this country when you joined up and I know you found slavery abhorrent, because it was, but fight? After you escaped the Russian army?”

			He didn’t answer.

			“I’m sorry. That was impolite.” He didn’t need to glance at her. He could picture her flushed cheeks and the hint of guilt on her face that made him want to apologize even though he’d done nothing wrong.

			“Your father asked me the same thing.” He rubbed his shoulder with his free hand before sticking it in his pocket.

			“Oh.” She ducked her head a little at that. “I’m really sorry now.”

			“For what?” He drew out the words because a note in her tone prickled the hair on the back of his neck again. David clutched the handle tighter. He needed to listen, not puff up in righteous indignation, no matter how tempting.

			“Asking like that was unfair and accusatory.” She paused to glance upward. White puffs spread over the blue sky, muting the sun. David waited but Amalia said nothing else. He increased their pace as a warm wind rippled through the leaves, rustling her petticoats and even his half-stuck jacket. He should really remove it.

			“He did it. Not you,” David finally managed to answer.

			They’d reached the forest, a dense grove of ash and birch and pine against a climbing rock formation—somewhere between a full mountainside and a large hill. Almost reminiscent of...no, he wouldn’t remember that day, that part of Pennsylvania, much farther south.

			“I was unfair too. Not in that way, but in others. And careless and reckless and impetuous. Not only with my future, but with your feelings.” She stopped at the edge of the tree line, next to the roots of a gnarled oak.

			“More than reckless. I said some things, things designed to hurt you that New Year’s. I implied that you weren’t good enough, not what I wanted, but that was a lie—a complete lie.” Amalia gazed up at him, her eyes dark in the shade. “I’m so sorry, David.”

			His heart swelled. Those words, that confession, that apology, unknotted something deep within him. When she locked eyes with him, as if she was seeing him, all of him, once again. In that moment, he’d have given her anything, despite the past hurt. With those words, all could be unmuddled, somehow, that they could find a way forward even with their limitations. In that moment, they could really start anew.

			“Because I did want you.” She swallowed. “Very much and you said things that made me question whether you felt the same way. And I looked at all of my siblings and wondered, why would you? I’m not beautiful and graceful like Roseanna. I’m not smart like Thad and my mother. I’m not charming like my father and you certainly know that I’m not kind like Simon was and I—”

			Whatever Amalia was about to ramble was lost to the crack of lightning flashing across the sky.

			David muttered a million curses in Yiddish and English under his breath as he shifted his mind back to what it did best. “All right.” He drew in a deep breath. “We are going to run towards the rocks. There has to be a small cave there.”

			Amalia nodded as the wind whipped her hair. Thunder rumbled and the gray of the sky deepened. A sprinkle of rain landed on her forehead. In minutes they’d be in a deluge.

			“While you run, grab any dry branches you can and protect them with your body—left hand only.” He squeezed her shoulder. “If you can’t don’t worry about it. No matter what though, stick with me.”

			“I can do that.” Amalia’s voice was bolder and calmer than the paleness in her cheeks would suggest possible. “I promise.”

			A droplet hit his nose. “All right,” he repeated. “Let’s go.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Amalia rubbed her hands over the fire and glanced at David. Fashion dictated a trim and styling, but somehow the unkempt locks and shadow beard suited him. Either that, or all her senses were skewed when it came to David Zisskind. A longing stirred beneath her ribs. Probably, some combination of the two.

			David threw another log on the blaze and scooted next to her. They huddled next to the wall of the narrow, fortunately animal-free cave. The space was almost too shallow to lie or stand in, and the two, along with the fire, made it a tight squeeze. Not an unpleasant position.

			She picked at her muddy skirts, still wet despite the blaze. “I should get out of these.”

			Without a word David rocked to his knees and settled behind her, working her buttons. He really would be the best lady’s maid. The heavy satin slid off her shoulders and he grazed her bare skin with his knuckles setting off a set of chills which had nothing to do with the cool evening air.

			“Corset too?” he asked.

			“Please.” She nodded. “All the way off.”

			David’s hands froze. “Amalia, I already told you...”

			“And I was about to tell you that you were wrong.” She tossed her hair so it hit him in the face. Hopefully, there were still traces of perfume in it, not just soot. Despite the boring color and stubborn texture, her tresses were thick enough that she didn’t need enhancements to make them seem fuller. “If it makes you more comfortable, you can throw your jacket over my shoulders.”

			The rumpled garment lay in a heap next to the fire. Amalia swiveled around. David frowned. “I’m not going to win, am I?”

			“It depends on how you define winning.” She licked her lips. “Come on, David. We’re in a cave, lost in the woods. Let’s pretend all the good reasons you have for not finishing what we started the other night don’t exist. Please?”

			She held her breath and waited. Time stopped for a moment. Neither moved.

			Her heart thudded against her ribs. He was going to reject her, wasn’t he? She opened her mouth, searching for a line to deflect the flirtation as a joke when mischief sparked in his eye and a slow smile spread on his lips. “All right, but no coat. I think I’d like to watch you in the firelight, in only, what? Stockings and knickers? Or are they drawers? Or bloomers?”

			And that was all the inspiration she needed. Hands only shaking a little, she whipped off her unlaced corset and tossed it away. With her good hand, Amalia plucked her dress and petticoats from around her feet before adding them to the pile. “I’m going to call them ‘knickers’ today. I think that sounds naughtier.”

			David rose. Everything, from her nipples to her toes, tightened in longing for his touch. He slid his thumbs beneath the edge of her bloomers, tugging her towards him so her bare chest was against his half-buttoned shirted.

			Amalia moaned and scooted nearer so she could assure herself that he did indeed want her as much as she wanted him—or at least close to as much, because no one could want as much as she did in that moment. “Please, David.”

			The damned tease paused and stepped back, releasing her, a slow smirk spreading over his features. “Please, what, Amalia? What do you want from me?”

			“You know what I want.”

			He tapped his chin with a single finger, a wrinkle forming on the bridge of his nose, just under his spectacles. “No, I don’t think I do. I think you’re going to have to ask.”

			“Are you punishing me for making you carry my bag?” She wagged a finger at him. “Because I’ll have you know, you didn’t seem to mind when I pulled out the toast and muffins from this morning’s breakfast that I shoved in there.”

			Something almost like a snicker erupted from David.

			“What?” Her cheeks tingled, though that somehow didn’t diminish any of the other sensations coursing through her body. Her fingers itched to be tangled in his hair as he kissed down her neck, over her now bare flesh...

			“Nothing, that’s just adorable, and a bit, well...” He tugged on his collar. Was he flushing? It was hard to tell in the darkness...but...he licked his lips. Oh to have them on her skin again, trailing down lower and lower.

			David rubbed the back of his neck. “Is it wrong to say that some part of me finds that very...well...intriguing?”

			“What?” Amalia might have gasped a little as she worked to force herself back into the conversation and out of her fantasies so she could make them realities, for all the time she had.

			“The idea that every time you make me do something silly like carry a ridiculously oversized valise that doesn’t even match your gowns, I only touch you if you beg?” He folded his arms, as if he was waiting.

			Beg? Truitts didn’t beg. Certainly not in these sort of circumstances. If anyone found out, what would they say? And yet... Amalia shivered—with desire, not horror.

			“And you’ll do what I ask?” Please? Good lord, had she started already?

			“Only the parts I deem reasonable and properly requested.” He grinned a little. “I’m the one running this operation, remember?” He was so darn proud of himself and it was so damned attractive. More than attractive, lust-inducing. Her body hummed as she prowled towards him, unable to resist.

			“Now I’m one of your foot soldiers, like Will and Meg.” She swiveled her hips a little. David crooked a finger at her and spread his legs so she could stand between them.

			“Something like that.” He reached around and grabbed her bottom so she couldn’t help but whimper his name. “Though you have much more attractive feet. I have it on good authority that Will has bunions.”

			She wrinkled her nose, but reached out to stroke that stray lock of hair that always fell on his brow. However, he grasped her wrist with one hand and held her in place with the other, so near, but so far.

			“Not so fast. You haven’t asked anything.” He raised a brow. “I’m waiting, Amalia. In truth, I really shouldn’t even be touching you yet. You cheated last time, guiding my hand, but tonight, I need the words, all of them, with ‘pleases.’” He leaned back against the cave wall, his shirt gapping more. “So let’s hear it.”

			Amalia would’ve rolled her eyes, but couldn’t muster the indignation, especially as something else vibrated under the surface, something akin to excitement at the prospect of being this, well, naughty, once again, with David. Everyone in Delaware would just about die if they knew how much this made her want to moan and writhe.

			He was so magnetic and in the alternate reality of the cave, in between lives, there was nothing she could possibly need or want more. She bit her lip and inhaled a deep breath. “Please let me kneel, right here, and do what I was about to do the other night, what we did that night in Delaware, but with my mouth. With your hands in my hair, guiding me. Please.”

			“Is that all?” David reached up and wound one of her stray ringlets around his finger, tugging her towards him again. Amalia’s toes curled and she near swooned into him. He steadied her again with the firm hand on her backside as her core heated with need.

			She swallowed. “Um...there are condoms in the bag. They go over your...and prevent disease and...”

			David chuckled. “I know what a condom is. Army, remember? Short on experience, not on knowledge.” That confidence, that damned-near arrogant, probably insane confidence, that made him cross oceans and charge into battle, and come back into her train car, head high after everything that happened between them, did her in every time. “And I don’t think you requested anything regarding those yet.”

			“Well, if you let me get one, may I please put it on you and, will you please...” Amalia squirmed against him because if maybe he could feel her need, he’d hurry up and stop this delicious charade and start already.

			“Will I please what?” David released her wrist, so he could remove his spectacles and place them atop their shared, discarded garments.

			Amalia near danced. Close. So close. “Please finish inside me. Touching me, everywhere.” Her voice came as a husky whisper.

			“How?” This time it was David’s turn to moan a little. Amalia locked eyes with him, willing all her desire, all her needs and wants and dreams to be present and suck him in, the way everything about him drew her to him.

			“As if you really want to be engaged in these activities.” She swallowed. As if you really want me, like I want you. “Please?”

			“All right.” David moved his hands to her shoulders, guiding her to her knees. “Let’s see where this takes us.”

			 

			If he wasn’t careful, he was going to pass out. David worked not to pant at the sight of Amalia, on her knees, between his legs, licking her raspberry red, perfect lips in anticipation. Now this was worth all those years of waiting—not waiting—all those years of not settling, of being unwilling to engage with anyone but the person he wanted. The person he needed.

			And, oy, did he need her. And not just for that night, not just for the job. Maybe, when he got his promotion, he’d convince Amalia they needed a more regular arrangement for the sake of both of their sanities.

			He’d find some plan. Because there was no way he’d be satisfied with just a few stolen moments. Which is why he really shouldn’t be doing this, but no man had that kind of will.

			David clenched his hands on the rocks, steadying himself. But they would talk. Eventually. He couldn’t broach that with Amalia, not with someone who wanted to do her harm on the loose and her charity at stake and her deadline and her nephew’s bris. Now was not the time to worry her. Once he cleared the path, made it easy to say yes...for the present, whatever this was would suffice.

			His breath hitched. Were they really doing this? David’s limbs vibrated with both desire and anticipation. Lord, give him the strength to do it correctly.

			Working to keep his fingers steady, David unhooked his belt and trousers. He slid all his garments down. “Are you still sure you want to—”

			Amalia smirked, her chin resting on his thigh. “I’m very sure. There’s nothing I want more.”

			“Then by all means.” He stretched and leaned back against the cave wall and—his eyes near rolled back in his head. Yes, he’d imagined it millions of times, but those beautiful lips wrapped around him and her tongue swirling from the base to the tip. No man could’ve ever experienced such pleasure. He threaded his fingers through her soft brown tresses. She moaned against him as he guided her pace. The best sound ever. So good—so, so, good. Too good.

			“Amalia, god, Amalia, I’m not going to last.” He tugged on her hair so she’d release him. She reached behind her so she could slide over the damned bag of mysteries. Within minutes, out came a small tin decorated with pressed flowers and painted cameos. She unfurled the rubber device in a languid fashion that didn’t at all make him near burst.

			“Can I put it on you now? Please?” she asked.

			He managed to nod though his hands now shook, and she glided it down his shaft, right between her beautiful bare breasts, an image so erotic and sensual it would’ve made Methuselah lust.

			She gazed up at him again, still on her knees on the cave floor. “Please, David.”

			“Please what?” Not that he didn’t know, but he needed to hear her say it again, to confirm she still wanted him, and that it wasn’t all a dream, that this was really happening.

			“Fill me,” she whispered.

			He didn’t need any more encouragement and whatever nervousness he had about actually doing this vanished. In moments, he was on the ground with her, hunger overtaking him. A proper—or more experienced—man would’ve been a bit gentler, but she’d said “hard,” and besides, he was hardly proper: peddler turned solider turned spy and all. “This is okay, isn’t it? I’m doing it right?”

			“Yes, David, yes.” Amalia moaned again, this time just his name, the most beautiful sound created, her hips bucking against him. God, he had to taste her again. In a frenzy, he slid out and flipped her on her back, one hand cupping her perfect, full breast, the other opening her so he could make her scream and shudder, just for him. Like she was intended to do.

			Too soon, her back arched and she shrieked his name once more, her legs gripping his back. She was fierce. And perfect as she clung to him, her nails digging into his forearms.

			“When you’re ready,” he whispered in her ear. “Let me...”

			“Please. I’m...please.” She tugged him harder.

			He leaned back so he could gaze at her again. So beautiful, hair flying everywhere, glistening with lust for him. She was glorious, clothed or un. Every word, every gesture, every expression, infuriating and irritating and damned funny, everything about her made his heart sing. He drew in a deep breath, willing himself to memorize her, the moment, everything.

			“Please,” she cried again. “I need you, David.”

			How could he refuse that? With as much control as possible, he reached down so he could guide her up, into his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he slid inside her, and heaven—better than he ever could’ve imagined. Rocking up so he could get leverage, he clutched her delicious bottom so he could move in and out while he squeezed.

			“Harder,” Amalia cried.

			A woman after his own heart. He nipped her nipple so she’d scream his name once more. He’d never tire of the sound.

			After that all semblance of authority over the fire between them fled. He sped higher and hotter as she molded her movements to his. With the last of his wits, he managed to reach his hand between them so he could press the sensitive nub again.

			Amalia clenched around him, and her beautiful shudders took him over the edge, into oblivion. And they were there, in near unison. Right or wrong, sense or nonsense.

			At least in the moment.

			Easing out of her, he cradled her limp body to his chest. She cuddled into him, burrowing into his neck.

			“David,” she murmured as he laid them down next to the fire. He wrapped his arms around her, so perhaps, in sleep, their bodies could continue to be as they should.

			He kissed the top of her head. “Love you,” she whispered, her expression dreamy. David started. Had he heard right? He opened his mouth, about to inquire further, but adorable, small snorts sounded from her nose.

			Asleep.

			Apparently, he wasn’t the only one who murmured in his dreams. He kissed her head again. “I love you too,” he whispered. “Whether you mean it or not. And even if you shouldn’t.” He yawned and soon, he was also asleep, his body still.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			The sun peeked through the crevices in between the branches and leaves of their makeshift door. David nudged Amalia, stroking the smooth skin on her back. She rolled towards him and stretched her arms over her head.

			Lord, those marble statutes on buildings paled in comparison to her. She placed her hands behind her head like a pillow and blinked sleepy eyes in his direction.

			“Good morning.” A foolish thing to say, but what else was there?

			“What time is it?” She yawned, before running a hand down her bare chest, his jacket slipping lower and lower. He was awake now. Every part of him.

			David glanced at his pocket watch and sighed. “Time for us to get moving.”

			“Ugh.” Amalia covered her eyes. “Does it sound terribly wicked and improper if I say that I really don’t want to put back on my gown? Or more, any of my undergarments?”

			His mind froze. Images of her tramping through the woods. Nude. Like Eve in the garden.

			If only.

			Modernity certainly had its drawbacks.

			“Your father and brother would drive a railway spike through my head,” he managed to say.

			“They take the amusement out of everything.” She rose and slipped on the jacket like a robe before plucking her own garments from the floor. “And Thad most certainly would find a more creative way to do it.”

			“More creative?” His mind went blank for a full minute as the tail of his discarded coat rose up her backside. The bustle had nothing on reality.

			“Like slitting your throat and hanging you upside down while you bleed to death.” She pulled her hair to the side and backed towards him before sliding the garments down her back. “Like a cow.” She held her corset against her body. “Lace me.”

			Oy, she was going to be the death of him. He’d have to bend at such an awkward angle so not to brush against her because they needed to leave before they both died of heatstroke, not do everything his body craved. Several ways.

			As carefully as he could, he threaded and tugged, without breathing.

			“You’re getting good at this.” Amalia bent forward again. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for a camera, even if it’d take forever and there was no light.

			She handed him her dress and too soon, almost all her flesh was covered.

			“Same one as yesterday?” He raised a brow.

			“Don’t tell anyone.” She dropped her voice. “I’ll never live it down.”

			A warmth tickled his belly. Once she was saved and he was promoted, he’d do everything in his power to convince her a repeat performance was the best course of action. Every day.

			For as long as she’d have him.

			“Don’t you have another inside your magic bag of tricks?” He turned away, hiding his face and every emotion that was surely written there.

			Amalia laughed. “Of course I do, but I have high hopes that we catch a train today. I’ll change then.”

			“From your lips to god’s ears.” He scanned the horizon to calculate east. At least it was clear.

			“What?” She moved next to him, her skirts brushing his leg. Tingles again.

			“Nothing.” He sighed. “Let’s get moving.”

			 

			Three hours later they’d entered a thick wood. On an uphill incline. Getting hotter by the moment. They had to find a town. Soon. Central Pennsylvania couldn’t be this remote, could it? And he was running out of potential painful death ideas to trade with Amalia. The Truitts really were the most imaginative people who ever lived.

			“How about cook me alive in a giant soup pot?” He pressed through the brush as morning sun beat down on the oak leaf canopy, poaching him inside his clothes.

			“Dull.” Amalia scoffed as she darted over the tree roots like a mountain goat. How exactly did she manage that in heeled boots? “Now, if you add a man-part eating toothed fish that can live in boiling water to the pot, the entire scenario becomes much more interesting.”

			“Now that’s unfair, because such a thing doesn’t exist. You’re cheating.” He paused, only to turn and give her his best glare.

			“Oh no.” She rushed up and punched him on the shoulder. “No one said anything about realistic deaths.” With a broad grin, she swished past him.

			Total brat. With a strong left hook. He trotted up and grabbed her round the waist. She squealed in his arms. “Put me down.”

			“You stay behind me.” Her hair was right against his nose. Magnolias, even after a night in a cave.

			“Why, it isn’t like you know where you are going.” She turned her head to give him a smirk. A kissable smirk. She lifted her skirts as she picked her way around a clump of nettles.

			“Funny.” He grabbed her wrist and pressed it to his lips. She whimpered. “Seriously though, I’m protecting you.” He swatted a tree branch out of the way so she didn’t need to duck.

			“From what? There’s no one out here. Besides, I think I’m better at this.” Using a tree trunk as leverage, she dashed upwards, only a bit out of breath. Like one of those characters Thad and Will always talked about, Hermia or Helena or Titania. Otherworldly.

			“Oh, you really think so?” He intended a challenging tease but it was more of a whisper.

			“Are you holding back on me?” She swished her hips and that smirk was back. That smirk that just begged for play and for adventure and for freedom.

			Laughing, he ducked down under low-hanging brush to take the lead and burst out of the trees, cresting the hill. “You bet, just watch—”

			Everything stopped. His words, his muscles, his breath, even the beat of his heart. All the memories he’d locked away, the ones he dulled with relentless study and observation and alertness—first so he could march and then so he could move forward, so he didn’t cry in his sleep or drink or rage or show any signs of being not right—like so many others—roared back. Because he was back. He’d recognize the topography anywhere. Little Round Top. The 91st’s first taste of what war meant.

			In an instant it was the second of July again—cannon blasts and gunfire and battle cries and screams, oh lord, the screams. He’d been so careful to fill his mind with work, endless work, to banish it all, but in the moment, it was back.

			General Warren barked and stamped upon the boulder once more. Inside his head. But David threw his hands tight against his ears anyway, even as the words echoed.

			Shit. Meade. Incompetent bastard. Hold your fucking positions, you worthless maggots.

			And Simon. Simon was alive and next to him.

			Come on, David, faster, we have to fire faster. Man, there have to be thousands of them.

			The rock-covered slope before his eyes wavered. Swarms of gray rolled forward, over the bodies of the first line of defense, the boys from Maine, who’d charged even after running out of ammunition. The 91st had been sent to replace them. To take on the storm sweeping higher, determined to break their line.

			And their faces. Did they always have faces? Angry and snarling and scared and human. Wrong and ready to kill him and willing to defend the indefensible, but still human.

			Air.

			Why wasn’t there enough air?

			That’s it, David. We gotta keep going, push them back and Thad’ll pick ’em off.

			The memories, the dialogue, the movements, even the cast of the light reared back to life in his mind, faster and louder and more and more real.

			How his hands had grown so slick he had to strike the flint over and over and over... He was so slow too and—a pop and a cry and a thud.

			Simon. At his feet. Hands clutching his gut. Sliding down the hill.

			The images wouldn’t stop as he crawled forward, knees scraping on the sharp grass and pebbles. He slid forward even as his stomach turned. David gripped a rock and retched and gagged as tears streamed down his cheeks.

			Spots danced before his eyes. Before he could fall into the darkness, over the boulder and down the hill, arms encircled his shoulders and Amalia’s voice was in his ear, yanking him back into the present. “Easy, David. Easy. It’ll be all right. Whatever it is, it’ll be all right. I’ll make it all right.”

			Shaking and shuddering in her arms, his body struggling to split itself from his mind and run. Run away from all the memories, from the story that wasn’t supposed to be his.

			He bucked and Amalia whimpered as the back of his head collided with her chin. Yet, she didn’t let go. Didn’t speak, but didn’t let go and held until the shadows of the trees loomed high and far, edging down the hill, and his breaths no longer came in pants and he could sit.

			With her next to him.

			The blue of the sky began to tinge pink, but neither spoke. Finally, she turned to him, her brow lined with concern. “You don’t have to talk about it.” She threaded her fingers, her bare, glove-less fingers, of her good hand, through his.

			He could sit with her forever and pretend it all never happened and pretend he could forget. Except he couldn’t. Not with the ghosts watching.

			“I need to.” He sighed. “I owe you an explanation. That’s not like me. That’s not who I am. I’m strong. I’m a survivor. I move forward, not backward. Like you.”

			“Being all that doesn’t mean you need to talk about anything you don’t want to.” She squeezed his hand and he took his first deep breath since he left the woods.

			“No, I need to tell you, not anyone, just you.” He did. Amalia deserved the full story, the real story. He gritted his teeth and attempted a smile. “There is good news though.”

			“Oh?” She cocked her head.

			With his free hand he swept a lock of long brown hair from her forehead, glided all the way down to the end. “I know where we are.”

			“Hmm?” Eyes closed, she’d leaned into him.

			If only he didn’t have to say it out loud because the words would cut her too.

			The air thickened in his lungs. “We’re outside the town of Gettysburg.”

			“Oh god.” Her eyes popped open.

			David rubbed the back of his neck. “You can say that again.”

			Her swallow was visible. “So are we...?”

			“We’re sitting about five yards from where he died.” Everything inside him hurt.

			Amalia didn’t say anything for a few minutes, but didn’t drop his hand, didn’t run. Still as a statute, she stared straight ahead over the hillside, dotted with rocks and bushes the snipers from both sides clung to—rendering the cannons ineffective. A waste. “How do you know?”

			Because it could’ve been me. It should’ve been me. Or neither of us. We should’ve done it better. I should’ve done it better. All of us should’ve done it better.

			He pinched the top of his spine with his free hand and glanced at his lap. “I was next to him. It was my first battle and we were manning a cannon together because we were both green. Though you know that. Simon was much more skilled. Thad made sure of it. But Thad was Thad Truitt, a volunteer yet the best sharpshooter in all of V Corps, not just company D, not just the 91st.”

			And the voices were back.

			Simon. My god, Simon. Simon, I’m coming.

			Thad from behind his rock, over the blast.

			You stay, Truitt. Hold your position. That’s an order.

			Hazlett—who didn’t listen to his own advice, and received a bullet in the head for his troubles just hours later.

			And his own voice.

			I’ll keep him covered.

			As if someone else spoke the words. Calm. Collected. He’d pulled the gurgling man—boy really, but Simon and he’d been the same age, so in his mind they’d been men—behind the cannon, even as the enemy advanced. Some of the Mainers used their dead and wounded as shields. Not that anyone could blame them.

			He’d rushed behind the cannon, working it alone while taking breaks to calm the shivering man at his feet. Who grew weaker and weaker.

			Finally, a tall, slender, dark-skinned goy he’d never spoken to came to assist. I’ll load and you light. But they kept coming. General Warren spit and pounded his thighs like a madman, his voice hoarse from screaming.

			Fucking gates of Hell. Hazlett, make your men work.

			Darkness descended, cooling the air as the smoke settled and they retreated, sobs and moans replacing the screams and whoops.

			Christ, it’s cold. The nurse, who’d shoved her way between him and the other man, was as bad as their commander.

			Simon. Oh god, Simon, speak to me. Come on. Please. Thad was on the ground too, sobbing.

			“I didn’t know what to do or say to him.” He choked the words. “Simon was my friend, my best friend in this country, but he was Thad’s brother. Your brother.”

			Amalia laid her head against his shoulder. “You knew he was gone.”

			Everything about Simon, his voice, his breathing, even his tremors stilled.

			“So did Will. And Meg. It took Thad a little longer. And then he wouldn’t leave the body.” David swallowed. “Thad...it near killed Thad.”

			We have to bury him. The sun’s setting and tomorrow’s Friday and we have to or it’ll be too late and we won’t at all. We can’t leave him like this. We have to bury him. We can’t wait. You know we can’t wait.

			He’d clung to David’s shirt. Meg almost needed to chloroform him to keep him from doing something wild, like deserting or worse, marching into the enemy’s camp.

			With his free hand, David pulled off his spectacles and wiped his eyes against his sleeve. “With Hazlett dead and Rittenhouse overwhelmed, I had to ask General Warren.”

			I don’t fucking care, private. Bury, don’t bury, but you better be damned awake when the rebels come at us again.

			She wrapped his arm around her waist, her fingers still laced in his.

			David stared at the endless fields and rocks, once so filled with terror and bodies and now so empty. He enlisted Will to help strip Simon. No metal, no adornment—ashes to ashes, dust to dust. He wrapped the younger Truitt in his tzitzis, the closest thing they had to a tallis.

			“Where?” The word on Amalia’s lips was strangled and his heart bled. Her body supported his as much as his supported hers.

			“Back up the hill, in the woods.” He gestured a little with his outer hand, as she leaned her head against his, their cheeks brushing. “We must have passed it.”

			She pulled back a little, her eyes glistening as a breeze lifted strands of hair from her crown. “Will you...”

			“Yes.” He forced himself to breathe, to not flinch, to be strong for another Truitt. “Yes, of course.”

			Amalia bent down and palmed two small rocks. She slid one in his hand, the edge smooth and soft from rain and time, cool beneath his fingers. Real. She grasped his hand again and he led her back from whence they came. The woods had changed. The ghosts had returned. A near forlorn mist covered the ferns and leaves on the forest floor. New growth but the contours were the same as eight years ago. The three trees and the disturbed ground and the angle and...

			“Here.”

			“Here?” Her eyes darkened so every haunted, painful tear flickered and glimmered.

			“Here.” He clenched and unclenched his fingers, his mind fighting his body’s need to touch her and hold her and fix the unfixable. “Do you need to be alone—”

			Her hold on his fingers tightened, as his memories swirled.

			Him and Will digging, Thad on his knees, needing to be held back from jumping inside the too-shallow hole.

			The sun rose higher in the sky, the shadows growing, except for Amalia’s face which was still bathed in light.

			“Should I say something? I mean he’s not there I know, but he was so silly and kind and—Thad is so smart and Ro so sweet, and they are both wonderful and I love them, but Simon was special. He was mine. He used to play pranks on me. Animals in my closet—live ones, like baby bunnies, who are most certainly not house-trained. Same with birds.” Eyes wide, she searched his face, as if he could do something, fix it, but his tongue stuck to the top of his mouth.

			“You know Ethan reminded me of him?” She twisted her arm around his, her silk intertwined with his cotton.

			David gulped. Ethan? Her first husband reminded her of her own brother? She closed her eyes, her head so near his that the tips of her lashes fluttered against his cheek.

			“Not really. Not in personality. But they both had light hair and he was eighteen, like me, the age Simon had been when he left. Ethan was so happy and his family was like ours.”

			“And you wanted to marry him?” The breath in David’s chest was like an ever expanding stone against his ribs.

			“No. He was available.” Amalia drew back from him, leaving his skin empty without the connection to hers. “I wanted to be married. Badly.” Her shoulders sagged. “I missed Simon so much and, well, everything. Knowing what I was supposed to do and supposed to be and how life would go—I wanted that back. I wanted the life I’d been promised. The world in which I was supposed to live, where I understood the rules.”

			He toed at the moss, each word a punch or stab or searing bullet hole in every single one of his vital organs. Because he was the exact opposite of what a younger Amalia would’ve envisioned.

			A breeze rippled through the canopy, ruffling enough feathers that chirps became caws and squawks above them. He shivered, but Amalia didn’t move.

			“Except, remember that story in Sunday school about Lot, when his wife turned back and changed into salt? And then Lot was stuck and couldn’t move, couldn’t go back, but also couldn’t move forward?” She let go of his hand and covered her face.

			What should he do? What was appropriate? His heart lurched. It didn’t matter. What mattered was her. He scooted closer, rubbing her back.

			“I never loved either of them. Barely knew them. I mean, with Ethan, we’d only met a few times before we married.” She shook her head. “But, after the war, we both wanted something normal.”

			Tears drew tracks through the dust on Amalia’s cheeks. “Anyway, I woke one morning and he was gone. Left a note. Went out west for a while. Went to think, to figure things out. Without me.”

			“What did you do?” he asked as he stroked her hair.

			“I ran to Thad’s house because our parents were in England—Disraeli and all—and he told me about Indianapolis. And he—I didn’t know then, didn’t understand until later when I came across some documents—but he made sure I kept the house, the one on Delancey Street that was supposed to be...” She glanced up at David, her eyes red and smudged with soot and dirt and almost confused. “Simon’s.”

			She moved her stone back and forth from hand to hand. “Until that moment I had no idea what the real cost of divorce was. I mean, I was never supposed to have one of the properties. None of us women were because once we marry, they become our husband’s. Most are in the trust, except a select few. Thad is to have the Centerville house and Ro’s eldest son gets grandpa Judah’s, but the Philadelphia one was to be Simon’s and, normally, it would’ve gone back to my parents, but he had a will. Cousin Rachel’s companion’s family is crawling with lawyers.”

			Amalia finally glanced at him again and the almost-smile near broke him into pieces. “We were only able to protect it because I was lucky, I had lawyers and a family who helped. Most women aren’t. Most women don’t have access to funds to even hire a lawyer. And I suppose you know what risks you take when there’s no civil marriage, when it’s only under Jewish law.”

			But I wanted more.

			She didn’t need to say it. It was there, beneath the words, clear as day. She still wanted more. Even if it wasn’t what she believed it would be at eighteen.

			But he couldn’t give her more. That one moment, all those years ago when he’d almost convinced himself it could be different, he could be different...

			He pulled her into his body and rocked her in his arms as she sobbed. The cicadas sang when she finally lifted her head again, the pink sky beyond them streaked with purple and navy. She reached up and wiped his cheek.

			Wet too.

			Amalia nudged his side with her hip. “Come on. We should find a cave for the night.”

			“A hotel. We’re less than an hour’s walk from town.” He bumped her right back. “Good news, remember?”

			She straightened her spine and shook her shoulders, before striding over to the crudely marked grave. Without a pause, Amalia brought her stone to her lips and laid it on Simon. He knelt and laid his beside hers, the edges touching.

			I’m sorry, Simon. But I promise, I won’t let you down again. I’ll make it right.

			Somehow. Because Amalia did deserve more. If only he could give it to her.

			Rocking back on his feet, he rose and kissed the back of her hand, before leading her through the ghosts, towards a bed and a bath and hopefully, a way to sleep.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			The hotel room was warm, and comfortable, and Amalia finally got a good night’s sleep, before boarding the B & O bound for Wilmington. One couldn’t argue with David’s plan. Not one ounce of danger followed them on either the train or the cab from the station, only melancholy, as it would all be over soon.

			The bris and accompanying party were that evening and afterwards he’d probably return to Philadelphia to reap his reward. And achieve his goal of running an entire office and be entirely too busy for her. Which was probably the best outcome.

			Amalia glanced at David and sighed. Why couldn’t he see that he could be a real partner, marriage or not? He was afraid of more, so would always hold back. Which she could live with for a time, but forever?

			At least she had her charity and her column—or a column. She’d dictated the thing to him the prior night and they’d mailed it to Philadelphia before they boarded. A solid piece. And he’d given her plenty of material for the next few as well, provided she didn’t disappoint her readers anymore.

			“Thank god.” Her father’s voice met them before they even stepped through the threshold of the Centerville house. He raced in, his silver-brown hair flopping on his face. He gripped her into a tight embrace before standing back, inspecting. “Are you all right? You aren’t hurt, are you?”

			“Well...” She shifted on her feet. She was the worst liar, especially where her father was concerned. He could always see through her, particularly when she was trying to protect him. After all, he’d been the one to come out to Bedford, unprompted, to collect her and take her back to Indianapolis. She’d been planning on giving it a few more months just to be sure everything appeared real, but somehow, her father knew how miserable she was and swooped in. Glared a whole bunch at Elias too.

			“She was injured in Pittsburgh, sir, and it was aggravated during the train accident at Hunterdon,” David answered, his eyes on her father, his back straight, not even a flinch, despite a near growl coming from her father’s lips.

			Good lord, so much overprotectiveness.

			Amalia stepped between the two. “I’ve healed. My hand should be as good as new in a few days.” Her words didn’t change the murderous glint in her father’s eyes.

			“I thought you Pinkertons are supposed to be the best.” Her father brushed around her, and wagged a finger in David’s face.

			“We are, father.” A weary Thad entered from the adjoining parlor, followed by Will. He leaned against the gold and cream wallpaper. “They did an excellent job. Imagine what would’ve happened if they hadn’t been there. She’s safe in Delaware. And on time for the bris.”

			“I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.” Amalia fluffed her hair as if a bounce of her curls could distract everyone into forgetting about the entire matter. She moved towards her brother out of habit, even as a voice in the back of her head screamed to stay with David, to cuddle against his body. “I have a new dress, after all. I’m excited to finally look lovely again.”

			“You always look lovely.” Her father and David said the lie at the exact same time.

			Another growl from her father.

			“She does.” Thad’s voice was loud, even for him. “Though the hour is growing late and if you want a full bath, Amalia, you should probably start now.”

			A little obvious, but at least her brother thought on his feet, and was on her side.

			“Excellent idea.” And he had a point. She could use a good soak. She stank from all the travel. On the stairs, she had to grip the banister. Who knew she’d be so sore and stiff?

			“Meanwhile, the rest of us should meet,” Will said.

			Amalia paused, a foot hovering above the third step. She turned to face the men again, her blood pounding in her ears. “Are you going to discuss the threats? Because if you do, I think I should stay.”

			How dare they? After all she’d been through. Would she ever be out of bunting in her family’s eyes? And Will? Was she just a charge for him too?

			“Amalia.” There was a warning note in her father’s voice.

			“I’m not a child, father.” She marched back down the stairs. “Tell me whatever news you all have.” She glanced to David, willing him to support her.

			He swallowed. “Amalia has full knowledge of the investigation, or at least knows as much as I do, and can offer insight so I don’t see any reason not to keep her apprised.”

			Lukewarm, but better than nothing. She scowled.

			David must have noticed because he cleared his throat and continued after glancing at her. “And she adjusts quickly—very quickly, so really, in many ways, she’s an asset. She’ll be much safer if she is informed of any and all plans.”

			Her heart tingled. Better, much better. And his voice never wavered. Oh, she’d find a way to sneak into his bedroom and show him how much she appreciated that little boost in front of her father. Maybe on her knees again. She might have licked her lips.

			“Well, the Chicago office has joined the investigation to add more resources.” Thad gave her a dubious stare before crossing in front to address the group, though really more their father. “I’m having Meg be our communication liaison with them and the folks in Pittsburgh. They have a suspect and are questioning him. And the agents who were in Indianapolis yielded some interesting discoveries related to the case.”

			Her brother inclined his head towards David and something flickered between the two of them. They both nodded again.

			“Perfect.” David cleared his throat, including Will in his now three-way glance. “We can review all the information and make any security changes necessary, alert everyone to any descriptions of potential suspects. Right now, act as if anyone who isn’t family could be a potential threat. No one is to be trusted and she’s always to be guarded.”

			Reasonable, though being guarded at all times...it better be by David. At least if she had any say. She cleared her throat. “Well, you need more resources for that. Especially when I return to the Philadelphia house.”

			All the men turned to her.

			“You plan to go there?” her father asked.

			Yes, no, maybe? If David was going to be in that city...though she couldn’t exactly say that to her father, could she? Amalia shrugged and willed her voice nonchalant. “I do own it. And Isaac, and Rachel, and Lydia are all getting on in years and aren’t they going to be my responsibility? Isn’t that what spinsters do?” She grimaced. A bit harsh, but hopefully distracting enough that neither Truitt male would have an inkling of her real motives.

			“You’re not a spinster, you’re a divorcee.” David had moved towards her and gave her a playful wink.

			Her heart fluttered, before sinking. Unfulfillable wish. But until the clock struck midnight...

			“Same difference.” Her lip twitched and David ducked his head.

			The other three men exchanged bewildered and suspicious glances.

			Fiddlesticks. She was being a bit obvious, wasn’t she?

			“I think your mother was hoping you’d stay on here until this business is settled and for a little while afterwards so we could discuss the future.” Her father coughed into his hand.

			“Or rather your plans for my future.” She crossed her arms over her chest. Because of course they had plans for her. Plans that didn’t involve consulting her and certainly did not involve her charity and column and lots of time alone with David.

			Ugh, not a battle she wanted, especially as she already needed to convince them to provide the funds despite...well...everything. Maybe the agents in Chicago would prove the threats had nothing to do with the charity after all? Wouldn’t that be something?

			She sniffed a little. She never had that sort of luck.

			“We’re here to help you, Amalia. To prevent disaster. Make sure you’re happy.” Her father interrupted her thoughts, his voice earnest. “We want to make certain everything goes right for you this time.”

			Her heart panged. He meant well. As did her mother. And they’d both lost so much and had so many responsibilities. How did she expect them to see her and listen if they were being pulled in a million directions? How could she expect them to delve too deeply into who she was or what she wanted when she didn’t entirely know herself half the time?

			She turned and gave her father a peck on the cheek. “Don’t fret, Father, things will go fine. I promise. You won’t have to worry about me anymore.” And he wouldn’t, because she had no intention of making him.

			Amalia stroked a stray curl as a thought sprouted. She could steal moments with David and appear outwardly respectable too, couldn’t she? In Philadelphia? A nun to the world, but the Wife of Bath behind closed doors? He’d oblige to that sort of relationship, wouldn’t he? With neat, defined boundaries?

			Until he stopped out of guilt. Or until she resented that he couldn’t give more. And they hurt each other. Again.

			Another pang.

			Amalia sucked in a deep breath. No, she wouldn’t think of it today. Her job today was to be happy and attend the bris. She’d win her funds tomorrow and after that...

			“Anyway, why don’t we go over what will happen at least for the next few days, while we’re in Centerville, and until whomever it is, is apprehended so I can take that bath.”

			The four men nodded in agreement, with Thad taking the lead to explain the plan.

			 

			David paced the guestroom, the same one he’d stayed in so long ago, twiddling his fingers. The unease, the unfinishedness still plagued at him. He was missing something. Or at least, something was not quite right. Though darned if he could figure it out, even after going through all the information they’d received from Chicago.

			Well, they’d identified one person who disliked Amalia. And their motive. Her motive. Amalia’s chief critic was a rival columnist. And the team sent along a description of the woman, which he disseminated to everyone in the house so they could be on high alert. She lived over six hundred miles away and was being watched, so probably not the person actually tracking them, but better safe than sorry.

			Hopefully, the questioning of the man in Pittsburgh, as well as the news from Bedford that another would-be-assailant was captured, yielded the real source of the threats. And they could apprehend whomever was behind this. And Amalia would be safe at last.

			And the job would be finished. And there would be no reason for him to stay in Centerville. Or more, he’d be needed in Philadelphia and have to leave. Without Amalia. Unless he could convince her to come with him. Despite her father’s request.

			David strolled to the mirror and stared at his reflection. His beard had grown back. He ran his tongue over his teeth. Should he shave it? He pulled out a razor.

			“Don’t you dare,” a female voice exclaimed.

			Amalia stood in the entry. Some security he was, he hadn’t even noticed that she opened the door. He should get more sleep, especially as this might be a dream since she only wore some sort of nightdress. His body’s reaction was instant. As were the erotic images that slammed through his mind, some of which might not be physically possible, but damned if they could just try.

			Unfortunately, now was not the time nor place for any of it.

			“Your parents are going to murder you, or more likely me, if they find you in here.” He backed towards the window and clasped his hands behind his back to stifle any urge to touch himself, or her, or both of them. He cursed to himself before gazing at the floor for a moment so he could find the frame of mind to say something remotely intelligent. “I thought you have a private bath.”

			“I do, but I was stealing some soap from Ro’s old one. I wanted lavender, not gardenia for tonight.” She swished into the room, closed the door and sank onto the bed, her eyes steady and serious. “But please, David, don’t shave it. I like it.”

			“You do?” He cocked his head.

			Amalia nodded. “Very much. That length especially.” She tucked her knees to her chin. “You’re handsome no matter what, but I like the beard, I’ve decided. Especially, as I can imagine it rubbing my skin as you move down my body again.”

			His mouth went dry. She couldn’t mean now, could she? With her parents milling about? Like they were teenagers once more? His body strained as lust spiked in his veins. The risk, the tantalizing naughtiness of it...

			He clenched his hands tighter. “So you’d be interested in that today?”

			“With you? Yes.” She bit her lip. “Would you be? Now?”

			Yes. A million yeses. Over and over again, preferably while she screamed his name. Except...if they did anything now, they’d most assuredly be caught and he’d be thrown from the Truitt house before he could complete the assignment, secure the promotion, and start the next phase of his plan. One where he wrote his own story, way more interesting than anything in the Torah. And found a way for her to be there too.

			“Please?” Amalia drew up on her knees. Like a moth to flame he was at the bedside. She leaned towards him and nipped his lower lip, while rubbing herself against his body. Oy, he was in trouble. The best sort. He grabbed both her wrists and pushed her back a little.

			“David,” she whined.

			“Amalia,” he mimicked and smiled at her. “I haven’t said ‘yes.’”

			She snatched her arms back and folded them across her chest, sinking back on the bed with a harrumph. “But you will.”

			“Perhaps. If you behave yourself.” He gave her a tap on the nose and she squawked a surprised half laugh, before cocking her head at him.

			“And what if I don’t behave myself.” She rose on her knees again and undid the top of her gown. “What if I’m very, very, very naughty?”

			She was such delicious trouble, trouble he could never, ever resist. He shook his head and tutted a little. “Amalia, you’re going to destroy my nerves if you keep doing that.”

			Humming a little, she pressed her hands to her hips. “You like when I do that.”

			“I like it too much.” He tapped her nose again. “You’re distracting me though. I’m supposed to be getting ready, as are you, and I still have work to do this evening.”

			All reasonable, true points. Though by the look on her face...well, at least someone was as tortured as him. Maybe. Hopefully. God, if only.

			She sighed. “Later then?”

			“Have I ever said no to you? Especially when you beg?” Despite himself he approached again and stroked her hair. She near purred and he was drowning in lust. His wits, he needed his wits if he was ever going to figure out what came next. Even still, he was losing the battle bit by bit.

			Though he received a bit of reprieve as Amalia rose and turned towards the door. “I’m holding you to it,” she called.

			“I don’t doubt it.” And he didn’t. She’d get what she wanted. And eventually, he’d find a way to give it to her, while still protecting her, from outside threats and from himself.

			She turned to go just as a jolt of mischief that only she could bring reverberated through his body.

			“And, Amalia,” he called.

			“Yes?” She paused at the door, her back to him.

			“Be as naughty as you want tonight. Just remember there might be consequences.” He smirked to himself. Let’s see what she did with that.

			“I’ll keep that in mind.” She winked at him before disappearing into the hall and closing the door behind her.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Amalia clutched a chair as her maid tightened her corset. It should pinch more. A lot more. Especially if she wanted her new gown with the pearl-trimmed ruffles around the scooped neck to lie as it should.

			“Harder,” she called. “It feels loose.”

			“That’s because you’ve lost weight. All that running around the wilderness,” the maid grumbled as she obliged. “You might need to have this taken in.”

			“Only to be let out tomorrow after this party.” Amalia chuckled to herself a little. “I heard that my mother has quite the extensive menu, including some of my favorites.” She licked her lips a little as visions of peaches, and bread pudding, and smoked fishes and olives danced in her head. Not as good as her plans for afterwards, but still exciting.

			Her hands tingled as she permitted herself to be buffed and powdered and dressed like the fashion dolls her mother brought her back from Europe as a child. Should she broach the topic of extending their relationship that night?

			Any visions of a life with David were still fuzzy, the details unclear, but the way she was able to breathe when she was with him, and the way all the other voices in her head went silent when they were together, and the way when she made him laugh, it was like she finally won something. Amalia steadied herself as the maid tied her bustle.

			All she needed was a plan. Though first she had to speak with her parents and address the issues with her charity. She needed their full support, even if it meant admitting failure. If she explained it right, they’d listen, hear her, and relent.

			Amalia gritted her teeth as she dug around in her jewelry box. She held a pair of pearl drop earrings against her cheek. The maid frowned and shook her head.

			“I agree.” Amalia tucked them back in their place. “Too near the collar and too similar a color, but not an exact match. How about the diamond ones in the shape of bows?”

			“Those will work very well,” her mother’s voice called from the doorway. “I suggest the bracelet I bought you for your last birthday, the cuff with the emerald-eyed snake heads and no necklace. The collar of this is busy enough.” Like a queen, the lady of the house, the one and the only Ursula Nunes Truitt, glided into the room, black flounces sweeping across the rug. Her mother reached out and stroked the deep rose gown hanging on the wardrobe with an ebony-gloved hand. “Lovely, such a flattering shade. I presume you’ll be doing something with your lips.”

			“Plum stain.” Amalia nodded.

			Her mother winked. “I won’t tell anyone.”

			Amalia’s stomach relaxed a little. Fashion and cosmetics were the only subjects she conversed with her mother about. With all other topics, it was always as if her mother was so untouchable—at a level she’d never hope to reach. After all, the woman communed with queens, spoke a dozen languages, could solve the most complex equations, and memorize any fact. But with clothing and enhancements, she could at least hold her own.

			“Darker hues are so pleasant with your skin tone,” her mother continued. “I’m jealous.”

			“You look beautiful in everything.” Amalia clipped on the earrings. “Even in the black. Though why are you wearing it here?”

			“I had an early meeting.” Her mother moved towards the mirror and fluffed her own flawless hair, pursing her lips before biting them to bring out the color. “I have an eggplant one to change into for tonight, which should be a good compromise. The crowd will be mixed and I want to make sure no one forgets.”

			As if any of them could forget Simon. But her mother had made using his death for political purposes like protecting and enforcing the new constitutional amendments into a full-time occupation.

			A reminder that Jews are American too. That plenty of us bled blue. Even if your father and I didn’t do enough until it was too late. That we went to England in 1850 instead of staying here to confront Webster, instead of throwing our weight around, letting them call us “meddlesome.”

			Her mother fluffed her skirt. “It may not be our tradition, but it’s effective.” She stroked her pendant. “And I like to make sure everyone remembers he existed, even if he isn’t here.”

			Amalia spun around and faced her mother. There was a strain in her eyes and they shone a bit too brightly. She moved and placed a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I miss him.” Her voice cracked, saying the words out loud. “I miss him very much.”

			Her mother nodded and moved to sit on the bed. “I know. He adored you since the day you were born. When I was nursing you, he’d sit next to me and stroke the back of your hair.”

			The maid slid Amalia’s dress over her head. She froze and stared at her mother.

			“Neither your father nor I had any siblings which led to two rather lonely childhoods. That’s part of the reason we had four of you, so you’d all always have each other.” Her mother’s chest heaved a little and a tear trickled down her cheek.

			Amalia could only stare. Her mother never cried. Not even at funerals and, in the last few years, the woman had lost her mother-in-law, her beloved uncle with whom she consulted almost daily, her father, and her son.

			Hand shaking, her mother dotted her eyes with a handkerchief, careful not to smudge any of her liner or powder. “Not always the best plan. With one child, as a parent, you can be very focused. A blessing or a curse, depending on who you ask. I tend to lean towards the former. One can say a great many things about your grandfather, but he was a wonderful father.”

			After tying her apron and adjusting her collar, the maid stepped back. Amalia though, couldn’t move. She couldn’t even think.

			“Sometimes I wonder whether things would’ve been better, easier, if I’d done things differently. I’ve made a great many mistakes—had my triumphs, but failed as well.” Her mother tapped a hand to her mouth. “I haven’t given you enough.”

			“You’ve given me plenty, all the lessons and jewels and gowns—”

			“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” Her mother rose and brushed a lock of hair out of Amalia’s face. “This should be pinned, with a jeweled comb.” She gave the maid a pointed look before returning her gaze.

			“Out of all my children, sometimes I feel as if I know you the least. You’re like your father, very skilled at ferreting out what people want to hear, and giving them that, with no regards to your own needs.” Her mother re-creased one of the pleats at the front of her gown. “Except you inherited my hubris and impulsiveness. A dangerous combination, to be sure.”

			Amalia opened her mouth and closed it. Whatever did her mother mean? Or more what was she about to criticize?

			“I missed a great deal during the war, and I don’t doubt that the rest of the family did a good job, but I worry. You lost your person and the world changed, or more all of our eyes were opened and we saw all that we’d ignored, all the responsibilities we shirked. I sometimes watched you and wondered, if, over these past few years you just went through the motions, emulating Ro and Thad as best you could, but...” Her mother bit her lip. “You aren’t your siblings, I may not know you enough but I know that. I just want you to remember that it’s all right not to be them. Or me. Especially not me.”

			“I could never be you.” Amalia brushed back from her mother and took a seat at her dressing table, her heart pounding against the steel boning. “After all, I look like Thad, which is why I need some extra assistance.” She doused her neck with toilet water. It was so damned hot.

			“That’s not what I meant.” The bed creaked as her mother rose again. “I just wanted to let you know, I’d do anything for you. I want to make sure your life is safe and easy and happy. I want you to be happy, Amalia. More than anything. And I don’t think you’re happy.”

			Something inside Amalia twisted and stirred at the plaintive note in her mother’s voice. Happy. “I just need to be organized and careful and do everything properly so I can make a difference, so I can do some good.”

			A harsh snorting sound came from her mother. The woman pressed a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry.” Her pale curls bobbed. “It’s just that—it’s wonderful to want to do good in the world, but no one, not even me, can do everything properly all the time. And besides, if you only live for other—”

			A knock on the door. Amalia whirled around to see another maid peering into the room, shifting from foot to foot.

			“Ma’am, you’re needed downstairs. There’s a bit of a problem with one of the tables and some decisions need to be made.”

			“In one minute.” Her mother moved towards the door. “We aren’t finished here. We need to discuss your future more as well as the young man who came here with you.”

			Amalia’s heart leapt into her throat. What had her mother figured out? Or more, what was she going to say about David? What fault would she find in him? Not the conversation she wanted to have—especially before she’d gained access to the trust. She worked to keep her face neutral.

			“We’ll talk about it later. But right now, you have other matters which to attend. I still have to do my eyes anyway.” Amalia crossed her ankles so hard the heel of her boot probably made an impression in the leather of its mate.

			Her mother hesitated, her dark-skirted presence lingering in the doorway. Amalia’s lip trembled. What would her mother say if she told her the truth, the whole truth—that she was in love with a man who wouldn’t give her what she wanted?

			That she wasn’t just a failure, she was selfish and spoiled and was preparing to tread the same path over and over?

			Everything inside her longed to run at the woman and sob and beg her to just tell her what to do, how to fix it, how to make it right. But she couldn’t and didn’t and when she finally turned around, her mother was gone.

			 

			Only the Truitts would turn a bris into a ball. David eyed the musicians as they practiced in a corner of the ballroom. Amalia’s mother had already called the assembled crowd of at least one hundred and fifty to one side. A lot of people with a lot of access to the house. Not ideal for Amalia’s safety, even if she was with family and friends. He’d need to be on his toes the entire evening. He craned his neck.

			Mrs. Truitt stood next to her husband, son, and daughter-in-law. The newest Truitt fussed near his mother’s breast. Thad’s wife hushed him, while keeping her lips in a tight smile, her eyes ringed and her dark hair a little mussed. Thad’s eyes were equally circled and he yawned as he lifted his toddler daughter into his arms.

			“I want to thank you all for coming,” Mrs. Truitt started. “I know some of you have seen this done twice—for this little one’s older cousins—but for those of you who haven’t, a bris is an important Jewish tradition. It’s done eight days after the birth of a male and seals the covenant with god.”

			The crowd murmured. A man wearing a blue and white tallis—prayer shawl—stepped forward. The mohel—the man who would lead and conduct the ritual, who’d remove the baby’s foreskin. David’s stomach contracted and he flinched in sympathy. Not that he had any memory of his own.

			“This will not hurt the infant and will welcome him into the people,” the man said. “Can we call up the godparents to help undress and hold the child?”

			Thad yawned again. “Of course. My older sister is a bit under the weather, so bowed out. It’ll be my younger sister, Amalia, and—” Thad’s voice broke a little. “It would’ve been Simon, my younger brother, but...well, we have his best friend from the war, David Zisskind here, so he’ll be the godfather.”

			David gasped. Wasn’t Thad supposed to ask first? Not that he’d say “no,” but still. His heart sped a bit, but perhaps this was a sign he’d finally arrived, was finally about to be accepted.

			Yes. And if they permitted this, maybe, just maybe they’d find a way to allow him some time with Amalia. A warmth spread through David’s limbs. Head held high, he made his way through the crowd to stand next to Amalia, who was already jiggling the half cooing, half crying baby.

			“We just have to pull up his gown and remove his cloth,” she whispered and tilted the baby towards him.

			With the lightest of touches David slid the long white gown over the baby’s legs, removed the diapering cloth and—right in the face. Or more, his neck. And his shirt, and jacket, and tie.

			“Ew.” Amalia wrinkled her nose, but giggled.

			“Oh, I should’ve warned you.” Thad’s wife was at his ear. “Boys spray. This one a lot. His nurse has to change several times a day.”

			Great, just great. David only nodded, keeping his face as dignified as possible because if this was some sort of test, damn it, he’d pass. Exceed anyone else who dared to play the game.

			“We’ll get you a cloth and a change of clothes afterwards.” Thad patted his back. “Sorry about that, but thank you for doing this. It would’ve made Simon happy.”

			David straightened his shoulders. “I’m honored.” Which was the truth, because being a godparent was an honor, and one neither of his own sisters had bestowed on him. And in Simon’s place, well...he couldn’t contemplate that lest he started to cry.

			He turned as Amalia was handing the baby on a pillow to her mother’s older cousin, Isaac Levy, who was seated beside an empty chair—for the prophet Elijah, Thad had told him. Not his custom, but apparently one of theirs.

			The mohel was speaking, starting the ceremony when she took her place next to him, and whispered in his ear. “My grandfather was the sendek for both of my older nephews but he passed last spring. Isaac’s now the oldest male on my mother’s side, which is to say isn’t very old.”

			No, the man was probably only in his forties, much younger than Amalia’s father. He resisted the urge to put his arm around her because that would not be proper under any circumstances and instead nodded once more.

			He glanced to the side as the mohel chanted. There were tears in her eyes. Well, that wouldn’t do. It was a happy occasion, generation to generation and all that. He slid closer to her so her skirts could block his actions and took her gloved hand in his and stroked the top. She stared at him, lips parted, before giving him a soft smile as the mohel finished and gave Judah Zvi—better known as John Thaddeus Truitt—the seventh to hold that name—son of “Yonathan” Truitt as Thad was known in Hebrew, and Batya, back to his parents.

			The kid didn’t cry either, though he fussed again—little whines and murmurs and struggles against his mother’s gown.

			“I think Belle might want to retire with the baby,” Amalia whispered at her own mother. Mrs. Truitt’s lips quirked.

			“Probably.” She clapped her hands together. “And that concludes the ceremonial part of this evening. Please, everyone eat. My new grandson is going to rest, but we can celebrate.”

			Amalia’s shoulders relaxed. “Ro nursed. When her boys were desperate to eat like that, it meant she was also very uncomfortable.” She indicated to her own chest. “I can’t even imagine what would happen with these.”

			David had to slap his hand over his face so not to laugh out loud. “Someone’d lose an eye, probably?” He echoed her earlier words. Amalia giggled and leaned closer before recoiling.

			“You need to change. And bathe.” She rushed over to her brother, who returned with a servant.

			Thad gave him the once over. “You’re broader than any of us now but still not as tall. I do think my clothes will be better than my father’s.”

			“Anything clean,” he said. He’d have to hide in the background if it was too bad, not the worst thing since he was still supposed to be looking after Amalia, family or no family, though damned if being in the spotlight, finally, wasn’t satisfying. “I have work to do after all.”

			“I’ll keep an eye on her until you get back.” Thad put his hand on Amalia’s shoulder before handing off his daughter to her.

			“No, you want an extra nanny for a few minutes.” She smiled though. “Hurry back, David, the food should be good. Make sure you get some. You might need your strength later.” And the minx licked her lips. Oh, he’d need to make that bath cold now. And he’d have to hurry.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Amalia hunched her shoulders and back towards the wall of the ballroom as family and guests fussed over Thad, her sister-in-law, and the now probably slightly drunk baby J.T.—as he now could claim his other great-grandfather’s nickname. She’d closed her eyes while the mohel from Philadelphia did his part, but her nephew hadn’t fussed. Her brother’s second child, but first son. The next generation was growing. By the set of her sister’s skirts and her skin’s green hue, Ro was probably working on a third.

			She heaved a sigh as she milled around the swirling silk bustles and dark wool overcoats, stuffing themselves with the food. A few of the men had already removed their jackets. Thad’s sleeves were rolled past his elbows. Pretty soon the cigars and hard liquor would permeate the room. Her family did things right. No boring holidays or rituals for the Truitts.

			With a small smile, Amalia popped a handful of berries into her mouth.

			Would she ever have a child? A lump swelled in her throat. Did she want one? Maybe, maybe not, but to never have the option...

			“Amalia, darling, that dress looks even better in this light.” A rush of deep plum and gold accosted her.

			“Mother.” Amalia brushed aside a graying blonde curl and kissed her mother’s still smooth cheek, flushing a bit at the compliment, even if it was a lie.

			Her mother smiled and grasped Amalia’s arms, giving her the once over, before frowning. “Don’t slump your shoulders dear. You’ll crease. It’s better to be tall and proud, than slouchy and messy. Confidence is beauty. If you don’t find yourself beautiful, no one will.”

			“Yes, yes, you’re right,” Amalia murmured, especially as she’d pretty much written that advice—verbatim—in a column four months ago. Good god, was she turning into her mother? Now that was a depressing thought. The woman was fifty and probably had no recollection of her youth.

			“Thad just told me you wanted to leave for the Philadelphia house almost immediately. Why don’t you stay a bit longer? We’ll keep you safe while you figure out what you’re going to do next with your life.” Her mother tapped her on the back and Amalia adjusted.

			“No, you want me here so you can plan the next phase of my life.” She grumbled the words, almost to herself. She was never speaking to her tattletale brother again. Never. “Because none of you trust me or my judgment.”

			A stricken expression flashed in her mother’s cornflower blue eyes. Her lips softened and she reached out and stroked Amalia’s shoulder. “Oh, darling, that’s not true. It’s quite the opposite actually. As I was saying in your room, before we were interrupted, your father and I—”

			“Ursula, you must tell us about your meeting with President Grant. Jay said that you believe we can trust him, that his apology to the Jewish community was sincere.” A man with a graying mustache wedged his body between them, threading his arm through her mother’s.

			Typical.

			A sharp stab pinched Amalia’s core, as she took a step back from the woman who everyone always vied to snatch a piece of—leaving so little for her.

			Her mother bounced on her toes and craned her neck to catch Amalia’s eye. “I’ll—”

			“You’ll be back. We’ll talk later.” They wouldn’t and her mother would feel bad. And the next day a new gown or hair comb or expensive powder or perfume from England would appear in Amalia’s room. Like the toys and ribbons and sweets had when she was a child. She raised her chin to her mother’s retreating back. “Don’t fret, Mother.”

			Her mother gave her a small wave before being swallowed in a sea of bodies. Amalia patted her hair and snatched a few olives and some cheese from the hors d’oeuvres table. She glanced around. She should visit with her sister, make small talk, but out of the corner of her eye she spotted a familiar beard, near a door. David. Thad’s coat was a little snug on him, wasn’t it?

			Amalia smiled a little to herself as an image of him removing not just the jacket, but the shirt, and everything underneath, flashed in her mind. She could lie back on the bed and he’d undo each button, gazing down at her and only her with hunger in his eyes. She had to grind her jaw so not to whimper. Oh yes, it was time to make this evening interesting.

			 

			David hung back at the edge of the room, near his corner, observing the crowd while Will worked the perimeter of the house. They still had a job, no matter what half-drunk Thad said when he’d slapped them both on the back. Enjoy yourselves, boys.

			Nope, not when his task was almost finished, not when he was on the brink. Enjoyment was for later, though... David reached out and snatched what appeared to be chopped liver on toast from a servant’s tray. The food was decadent. He slipped it in his mouth—delicious. This was the good stuff.

			Wealth, no matter how unfair, had its advantages. Which was why everyone should have access—to everything—the music, the lights, the liver—all of it. At least once in a while.

			He leaned against the chair rail, kicking one leg over the other as he surveyed the ballroom. It was pretty in the light, fresco-adorned ceiling and six twinkling chandeliers. So much white and gold. The wallpaper shimmered. Good thing he was in one of Thad’s suits not his own. He’d probably stain every surface.

			Though when he received his promotion, he’d invest in the finest suit money could buy and glide into events like this as if he belonged. A waste under other circumstances, but here, a tool. Because maybe if he could appear to belong, Amalia’s parents would approve and she’d agree to some sort of arrangement. Something that would be enough.

			Magnolias tickled his nose, wafting in from right beside his ear. Amalia leaned her chin on his shoulder. He turned, his lips brushing hers. His innards crackled and hummed.

			“Careful, someone will see.” He whispered the words against her ear resisting the urge to nibble.

			“Possibly, but I like this.” She tilted her head away to view the crowd but slid her body closer so her bosom grazed his arm.

			“You like what?” he asked.

			“Being this close to you, the way we fit now. I’ve never liked being tall so much.” Amalia remained facing the party but she trailed her hand down the back of his sleeve. The urge to clasp her wrist and bring her knuckles to his lips assaulted his senses.

			She was such delightful trouble in her own home. Rebellious even—something that shouldn’t be attractive, but for him at least...then and now and always.

			“You’re a very dangerous woman.” He weaved his arm around her so he could touch the small of her back. “If anyone notices us, that baby isn’t going to be the only one losing something from his nether regions.” Damned if she didn’t wriggle for him. What was he going to do with her? Well, he could think of a few ideas, just not in the middle of a bris.

			“We can find somewhere else to be.” Amalia slid a bit in front of him so she could lean her bottom against his body. “Unless the festivities put a damper on...”

			“Not a chance.” He swallowed. “But that’s a bit dangerous, isn’t it?” Though he was already running through room options in his head from his last scouting trip around the house. The good part of protection duty was that he could study the layout of the house. Including every nook and cranny.

			And yes, he might have had a few flights of fancy during his patrols. But, to be fair, after what he experienced in the cave, who wouldn’t picture Amalia bent over the window seat in the guestroom, or spread on a reading couch in the library? And only a slug wouldn’t be inspired by the woman’s own four-post bed. What they’d done in the past was so paltry compared to what they could do now with all the wisdom and knowledge they’d gained.

			“This is a perfect opportunity, people will be eating and socializing for hours. Besides, we like danger, don’t we?” Amalia echoed his own thoughts in his ear.

			His heart began to pound, but not with fear, with excitement. His mind lit on all the letters, all the possibilities.

			“That we do.” He stuffed his hands into the too-tight pockets, forcing his voice not to crack, to be as suave as possible. “All right.” David tapped his chin as his brain worked through a million excellent ideas. “I heard your father was going to start his poker game in his study in an hour, which is right next to your room, so we have a ‘deadline,’ as you like to say.” Further mischief sparked in his mind. “Slip out now. Remove your knickers and bustle and place them in your room so I can act as your lady’s maid later. Find a condom and slip it inside your glove.”

			She opened her mouth in protest but he laid a finger over her lips. “It’s crowded enough that no one will notice, which is good because I have a task for you.”

			“A t-t-task,” she stammered but her eyes darkened to a near charcoal gray, her lust evident.

			“Oh yes, danger, remember?” He pressed his hand against her back, once more, firm. “I want you to come back to the party and talk to five people without your knickers. Only then can you retire to your bedroom. I’ll be waiting for you, in the same position I was in that night you scared me half to death when we were young. This time though, I want to be inside you while you’re astride. I want to best the earlier memory.” So they could come around full circle and this time, find a way to be together instead of apart.

			Amalia’s pulse sped so fast it vibrated into his body. But she nodded. “All right.”

			“You like that idea?” he whispered, before blowing a stream of air against her lobe. He was rewarded by the rub of her bustle against him.

			“Yes, I do. But it’s rather difficult to accomplish when I’m in this state.” She made a small whimpering noise.

			“That’s my intent.” He smiled into the back of her floral-scented hair. “And you are going to love thinking of me the entire time you’re talking and while I make you wait. Me and only me.”

			A near moan. He’d need to be careful or he’d have to cover her mouth. Not that he would because she was too delicious like this and he, well, when he made her want him, he was on top of the world. When she sparked with desire for him, the coat wasn’t too tight, and the shoes didn’t pinch, and his father never happened. When he made her squirm against him, he was invincible.

			He scooted a bit off the wall so he could brush her body more. “You have no idea what that thought does to me.”

			Amalia whirled around and crossed her arms, a small smirk on her face. “Well, just don’t get that worked up. I don’t actually want to get caught, but I want it to be long enough to remember.”

			He snorted a little. Lord, she was everything. “I’ll last.” He’d make sure of it. His body tightened with lust though at the image. Or they’d do it twice. One or the other.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Amalia’s heart pounded as she crept past her father’s—really her grandfather’s—still quiet and empty study, ducking so her hair didn’t tangle in the sconces sparkling against the gilded floral wallpaper.

			How much time did they have left? She’d worked to be quick, but unfortunately, two of Thad’s friends insisted on dancing with her, after which cousin Rachel and Lydia Nathan, her ever-present-companion, cornered and interrogated her about a dozen things, not the least of which was whether she’d be willing to teach Sunday school.

			Her poor niece wanted a few sweets that she was too small to reach and Amalia obliged before returning the girl to her father, all the while aware of her bareness under her dress.

			To be fair, the lack of bustle coupled with the looser corset would make hitching her skirts much easier. Also, the sleeveless, flouncy ball gown was much lighter than her traveling clothes—all the better for climbing on a bed. Score one for David and his planning.

			Hurry, hurry, hurry.

			The word echoed the rhythm of her heart as she reached for the doorknob. She needed him. Needed every moment she could have of him. Because, somewhere, deep inside, a voice whispered that a deadline loomed.

			Her chest near exploded as she edged the door to her dark bedroom open. He was in there, right?

			The rasped oath from the bed was unmistakable, even if it hadn’t been in Yiddish.

			The door clicked shut and she clicked the lock, before tiptoeing towards the bed.

			“Are you going to let me light a lamp, or a candle at least?” She pursed her lips. “I want to see you.”

			Instead of responding, he did the honors and she gasped at his beautiful, nude, and very ready body in the low flickering glow.

			“Is this what you wanted?” He threw her his smirk, his eyes shimmering behind his spectacles.

			She could only nod.

			He rolled on his side and propped himself up on an elbow. “Come here. We’ll get you out of that gown.”

			“But I was wearing one last time, or at least a night one and if we are reliving and improving...” she protested but still turned around and swooped her hair over her shoulder.

			His fingers skimmed over her back and the fabric parted. He bent forward and pressed a kiss to the top of her spine. “True, but I always imagined it this way.”

			With a small moan, Amalia let him help her shake free of the layers of silk and lace so they pooled on the floor around her ankles. She climbed on top of him, straddling his waist, his fingers already gently stroking.

			“Better than the ancients could’ve imagined,” he murmured.

			“I doubt that. I believe they participated in orgies,” she managed, though already speaking was becoming rather difficult. She twisted a little, already inching backwards. He needed to be inside her already. Now, because if not she’d combust.

			“I don’t think I’d enjoy an orgy. I believe I might have a jealous streak.” He pressed his hands firm, holding her in place. “You may be on top but I’m still setting the pace.”

			“Is that so?” Fizzles danced through her body.

			“Yes. I’m going to lead. Like in the ballroom tonight, I prefer a waltz, a slow one.” He lifted one hand and trailed it down her body, from her neck all the way down just above the area that ached for him.

			She glanced down at him. He really did have the most stunning shoulders. At the party, the thin material of Thad’s shirt left nothing to the imagination. How many women had stared at him like that? Something inside Amalia clenched. Jealous streak, ha, he had no idea.

			Though at least only she was able to see him like this.

			“Mercy, Amalia, there’s never been anyone but you, not since that first stroke under the table.” He removed his spectacles and laid them on a chair.

			She placed her hands on his shoulders and bent down, taking his mouth in hers.

			Hickory, and mint, and dark hunger grasped her senses as lust danced in her veins. She brushed her chest against his—smooth against rough. She reached up and ran her hands through his thick, wavy hair that he could never, ever cut.

			David moaned into her mouth as she opened for him, inviting his tongue inside her. Inviting everything that was him inside her, willing him to understand all the words she couldn’t quite form.

			Too soon, he broke the kiss, but not all the contact. He ran his hand down her cheek, tracing her lips. She parted them and he permitted her to suck his finger for a moment.

			“You’re a handsome man,” she told him, when he withdrew it. “Especially in tight clothing. Half the maids were whispering and fanning themselves every time you walked by. I’m just rather fortunate that you are blind to that or I’d be here alone.”

			“Not a chance.” He moved his hand between them so he could cup her breast, teasing her bosom.

			Her body responded with dizzying speed, both nipples taut. It took all her self-control not to demand he suck on both of them that instant.

			“There’s no one I want the way I want you.” His eyes grew serious for a moment, locked on hers. “Though, now that we are here, I want to make sure you feel the same way. Remember, you can tell me to stop at any time.”

			“I know.” And she did and she could, but that night, that night she needed him to never stop.

			With all her remaining fortitude, she resettled herself into the position he’d promised as he securely held her hips once more. “I want this. I want the lust, the danger, and more than anything I want you—the you that you are now.” Any way I can have you. Forever, if I could.

			“All right.” He tightened his grip. “Let’s see how much we can accomplish in, oh, fifteen minutes?”

			Amalia whimpered as he gentled his thumbs over her hips, moving closer and closer to her center.

			“And more later?” she gasped.

			“Well, the gazebo is appealing, especially since I’d like to make you scream my name.”

			And she did just that as he stroked her already wet inner lips.

			“Shh,” he admonished.

			She dipped her head back as he pressed one, then two fingers inside her while stroking her bud with his thumb.

			Oh god, she was going to shiver and shake and shudder before he even entered her.

			“I’m going for speed, quantity, and quality, Amalia, so relax and let it come.”

			She did and he was true to his word. About all of it. The shocks hadn’t finished when he spread her legs wider, before wrapping his arms around her waist. He pulled her towards his mouth and licked.

			 

			God, she was beautiful. And strong. Lucky he still had his reflexes or she would’ve fallen off the bed when she bucked. David grabbed both smooth thighs as he took her with his mouth, savoring her swollen, ready arousal. He stroked in and out and around all that was her. Nothing tasted as sweet as Amalia.

			He secured one of her legs behind his head as she made muffled cries from above. Even with her hand thrown over her mouth, his name was clear and that made everything in his body yearn for her and only her. He managed to press two fingers inside her again, locating the spot that’d make her cry out. In moments she was clenching around him once more, her body shuddering, near convulsing with pleasure.

			Gorgeous, she was just so gorgeous like this.

			“David,” she called out. “David, hurry, we’re running out of time. You need to...finish...”

			He had to work not to laugh. “I’ll finish. Trust me.” There was no way he was missing out on that.

			But she was right. They were running out of time. Though later, if he could find a way to be with her, he’d do that over and over again, holding off his own pleasure, just to watch her like this, delighting in her and the glorious excruciating anticipation.

			“Please,” she called. “You have to. I need you, all of you inside me. I need you to be a part of me before...”

			Well, if she put it that way... He lifted her a little so she could slide down his body.

			Oh god, his body ached for her. She lifted herself up a little and he guided himself inside her gently, even as desire coursed through every vein. She felt so right around him, as if he was home, as if he was where he belonged, as if everything could somehow make sense when he was there, buried deep inside her. As if he already succeeded and could never hurt her, never let her down.

			“Faster,” she moaned and wriggled as he moved inside her. “Please, make me unable to think, only feel.”

			If only. If he could just create that for both of them.

			“Please, David, please.” Amalia half cried, half moaned the words and made another swivel with her bottom, right against him, and as if by magic, the doubts and voices and longing was gone, replaced by need and lust and her, only her.

			He did as she asked, setting the pace, filling her and withdrawing, only to thrust into her, giving them each the union, the joinder, again and again.

			In mere moments, he’d thrown his head back, crying out her name as everything, even the danger and the party, faded away so there was only the two of them—together, in the house, as they were, but new and different and better. Full circle, but so much more.

			David managed to move one hand around to stroke her, willing himself to memorize the desire—desire for him so apparent in every one of her features. Amalia’s nails dug into his shoulders, marking him as her entire body stiffened before she clenched around him once more, her heavy lashes fanning as she squeezed her eyes shut and moaned.

			Her reaction was all his body needed to lose any semblance of control. His hips rose off the mattress and everything that was him poured into her as her muscles milked his cock, almost taking his soul with his come.

			They collapsed against each other, skin to skin.

			“Shh,” he whispered. “It’ll be all right.”

			She nodded and mumbled something unintelligible, her face still on his shoulder. He brushed her silky nut-brown curls, arranging them so they were neat once more. After all, she’d not like anyone to think she was messy.

			David kissed the side of her neck as he rubbed her back. “There you are.” He kissed her forehead. “That was beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

			Amalia pulled back and stared into his face, her lips pursed as if she was searching for something. He grabbed his handkerchief from the bedside table and dabbed as carefully as he could so not to ruin her cosmetics.

			“Thank you,” she said, as he finished and tucked the article in the pocket of his jacket, which he’d hung on the bedpost. He shifted her a little so she could still cling to him as he eased off the condom.

			“It’s nothing.” He planted another soft kiss on her neck, and then another and another as he moved them both to the edge of the bed so they could dress once more. At least he enjoyed the gown. She needed more of these necklines.

			“No, thank you for...that, and for everything. For being here and for being you.” She ran her hand through his hair, tickling his scalp and neck. God, that was good, so good. The tingles she sent through his spine when she did that were everything, enough to make him ready to go again, however ill-advised.

			“Who else would I be?” he managed to say. He caught her wrist and brought it to his mouth, sucking on the area where glove met flesh. “And there’s no person I’d rather be with and no place I’d rather be than in your bed.”

			God help him, that was true.

			“Same,” she whispered and laid her head against his shoulder. The two sat in silence, on the floor, her long skirts blanketing his legs. “David?” she finally asked, lifting her head to meet his eye once more.

			He swallowed at the catch in her voice. “What?”

			Amalia reached up and stroked his beard before tracing his lips for a moment. It was his turn to suck on her finger. He couldn’t help himself. She giggled a little, before moaning. She closed her eyes for a moment, and, to his immense pride, had to grit her teeth before pulling herself free.

			“I’m serious.” She pouted a little, before her eyes and lips softened as she stared at him again. “I...um... I just wanted to say...”

			David started. A noise. He placed a hand over her lips. “Wait, did you hear that?”

			Voices, muffled, but growing louder and footsteps, close, ascending the stair and stopping, not at the study, but right outside the door. A knocking rattled the frame.

			“Amalia. I know you’re in there. Everyone does.”

			Thad.

			David shuddered.

			“Get dressed.” The door jiggled. “We’re waiting in the other room for you. We want to beat you in poker, and, well, Father wants to do a different sort of beating when it comes to David and making him wait will only make him angrier.”

			The two stared at each other again, opened their mouths and dissolved into ill-advised giggles. They were in such trouble. Hopefully, Thad hadn’t inherited his skills with weaponry from his father.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			David picked at his fingernails while Amalia bit hers. Jonah was probably more comfortable inside the whale. Somehow, not only were they caught, but they permitted Thad to herd them into Mr. Truitt’s study to play cards. Well, Amalia was playing cards. He was working, or pretending to work at least, mulling over papers instead of meeting any of her relatives’ gazes. Though he couldn’t help taking small peeks around the game table.

			Thad kept covering his mouth with his hand and making odd hog-like noises every time he glanced at his sister. Jay Truitt glowered from behind his cards, which was better than he deserved. The man did indeed take a swing at him when he and Amalia emerged from the room, but his wife had caught his arm. After a few harsh whispers, Jay had been calmed down enough to sit. And only pound his fists against the table every so often.

			For her part, Mrs. Truitt sidled up to him to whisper the words “consider yourself lucky I have a long memory and am not a hypocrite” in his ear. Afterwards, Amalia’s mother sat like a statue, surveying the faces around her, not a hint of emotion about anything she might have seen and heard.

			He returned to the papers—he might as well make himself useful. He chewed his thumb as he read.

			The man caught by the Pittsburgh police had very few belongings on his person, and nothing indicating he knew Amalia in any way. Which was similar to the suspect Elias had run-down in Bedford. Though agents had searched both residences and made a list of every single associate and correspondent from each.

			“I fold. As always. You all read me too easily,” Amalia said, before rising and moving towards him. Her mother caught her hand and tutted, inclining her head towards her father, who scowled in his direction.

			“I raise,” Mrs. Truitt said, her voice rather loud. David sighed and bent down as if he was really intent on the pages in front of him.

			“So, Amalia, what are your plans now that you’re home? Lydia said something about Hebrew School?” Mr. Truitt asked, as he tossed another coin in the pot.

			“I’m not sure about that.”

			“Why not? You certainly project well enough to lead a class.” Thad snickered before folding. His father glared at him, though an odd snort came from his mother.

			Amalia’s cheeks no longer needed beetroot. Neither did her forehead nor chin. David ducked back down, studying the list of names. None of them familiar...except...he bit his lip. Louis Walker. On the Bedford list. It was written upon a scrap of paper on the man’s person. Common enough, but he was sure he’d read it somewhere else. He flipped through more pages.

			“I did well when I attended. Better than at anything else.” Amalia lifted her chin, before her father folded and her mother swept her winnings into a pile.

			“You certainly did.” Jay Truitt nodded. “You always enjoyed things in Philadelphia. Your brother knew that. Probably why he left you the house.” There was a catch in his voice.

			“And I get on with mother’s cousins. And Lydia.” Amalia shuffled the deck.

			“As well as anyone can get on with Lydia.” Mrs. Truitt rolled her eyes as Amalia dealt and they all laughed.

			David drummed his fingers as he stared at the happy family. A pang twinging beneath his ribs. Would he ever belong like that? Would he ever fit, even if Amalia was willing to find a place for him in her world? Or would he always be an outsider?

			Not that he necessarily needed all of this familial mishegas. The work came first, of course. And there was so much to do. Protect the progress towards equality made after the war, push for equal pay for equal work, women’s rights, and an end to child labor... Which he’d have to find a way to do while running an office. Which was possible, right?

			Thad had moved on to teasing his sister on her wager. He sighed. Back to work. His other work. His job. Louis Walker. He had to find the name. He shuffled the papers again, scanning and scanning, but it was nowhere.

			He tugged at his collar. Was the room becoming warm? He slammed a hand down on the table.

			Four heads swiveled towards him.

			“Are you all right?” Amalia asked.

			“Fine, fine.” He yanked at his tie. “I found a name I know I’ve seen somewhere.”

			In an instant Amalia was at his side, cards forgotten, leaning over his shoulder, silk grazing wool. “What are we looking at?”

			“The man from Bedford. He had a name on him. Walker, Louis Walker.” He raised his head. A lock of hair had come undone and flopped on her forehead. He swiped it off and tucked it behind her ear. She smiled at him.

			Jay Truitt cleared his throat.

			“We’re all still here,” Thad called.

			Right. Professional.

			He folded his hands and addressed all of them. “Does that sound familiar to you? Any of you?”

			Amalia’s brow wrinkled and she shook her head in the negative. Both Thad and Jay shrugged, but Mrs. Truitt twisted her lips to the side and squinted. “Maybe...” She turned to Amalia. “During your first divorce, the judge’s bailiff, wasn’t his name Walker?”

			“How can you possibly remember a name of a person you saw maybe once or twice, five years ago?” Mr. Truitt’s voice was a mix of skepticism and admiration.

			“I have a memory for...everything,” she said. Her husband beamed at her, while she returned an almost shy smile that made something inside David ache.

			“Where’s your dossier on me?” Amalia asked, before brushing her hand over his, sending warm tingles through his entire body. “There has to be something in there with his name on it, if that’s where you read it.”

			“It’s...” He leaped out of his seat and crossed the room in four steps, Amalia right on his heels. Swinging the door open he stuck his head out in the hall. “Will, Meg, can you fetch the dossier for me?”

			Except his friends weren’t in the hall. He blinked, blinded for a moment by the bright, flickering glow of the gilded sconces. He turned to the left.

			Empty. Just doors and portraits of a bunch of long-dead Truitt ancestors. He pivoted to the right and gasped.

			Pistol.

			Man too, presumably, but he couldn’t make his eyes stray from the barrel aimed directly at his nose. There was a rushing in his ears. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

			“David.” Amalia’s scream pierced the air as she pushed him down to the ground, her body falling on his right before the shot rang through the air.

			More shouts and scuffling as Thad and Jay Truitt wrestled the man to the ground and his gun away from him.

			“Damn it, where were you two?” David called to Meg and Will, as his voice and wits returned. Late. Far too late.

			Footfalls pounded the floor before skidding on a runner. He scooted Amalia to the side so he could help her to her feet. Something wet and sticky slid down his hand.

			For a moment everything stopped. The smell was enough to put him back in that place. Blood mingled with the gunpowder and...he gagged as Mrs. Truitt rushed through the threshold, crying Amalia’s name. She grabbed her daughter from him, and with Meg’s help took her into the bedroom, ordering the men to fetch a doctor.

			He blinked, over and over, willing himself to focus, to lead. Not for himself, but for the person he couldn’t afford to lose.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Darkness. And shooting pain. All the way from her shoulder to her wrist. Amalia twisted as wetness dripped down her face, burning her eyes even as she squeezed them shut.

			“Shh...easy.” Meg’s voice hovered above her. A cool cloth flittered over her face. “I need you to hold still so I can check your dressings.”

			Dressings? What dressings? She wrinkled her nose as something putrid hit her nostrils. Fire radiated down her entire limb.

			Her arm.

			The hall.

			The man with the firearm and—David.

			“David,” she managed to gasp even as she winced. “David.”

			“He’s fine, thanks to you.” Meg was fiddling with her elbow now and the burning had changed to stabbing. She thrashed a little. “You took the entire bullet. It lodged near the bone and had to be removed.”

			Amalia moaned.

			“Can you do that a bit more gently?” Her mother’s voice. And a great deal of rustling. From crinolines and silk, no doubt.

			“I’m doing my best, ma’am.” Meg sighed but the pressure from her fingers didn’t stop stinging.

			More sweating. And whimpering. How did she make the pain stop?

			“Do better.” Her mother snapped, closer this time. A hand swiped tangles of hair off her cheek. “It’ll be all right, darling. You just have to heal.” Her mother’s voice was so soft, so gentle, so unlike her. Almost the same as when Simon—no. She wasn’t dying. She wasn’t. Certainly not without seeing David again.

			“David.” She repeated his name again and worked to blink her eyes open, but her lashes stuck together. “I want David.”

			“He’ll be back,” her mother said. “He’s been in and out for the last two days. The boy has barely slept—between nosing around in here and fiddling with every scrap of material in those damned files, wasting time, torturing himself with work. He seems rather skilled at that. We keep sending him away, but it doesn’t stick. He could use a bath though. As could you.” Her mother kissed her nose.

			“We’ll sponge her down in a moment.” Meg spoke again. “I’ll just need help lifting her. We need to change the bandages, make sure the infection doesn’t become worse.”

			The Pinkerton’s voice was soft now too. Dratted eyes. She had to see.

			With all her strength she forced her lids open. Grim lines marred Meg’s face. She needed to stop frowning like that, those wrinkles around her mouth would set in forever.

			Darkness edged around the sides of the other woman, framing her body, creeping closer to her mass of unkempt hair, not even properly pinned back and—was that blood in it?

			“When this is over, you really need to let me teach you about cosmetics...and to create a proper bun.”

			Meg might have said something, but the black waves turned into full clouds that wiped across her vision and plunged her back into sleep again.

			 

			No Walker.

			No Walker.

			No Walker.

			David pounded his fist against Jay Truitt’s desk as papers swirled around him. The name was in none of the pages of the dossier. It was the surname of the bailiff, just like Mrs. Truitt said, but it only appeared in a piece of her old correspondence, not anywhere else. So he couldn’t have seen it before.

			But he had. He knew he had.

			The man who tried to shoot Amalia was of no help. He wasn’t talking and instead cooling his heels in the Wilmington jail. The preliminary information indicated that he was from Indianapolis, like the man caught in Bedford. He had a note on him too. No name, just the Centerville address and the words two hundred dollars.

			Based on all the information he’d gathered, Louis Walker did not have two hundred dollars to pay anyone. Not even close.

			“Still nothing?” Will leaned against the door, surveying the area.

			“No.” David tugged at his hair. “The answer has to be in here somewhere.” And he had to find it, role in the mission or not. He had to.

			After all, Meg said it was the best way to help Amalia—do his job and let her do hers. He ran his hands over his shaggy scruff. Last time he’d checked on her, Amalia’s face had been so pale. She’d moaned, but hadn’t opened her eyes or even acknowledged he was in the room.

			“Well, you’re not going to like this.” Will threw another file on the table. It landed with a crack.

			“What’s this?” He rubbed his temple, not touching it.

			“Information from Pittsburgh.” Will’s voice was neutral.

			David snatched it and flipped it open, skimming the pages, before staring at Will, mouth open. “Unrelated? Completely unrelated? So no new information.” He pounded the desk again so hard that the paintings of some long dead Truitt ancestors on the wall rattled.

			“I’m sorry, David.” Will sank into a chair. “Where do we go from here?”

			“Damned if I know.” He took off his spectacles and wiped them against his most certainly too tight shirt. He unbuttoned another button. “I just can’t put together the pieces.”

			“Can we talk it out?” Will shrugged as he kicked his legs up on the edge of the desk. “I mean I know telling you to let the rest of the team handle it isn’t an option now so we might as well work together. Perhaps if you say it out loud, maybe it’ll spark something.”

			“I don’t know.” David pounded the table again. “I just think I’m missing something. I was so sure it had to do with her charity. She believed that. At least I think she did.”

			“She most certainly did.”

			The two men swiveled around to find Thad now leaning in the door frame, his nut-brown hair, so much like Amalia’s, flopping against his forehead. “That’s why she hasn’t asked my parents for money yet.” He sauntered into the room and sank into the seat next to Will.

			“What?” Will frowned. “What charity?”

			Thad waved a tired hand at him. “It’s for women who can’t afford divorces. She puts funds in the trust and lawyers with clients who need it can apply to receive them. Neither the giver nor the receiver knows each other’s identity. She’s been doing it ever since she ended her relationship with Ethan. She cares about it more than anything. Has made her do some damned foolish things too.”

			“Because she was desperate and afraid you’d all disapprove.” David gritted his teeth.

			“Which is ridiculous, but very much like my sister, who’s rather skilled with people but blind when it comes to herself. Especially her own worth.” Thad scowled. “Not that it isn’t our fault in many ways. We left her alone too much, made her feel too much like a burden, like she was taking up too much space.”

			The three sat in silence for a long moment. Poor Amalia, because that’s exactly what it was, wasn’t it?

			“But, back to this charity. Is it really that controversial enough to make her a target?” Will tented his fingers under his chin, his eyes pensive.

			“Is it? I don’t know.” Could it really be? David tapped a finger against his lips as the facts all flitted through his mind, combining and recombining in various combinations, now pushing facts that once seemed so unimportant to the forefront. “But she did everything anonymously, so...”

			Thad gave him a shrug, sinking a little lower in his seat, with a yawn. “Well, the family knows. Obviously. We make that sort of thing our business. Though even some rudimentary digging would yield information as she’s very involved. But I agree with David, could those things really be a motive? There’s always the Jewish thing, but the fund hasn’t received much attention. And yes, a single aggrieved husband might have it out for her, but this seems like much more than that. And yet, what else is there?”

			David froze. The column. But that was a worse motive than the charity. Wasn’t it? He coughed. “There’s her job, at the Inquirer. That’s engendered quite a bit of controversy, actually. Which is rather silly, but I suppose people have killed for less...”

			He rubbed his eyes. “I’d forgotten to tell Amalia. There’s a woman in Indianapolis on a mission to kill Amalia’s column. After writing a bunch of letters criticizing the writing and disputing the advice, she asked the paper to...how do you say it? ‘Sack’ her?”

			Where were those papers? He patted around the table. He’d planned to give Amalia the information after everything was over so she could take it to her publisher. The ones identifying the rival who thought she could shut down the competition—not as witty as Amalia’s by a long shot. All very proper society matron sort of things, advising women to stay indoors to keep their skin fresh and stay away from evils like cosmetics.

			“It’s around here somewhere.” What had gotten into him? There was a point where the desk had been organized by location and then by time.

			“You might be messier than Amalia.” A snicker from Thad, and another yawn. His friend had been up all night—post office, to jail, to the Centerville house, back and forth, over and over. At least his parents had approved of the plan—busy is better than brooding, whatever that meant.

			David returned to his search. “And I still have a system...it should be right...here.” He slapped his hand down over it. He plucked it, opened the binding and pulled out the first sheet. Her name was... Cadence Whittaker. Cadence Walker Whittaker. “Fuck.” He leapt to his feet.

			“Channeling the good general, rabbi?” Will smirked at him.

			“Maybe. He was the best of us.” He held the paper aloft and waved it around. “Let’s just say I’ve solved it, ahead of the boys in Chicago. Even if I’m just muscle. Well, at least I sort of solved it. I think, maybe. We need to send word to the agents in Indianapolis.” His mind raced. He glanced back at the paper.

			Louis Walker was Cadence’s brother and he might not have two hundred dollars, but his sister’s husband had made a fortune in munitions—had factories all over the Midwest. And since all the people who attacked Amalia were from Indianapolis, it made sense.

			Both letter writers were one and the same.

			“Come on, boys,” he called as he sprinted towards the door. “Let’s wrap this up so we can tell Amalia she’s finally safe when she wakes.”

			And she would wake—would get better, because there was no other option.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			A scraping noise as well as a dull throbbing in her bones woke Amalia. She blinked into the light and groaned. “If that is one of your cats using any of my silks as a scratch post, Mother, I will catch them all and make them into a coat.” She pushed herself up and winced. “As soon as I get use of my arm.”

			“It’s Isis, not any of the kitties.”

			The elderly macaw, the least objectionable of her mother’s pets, flew from the curtains to one of the bedposts.

			In turn, her mother moved from a chair and settled on the bed, next to Amalia’s legs, which she gave a pat. “And your threats don’t frighten me. You’d never hurt anything smaller or weaker than you.” She smirked a little. “And you hate the sight of blood.”

			“How long have I been asleep?” Amalia glanced around the room at the bright sunlight and fresh linens. Empty. Just her mother and the bird. No David.

			Her shoulders slumped a little, causing another bout of pain. She’d have to remember not to move her right side. Blasted bullet.

			“Almost a week.” Her mother sighed, before reaching around Amalia and adjusting the pillows behind her head. “You had a bit of an infection, but Meg is very skilled. Better than the local doctor.”

			The door swung open. “I’m just more experienced.” Meg was at the bedside in a moment, her hand on Amalia’s forehead.

			“No, you’re brilliant. Thank you.” Amalia closed her eyes for a moment. Because it could’ve been worse, much worse. Her innards twisted at the memory of what David had told her about Simon’s last hours. Her poor, poor brother.

			Amalia’s mother gave her an expectant frown. Meg nodded, a half smile on her face while she proceeded to fuss over Amalia’s arm, pulling up the sleeve of her gown to inspect.

			“Don’t fully thank me.” Meg grimaced a little. “You may not have full use of the limb for a while, or ever. Your hand as well and I know you write with that one.”

			“But I’m alive.” Which was the important part. She drew in a deep breath through her nose. Lavender. Her mother must have ordered the sheets scented. Glorious. “And I can still dictate.” She could and everything would be fine. Somehow.

			“You have plenty of relatives with lovely penmanship,” her father added in a too-bright voice from the doorway. “Or several friends.” He drew into the room. “One of whom has been at your bedside over and over, especially since he solved the case.” The sunlight hit the silver in his hair so it glistened, illuminating what had to be new wrinkles on his brow and dark circles beneath his eyes. Still dapper as ever, but oh how he’d aged. A new wave of guilt washed over her.

			Amalia opened her mouth to apologize to her parents, when the information echoed in her brain. The case was finished? David had completed his mission?

			“He solved it?” she asked. “Who was it?” And did that mean he was gone? Without saying good-bye? Without giving her a chance to discuss a future together? Or had he decided already it wasn’t worth it. She wasn’t worth it. Her mind raced.

			“A woman with a rival column. She wanted to scare you into hiding, disrupt your writing, and to make you too much of a risk for the Inquirer.” Meg smoothed the bandages and stepped back to inspect her handiwork. “He and Thad are out waiting for news that the arrest in Indianapolis was successful, but should be back soon.”

			Oh good. Soon. She settled back a little, her hair tangling with the headboard. “So she was the source of the negative letters to my editor?”

			“Some of them.” Her mother shrugged, smoothed her own deep eggplant silk skirts, a sharp contrast from the white-pink coverlet. “Some of them were from regular readers. Each with their own opinions.”

			“Some of them correct, no doubt.” And there was that throbbing in her temple again and the voice screaming failure in the back of her skull.”

			A vague noise from her mother. “You can’t please everyone, Amalia. And just because not everyone likes it, doesn’t mean it doesn’t have value, isn’t good.”

			What did she mean by that? Amalia opened her mouth to inquire but was interrupted.

			“And plenty of people enjoy your writing just fine.” Her father raised a hand, halting the conversation, before turning to Meg. “Can you give us a few moments, please?”

			“By all means.” Meg wiped her hands on her apron as she stood. “I should change.”

			“Or take a long, hot, relaxing bath.” Amalia gave her a smile. “With all the pretty oils and then, we can call in a dressmaker because I think someone needs a few new things.”

			“I’m not getting out of this house without you fiddling with my hair and putting powders on me, am I?” Meg grumbled but there was a teasing warmth in her voice as well.

			“Nope.” If only she could rub her hands together in glee without the pain. This was going to be so much fun. “You don’t have to always wear them, but we’re friends and friends try new things with each other.”

			“Fine. But nothing permanent, right?” Meg folded her arms and shifted from foot to foot, but there was curiosity in her expression besides a little fear.

			“Naturally.” Amalia had to bite her lip to contain her squeal of excitement. All the things she could do... “Though you are going to love using additional, pre-styled hair.”

			“I can’t wait.” Fine, a lot of fear in her tone, but the results would be fabulous.

			When Meg closed the door, Amalia turned back to her parents and gazed at their rather earnest, rapt faces. She had their full and complete attention. This was a sign. She needed to speak to them, ask them about the money, settle the matter and figure out what she was going to do about David.

			“I want access to the principal of the family trust, not just the income.” Her voice only shook a little.

			“For your charity. We know.” Her mother nodded.

			Wait? What did her mother just say? Amalia squinted. “You know? How do you know.”

			“We keep track of our children.” Her father sat down on the bed as well, next to her mother, and squeezed his wife’s hands. “I would normally say that we aren’t idiots, but, unfortunately...” He grimaced.

			“What your father is trying to say...” Her mother winced as well. “We didn’t quite take you or your other activities seriously enough over the years. We should’ve said something earlier, after we realized what had happened with Elias. But we were, well, embarrassed.”

			“Oh.” Was the only word she managed. Her lip quivered so she had to suck it in, because she would not cry over a thing like this. So what if every suspicion she had about her parents was true? It was fine. She’d be fine.

			“Not of you, never of you.” Her father’s eyes filled a little. “Of ourselves. We should’ve been better parents. We should’ve paid better attention and been present for you, so you wouldn’t have been so desperate.”

			“We’re so sorry.” Her mother sniffled a little. “And we’re proud of you. For everything. Your charity and for the column.”

			Her father leaned a little closer. “We read it all the time. It’s rather clever and enjoyable, especially when you directly quote your mother.”

			“You’re talented, Amalia. Very talented, and caring, and we’re proud of you. So proud. And we love you so much.” Her mother nodded as she emphasized each word. “We don’t show it enough and we certainly don’t say it enough, but it’s true.”

			She blinked again, even rubbed her eyes with her good hand. This had to be a dream. This couldn’t be real. “You aren’t ashamed of me? Of the divorces and the risqué writing? And the not being an intellectual, serious pillar of the community?”

			“Why would we need you to be exactly like us? Or your siblings. That would be rather dull.” Her mother leaned into her father, before patting Amalia’s leg.

			“But I don’t contribute to the family. I only take resources and attention.” Which they had to resent. Who could want that in a child?

			“There are plenty of resources to go around.” Her father gave her a lopsided, charming grin that lit up his entire face so one would hardly believe he was a man of sixty. “And money isn’t everything. Isn’t that what Mr. Zisskind likes to drone on about, ad nauseam?”

			“The theories and ideas aren’t bad. Some of them have promise, if correctly applied.” Her mother coughed a little and lowered her voice. “Even if that Marx lives off his mother’s family’s fortune, made from the tobacco trade.”

			Her father emitted a strange, choking sound.

			“What?” Her mother straightened a bit. “Once upon a time your great-uncle had him on a list of potential grooms for me.”

			That was met with a full snort from her father as Amalia stared at them. She really needed both hands to work so she could pinch herself.

			“Anyway, wealth and retaining it isn’t paramount,” her father said. “It’s a means to an end and don’t get me wrong, pays for a great deal of wonderful things, including, it seems, men your Uncle Bernard would’ve preferred your mother to marry over me to live well in England.” He straightened his rather expensive jacket and tie with his free hand.

			“It’s a privilege and a responsibility.” Her mother gazed into Amalia’s eyes, ignoring her husband. “But I think you understand that. Which is why you don’t hoard it and spend in an appropriate manner.”

			“So I can use it for my charity?” she managed to ask as her head spun with all the information. Inside, a tiny version of herself was leaping and jumping for joy.

			“Yes. All you had to do was ask.” Her mother shook her head, even, natural curls tumbling over her shoulders. “Why didn’t you?”

			“I don’t know.” Amalia slumped a little as she worked to gather her thoughts, to explain, somehow. “I guess I was afraid you’d confirm what a failure I am.”

			“That’s the thing. I don’t see a failure at all. Do you, Jay?” Her mother turned to her father, her back straight as a railroad spike.

			“Nope,” her father said without hesitation.

			“But you hate all my decisions. Called me a waste and said to behave myself and never marry again.” She wagged a finger at her father. “That’s what you told me.”

			“What?” Her mother frowned and stared at her father. “Jay? You said that to Amalia?”

			“I didn’t mean it.” Her father blinked before squeezing his eyes shut and pinching his nose. “I was frustrated at the time. And I never literally told you not to marry again. It might have been implied, but not intentionally.”

			“How could you? Especially without speaking to me first.” Her mother swatted her father’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “You know she’s sensitive. Like you.”

			“I’m not sensitive.” Her father placed a hand over his mouth and glanced at her mother, who was glaring. “I’m sorry, Amalia. I’m usually better at this. Much better. I only intended to make you pause, not to hurt you, not to make you feel like you had to behave only in a particular manner, be something you’re not because if anyone knows how impossible that is, it’s me.”

			It was her mother’s turn to make a snorting sound.

			“But you were right.” Amalia sighed, because in a great deal of ways he was. “I was so foolish. And you tried to stop me, but I ignored you about Ethan, which is what caused all of this in the first place.” If only she had listened. If only she’d thought more and acted less.

			“I—we understand why you did it. You lost Simon. You weren’t thinking clearly,” her father added. “No one could blame you for trying to be happy. I just didn’t want to see you hurt again.”

			“Sometimes lessons need to be learned by experience. Luckily, we can provide a rather soft landing for your rather painful ones. Though...” Her mother inclined her head. “We never did understand why you married Bloomenstock in the first place, without really knowing him. You’re such a romantic and though on paper he was a practical choice, the way you did it...”

			“David.” The confession roared through her body.

			“What?” Both her parents stared at her in unison. “David Zisskind.”

			“Don’t tell me I’m going to have to punch him again.” Her father glowered.

			“You didn’t punch him, dear. I stopped you, remember? And you won’t. I abhor that sort of patriarchal nonsense.” Her mother pursed her lips and screwed them to the side. “Though I’m not above matriarchal nonsense if he did something bad enough.” As if to emphasize her point, she began unbuttoning her pearl trimmed gloves.

			Amalia grimaced. “It isn’t his fault. It’s mine. I’d lied to him and told him I was engaged so I needed to find a fiancé with some alacrity.” She swallowed as guilt rose in her throat like bile. Oh, if she could just go back and shake some sense into the teenage version of herself. “I described said faux fiancé as well. Very specifically, in a way that would hurt David—poking at his insecurities.”

			“Why on earth would you ever do that?” Her mother dropped her father’s hand, wrinkles on her brow now.

			Amalia squirmed against the sheets under the older woman’s glare. “Because he didn’t—doesn’t believe in marriage and I wanted to be married so badly, wanted a family like ours—with two people who loved each other at the head. And I’d wanted it with him and when I couldn’t have it, it hurt. But I wasn’t fair. He’d been very upfront with me.” There was a catch in her throat now.

			“So you directly asked him if he’d be interested in marrying you and he told you no, but engaged in...whatever you did the other night?” Her father leaned forward, hands under his chin, intent on her.

			“No. I mean, I never asked, but he told me time and time again that he didn’t believe in it. He made a bunch of excellent points. And he has personal reasons. He’s upset because his father abandoned his mother and believes now his duty in this life is to work towards equality to make up for it, or something.” Amalia’s ears scalded, worse than the pain in her arms. Because out loud, to her parents, that all sounded like a bunch of excuses. “Oh god.”

			“What?” Her mother’s rasp of distress was so loud, Isis squawked and found a higher perch.

			“It’s me, isn’t it?” And now came the tears. “If I was really enough, he’d find a way around that, wouldn’t he? Or he’d suggest an alternative. Because if he loved me like I love him, he’d offer something, some sort of sign of devotion. He’d find a way to make us a family, not just some private dalliance.”

			Her mother shook her head, her bright cornflower eyes stricken. “I can’t answer that. That’s between the two of you.” She wagged her finger so hard it was a wonder the large amethyst didn’t fly from its casings and hit someone in the face. “I will say, though I can’t advise you, unless the two of you can discuss this and be honest about what you want and what your limits are, you will only repeat the same hurt over and over.”

			“Though—” Her father’s voice took on a dangerous edge. “Listen to me closely, Amalia. You’ve spent way too much time trying to mold yourself into someone else’s vision. You deserve better than that.” He glared. “If he refuses to compromise, or try to see your perspective, he’s worthless. Completely and utterly beneath you—” The slam of a door down the hall startled her. She gasped as familiar footsteps clapped towards the stairs. “How long was he in here?”

			Her parents both glanced at each other, their eyes wide in surprise and horror.

			No.

			He couldn’t have heard her father, could he? Or at least if he did, he’d stop, let her explain.

			With what little strength she could muster, she lifted herself up, for once without thoughts about her hair or garments. Amalia hobbled to the door and down the hall, calling his name. He had to stop, had to listen, had to talk. If they could talk to each other and not past each other, they’d make everything all right.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Blood pounded in David’s ears as he raced down the hall towards the grand staircase. He had to get out. Had to leave. Had to crawl into a hole somewhere and sleep and maybe, just maybe his heart wouldn’t break into a million pieces that could never be put together again.

			Though the cracks were coming. His chest ached as if it would explode any moment. Someone was calling his name, but he paid them no heed as he took the wide stairs two at a time into the vast foyer.

			“Where are you going so fast?” Will, with Thad next to him, trotted in from the parlor.

			“What’s wrong?” Thad asked. The taller man paled. “Is my sister well?”

			“Oh, she’s recovered.” Bitterness spewed from his throat as he made his way to the door, not waiting for the well-dressed butler to assist him. “Well enough that she and your parents are discussing how worthless and unsuitable I am. A penniless peddler is fine to use in the field, but in your home?”

			“What?” Thad followed him outside, Will on his heels. “What do you mean? I can’t imagine Amalia or my parents saying anything like that. My family doesn’t care about where you’re from or how much money you have. Not all of us were born rich, you know?”

			“Well, I think your sister forgot that, or was never told.” He clenched and unclenched his hands. How could he have been so foolish, to let himself be blinded by her...her...her charm? Again.

			David slammed a fist against his thigh, though the pain of the hit did nothing to stop the pressure behind his eyes. “She hasn’t changed. She’s the same person who was willing to sneak off with me, but marry Ethan. Fine to use as a workhorse or as a—” He bit his tongue, unable to even describe what Amalia used him and his heart as.

			He whirled around to face them, forcing his back and posture straight even as everything inside him crumbled.

			“Don’t you not believe in marriage? Don’t you rail about that every two seconds? To anyone who will listen?” Thad asked.

			“He never said that to me.” Will frowned.

			“He’s smart enough not to spew his nonsense around someone whose rights are limited in that respect. But for someone who understands the power of words...” Thad continued on but his words jumbled as David’s mind spun and churned, bringing him back to Grodno and his family who resented him. And his father.

			Who didn’t want him either. Just like Amalia.

			Why did he do this to himself? Why did he think it could be different?

			“Why did I ever believe her apology, believe that she somehow thought better of me? Or more that we had the same view of the world?” His throat burned. “It’s fine. I know where I’m no longer wanted. I did my job and did it well and I can leave you all to live your happy lives, without me.”

			The drumming returned to his ears. He turned on his heels with as much dignity as he could muster, especially given his jacketless, baggage-less state, and marched towards the road. He’d walk to the train station if he had to. And get some good boots in Philadelphia. And figure out a way to forget these people—well, one particular person—once and for all.

			 

			Tears streamed down Amalia’s cheeks as she near threw herself down the staircase and towards the open front door. Why wouldn’t her legs work right? Hair flopped in her face as she stubbed her bare toe for the fourth time. Her shoulder throbbed but she couldn’t, wouldn’t stop, because she had to catch him, had to explain, louder and better.

			“I have to get to him. I have to make him understand.” She repeated the words over and over until two small arms stopped her and eased her to the floor in the center of the foyer. Meg pulled her close to her body.

			Will and her brother thundered towards her, almost running down the butler.

			“Do you?” It was Meg who asked the question. “Why is it your job when he’s the one running around refusing to listen?” She rubbed Amalia’s shoulder. “I mean neither of you are particularly good at communicating, but he’s really a...what word does he use? Shmuck?”

			Thad snickered a little, but her chest still tightened.

			“Meg?” Will cocked his head at the scene, the two of them on the ground.

			“No, Will, I’m serious.” She waved him off. “Amalia did nothing wrong. And neither did her parents. He made her no promises, kept putting off speaking with her on the matter, made everything about him and his duties and his pain and his timeline and then jumped to conclusions, and refused to even listen to a word she said.”

			Amalia opened her mouth and closed it. Because yes, put like that, it was all true. But why did it still hurt so much?

			Meg eased her around so they could face each other. She put her hands on Amalia’s cheeks, forcing her to focus. “What do you want?”

			“What?” she asked. What did Meg mean? She wanted a lot of things, but they weren’t important since they weren’t possible and even if they had been at one point, she’d made so many mistakes...

			Fingers snapped in Amalia’s face. “If you could draw it up, what would you like your life to look like?”

			“I want to be with David. I want him to be part of my family. I want him to be at the table for every holiday and to sit with me at night and celebrate good things and commiserate over the bad. I want to laugh with him and have him challenge me, push me, and be able to do the same for him.” She didn’t even have to think about it. That all she ever wanted. No matter what you wanted to call it. And with David. Not anyone else she’d ever met.

			The problem was that it wasn’t possible, at least not truly, so she’d have to figure out a way to have at least part of it. Meet him somewhere in the middle. After all, he’d been through so much. She shook her head. “I want to be married to David. I know it’s selfish to demand the commitment and the risk—”

			“Stop it.” Meg’s voice was harsh. “You’re permitted to want it.” She placed her hands on her hips. “I’d pretty much do anything for it, even if it’s only a piece of paper that can be undone by some of your fancy lawyers. It’s important to me and I’d give up a lot of things for it. With the person I want.”

			Amalia glanced at Will’s face and her heart squeezed. How unfair was life? At that very moment, a congressman from Missouri was pushing a constitutional amendment to prevent two people who would give anything to be married from having that right. But she could blithely marry and divorce over and over without truly appreciating how lucky she was.

			And David could denigrate it, criticize it, refuse to consider it, not out of real objection, but because of his own insecurity. His own fear of failure.

			Or maybe that was too harsh. Maybe it was too hard for him. After all, he’d lived through and sacrificed so much for the good...

			She swallowed. “But it feels wrong to demand it. Because maybe it isn’t him, it’s me. Maybe I’m just not enough.”

			“If you’re not enough, make him admit it, make him tell it to your face. You’re owed that much. You aren’t forcing him into anything, you’re just asking for what’s fair.” Meg brushed a strand of hair off Amalia’s face. “No one’s perfect and there’s no one way to build a life, but demanding what you want, not settling for something that will make you unhappy, that’s not selfish.”

			“And you should know where you stand,” Thad added. “You shouldn’t have to guess. And if he can’t see that you’re worth a million risks, well, I’m sure whatever insults our parents hurled are apt.”

			“But if he tells me that he doesn’t love me like that...” A sob lodged in her throat.

			“It’ll hurt. But you’ll heal.” Meg stroked her injured shoulder. “Just like this will heal and your hand will heal. But now, you’re just letting things fester, get infected.” She handed Amalia a handkerchief. “Besides, you already tried pretending in two marriages. How did that work out?”

			Amalia blew her nose and gave a harsh laugh. “Not well.”

			“So don’t accept less this time.” Meg stroked her hair again. “Even if you love him. Don’t be the only one who gives. It’ll destroy you both.” Meg glared. “And if he can’t be made to see that and respect you enough to have a real, honest conversation, well...”

			“Just like Thad said, he’s not worth it.” Will folded his arms.

			Thad ran a hand through his hair, his pose so much like their father’s. “You’ll survive it and him. You’re a Truitt after all.”

			She managed to give a small head-bob of assent. Meg was right. They were all right. Even if asking for it was painful or cost her the little she had. Because there could be no halfways. And if that meant losing him completely, well, so be it.

			“I have my column and my charity.” Her voice cracked a little.

			“You do.” Meg patted her cheek. “You created those, yourself. No one can take that away from you. And anyone who doesn’t want to be a part of that, well, it’s their loss. Make yourself happy. ‘Tea instead of hot water, meat instead of beans’ and all that rot.”

			She giggled. “You actually listen to me.”

			“When you say something smart.” Meg helped her to her feet. “You just need to listen to yourself.”

			“I will,” she promised. And she would.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Home sweet home. David stood in the threshold of his apartment off South Street. He dropped his small satchel and kicked it across the empty floor.

			“Keep it down.” A woman’s voice from behind the curtain dividing the space called. A baby fussed. At least only two of the Weisses were home. If any of the other children were about, they’d be jumping on him, begging for rides his back couldn’t take.

			“Sorry,” David mumbled. He bent and grabbed his belongings, ready to retreat behind his own divider.

			After scuffling and a few sneezes, Mrs. Weiss’s head poked out into the common area. “You got your half of the rent?” She blew a lock of mussed brown hair off her brow as the infant yanked her ear.

			“It isn’t due until next week.” David traced a circle on the floor with his toe. He wasn’t behind. Yet.

			“So no promotion? Or did you get sacked?” She pushed aside the divider and stepped out, transferring her child to her hip. “Back to lugging papers?”

			“I quit. Cleaned out my desk and all. What does it matter to you anyway? I’ll be leaving soon enough.” Because he was done. The moment he arrived back to Philadelphia he made his decision.

			It was time for a change. With Will and Meg probably leaving and the higher-ups talking about union busting, his path no longer made sense. Besides, who was he really trying to impress anyway? No matter what he did he’d never actually be good enough.

			So it was time for a new plan. Again. A new location too. Chicago, or Milwaukee, or Cleveland. Physical labor again. Mind clearing, physical labor. David stared at the floor. “Besides, lugging papers is honest work.”

			“Well, then tell your friend here to leave. He insisted on staying. We don’t want any trouble.”

			Friend? David’s head shot up as Mrs. Weiss stuck a thumb out behind him. “What friend?” He spun around just as the door closed behind him and a broad man, with thick dark curls streaked with white, stepped into the light. “Papa?” David quaked.

			It’d been almost a decade since he’d left Berlin, but who didn’t know his own father?

			“Hello, David, fancy meeting you here.” His father made no movement towards him, and instead lounged against the wall like the philandering rogue and part-time radical he was.

			“It isn’t that unlikely, as this is my apartment.” David folded his arms as the older man strolled around the common area, lifting burnt pots heavy with grease—not the flavorful kind—bending over to peer under the moth-eaten collection of rags simulating a tablecloth, toeing the grimy floorboards that turned the Weiss children’s knees green.

			“I suppose,” his father murmured. The man brushed back the divider to David’s area and plopped on the bed, bouncing hard enough that it squeaked. He shrugged.

			“What do you want?” David yanked at his hair.

			“I think we should discuss more what you want. Because I don’t think you know.” He brushed off a dusty chair and sat down, intent on David.

			“I don’t, specifically, but I do know that it isn’t here.” David pulled out his own chair and sank down into it, his legs spread wide.

			“Yes, you’re good at leaving. Quite skilled at running away.” His father cracked his knuckles.

			“You’re one to talk. And I didn’t run away, I searched and journeyed, making the world a better place. Isn’t that what you wanted me to do? Isn’t that how I could make you proud?” David twisted the tip of his finger. “Or care about me.”

			His father’s shoulders slumped. “I do care about you.”

			“Really? Then why did you abandon us?” David’s voice cracked. “Why did you leave my mother defenseless, let her family trade me to the Russian army after she died? Why did you let me...” He couldn’t finish, couldn’t say the words out loud.

			“Pay for my crimes?” His father laced his fingers together and tapped his hands against his chin. “Because I’m a rather selfish man, I’m afraid.” A sliver of a smile graced his lips. “I’m rather good at agitating for the masses but individuals...well, my attention wanders, unfortunately.”

			A pounding started in his head. He should respect the man. He was still his father after all. But he wasn’t in the mood for this discussion. Especially after he’d had his heart ripped from his chest.

			Again.

			David released a slow breath. “Why are you here?”

			“To convey an offer.” His crossed his legs.

			“I don’t want it.” David matched his posture. “Whatever it is. And I think you should leave. I’m in no mood for an apology from you that involves me being not enough to hold your ‘attention.’ Not that I hold anyone else’s.”

			“Is that so? For someone who is very clever, you’re rather dense when it comes to looking at your own life.” He snorted a little. “You work so hard to avoid my mistakes but you make them anyway. Not because you’re actually like me, but because you’re afraid you are.” He shrugged. “A bit of a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

			David frowned. “What do you mean by that? I didn’t force my grandfather and cousins to banish me.”

			“Did they?” His father inched closer and lowered his voice. “Or did you assume they did? Do you give people a chance to explain, or do you leave when you’re afraid they’ll tell you something you don’t want to hear? Do you reject people so they can’t reject you? Because of what I did to you and your mother.”

			David started. What did he know? And how?

			His father sighed. “I may not want to be married, but you do, no matter what you say and what arguments you make.”

			“I don’t.” He huffed a little. Yes, it was a bit childish, but a lecture on commitment coming from a man who changed female companionship weekly was a bit much. “It conflicts with my values.”

			A snort from his father. “Wearing those tzitzis and praying three times a day conflicts with the most logical extension of Mr. Marx’s theories, not to mention makes you a target, but you still do it.”

			Ugh. Just like his father to criticize him that way. David stroked the strings. “I wear them because it’s who I am. And I think I can still fight for equality while being true to myself, whether I get called a ‘meddlesome, troublemaking Jew’ or not.”

			“You are a meddlesome, troublemaking Jew. We both are. It’s part of our charm. And the world doesn’t change unless troublemakers meddle.” His father smirked a little. “And isn’t loving a certain woman part of who you are too? A certain, particular woman, who is a bit of a troublemaker herself?” He cocked his head. “What was her name again?”

			No. He could never say it. Not even in his head. She had too much power.

			“It doesn’t matter.” He whispered the words more to himself than to his father.

			“Doesn’t it?” His father thrust a piece of paper into his hands. “How about this? Does this change your mind? Make you want to try listening instead of assuming?”

			“What is this?” David blinked at the note.

			“Just read it.” He indicated to the missive with an imperious gesture.

			David glanced down. Was that Yiddish? He squinted as the familiar handwriting came into view.

			Dear David,

			I hope this letter really finds you, and finds you well. The family presumed you dead, though Grandfather never gave up hope after you were kidnapped. Traveled to dozens of army posts, always writing me, asking if I’d had news.

			I didn’t, just guilt over the fact I had your place, had the life you should’ve because of one unlucky twist of fate. And then, by happenstance, I came to Berlin and saw your father. And we spoke and I realized you were alive. With his help, I traced your steps to America and eventually to a shul in Philadelphia, a rabbi named Einhorn.

			And what news we had. We are all so proud of you and your success. Please, when you aren’t too busy, write us back and tell us how you are. We all miss you and your stories...

			The rest of the paper was a blur. Shmuel. The rest of his family. They didn’t hate him. They’d just lost him. He had jumped to conclusions. He’d have to write, immediately.

			David tipped his chin at his father, who grinned. “Here.” He slapped his thigh before handing David another sheet. “I’m not going to press you about the...er...other matter anymore. Even if it means a certain Lydia Nathan and Rachel Levy will hound me forever and be rather vexed as they paid for my trip here. Nevertheless, I want you to consider the rest. It’s an offer to have you study to become a rabbi and teach some Hebrew school in exchange for room and board, at their rabbi, Sabato Morais’, home, which is slightly more comfortable than...”

			His father inclined his head towards the curtain where Mrs. Weiss’s peeking eye was visible between the crack. “No offense, ma’am.”

			She curtsied a little, not dropping the baby. “None taken, though if he could find me another tenant...or if you want to stay for a spell.”

			David shook his head at the woman even while his father leered at her. “You really can’t help yourself, can you?”

			“There is that saying about ‘old dogs.’” The older man threw his head back and laughed, patting his nonexistent stomach over his coat and turned back to Mrs. Weiss. “I’m sure we can find you a new immigrant to move in, a new family in need of a new life.”

			“If I accept.” David rose, clutching the chair a little as he worked to keep his voice cool and calm, even as his insides quaked and jiggled.

			“If you accept.” His father scoffed. “It’s what you were always meant to do. The journey just took a little bit of time. You understand the power of words and can harness it for good, if you try.”

			“But you rejected Judaism.” David twisted his fingers.

			“I rejected many things.” He reached out a hand. “You’re not me, David. And you don’t have to be me.”

			“But you’ll never...” He couldn’t say the rest.

			“I will always love you and be proud of you,” his father said. “In my way.” The older man tutted a little. “You probably deserve better, but I can only give what I can give. However, just because I can’t be what you need, doesn’t mean you don’t deserve it nor that you can’t do a better job in your own life.”

			David’s mind whirled. Did he want the career he’d dreamed of as a child? He did. He always would. And maybe, just maybe his father was right—he could do it better now, after everything he’d learned, after everywhere he’d been. In this place, in this time. He could make this world better from that position. As the person he was.

			“Fine.” David spread his arms wide and shook his head. “I accept. I’ll try. I can’t promise I’ll be good, but I’ll try.”

			“That’s all anyone can ask. Of anyone.” The older man gave him a full broad smile before slapping him on the back so hard he near keeled over. “I’ll give you the address and we can get things in order.” He dug into his pocket and held out a small satchel. “Here’s another letter for you. This one is from your friends, Will and Meg?”

			David blinked at him.

			“Who do you think gave Miss Levy and Miss Nathan my name?” his father said. “I believe that’s an invitation. They’re getting married. They said something about finding a way to create the life they wanted, the family they wanted. Suggested you do the same.”

			“Easy for them to say.” David grumbled a little, making a circle with his toe on the dusty floorboard. “They love each other. Think they’re good enough for each other.”

			“Or perhaps they just listen to each other.” His father turned to exit and paused. “Oh, and Will wanted to give you another message. Something about the Truitt matter. The case itself. He said that though you did an excellent job, it turns out some of your facts were incorrect.”

			Incorrect? The case was solved, everything made sense, everyone was going to jail. Everyone was safe.

			“He said to tell you that motive you discovered for the rat and the notes was right, but not the violence,” his father said.

			“What?” David gasped. What was it then, and where was the man going with this?

			“Amalia Truitt isn’t the only one who is capable of making enemies.” His father stroked his chin, his voice a bit amused. “The Walker-Whittaker folks only wanted to frighten her, put her out of business, but when you started poking around the plan expanded.”

			David gaped at the man. “Sir?”

			“You were the target of the bullet that Miss Truitt took,” he said. “Seems like you engender love and loyalty in more than your family back in Europe. It would be a shame after witnessing that and so many other actions that you’d refuse to give her a chance. Let what I did spoil that for you as well.”

			Before David could say anything more, or even process the information, his father swept out of the apartment, probably to find a willing woman who wasn’t Mrs. Weiss.

			 

			“Now, if we use wig pieces to extend the hair and already have them styled before we clip them in, really, it could look lovely and put together with no time commitment.” Amalia glided her hands over her recent purchases, gifts to send Meg in Boston. “Maybe a few braids to give volume and some pre-made curls matching her hair...”

			Perhaps search an even higher-end wig shop, because truth be told, Meg must chop her hair a great deal as there wasn’t much to spare, so what she ordered might not be enough. The color was nice though. Especially when washed—really thoroughly washed with ammonia and then lavender to block out the fumes.

			“And how expensive would that be, exactly?” Her mother’s cousin, Isaac, didn’t have to face her for Amalia to discern his bemused expression. He’d long been one of her favorite relatives, always willing to humor her.

			“Not inexpensive,” a voice from the hall of the house on Delancey Street remarked.

			Amalia smoothed her skirt and rounded the heavy-wood fainting couch to kiss her mother on the cheek. “I thought I wouldn’t see you for another week—that you couldn’t take another one of Lydia’s dissertations.”

			“I brought earplugs.” In a flash, her mother had swept into the room, bedecked in deep navy instead of black, and settled on a brocade chair. “Though I have it on good authority that she and Rachel are at a meeting for the hospital so I figured it would be a good time to check in on my youngest child and favorite cousin. See how things are progressing.”

			Amalia groaned. Her mother needed to cease with her nagging about David. There was no solution to that problem. She forced a bright smile and indicated to the hair. “I think things are going swimmingly. Doesn’t it look lovely?”

			“Quite.” Her mother nodded. “But you know that’s not what I was speaking of.” She inclined her head towards Isaac. “Will you leave us for a moment, dear?”

			“What? I’m not missing some Truitt-on-Truitt fireworks.” Isaac gripped the carved wave-like edge of the couch. “Princess versus queen.”

			“I keep telling you that I’m the queen,” Amalia said. “The name after all.”

			“Queen versus queen-in-training, Malcah,” Isaac repeated her Hebrew name again and kissed the top of her head.

			Her mother’s lips quirked.

			“But regardless, I’m not sure you should leave,” Amalia said with only a slight amount of bitterness. “I believe my last private chat with my parents is what began this mess.” A mess she’d never resolve. As David had not once spoken to her since the day in Centerville, despite the fact he was teaching three doors down from her on Sundays.

			Which was fine, just fine.

			“Besides, I’m getting over him. I really am.” She managed to state the entire lie out loud without crying. Which was quite a feat. “There’s no reason for us to discuss the matter anymore. I just have to learn to be happy without him—for good. And I will be. I’ve enjoyed teaching and my last column was adored by most people.”

			A relief since it was a rather long rant regarding demanding the fashion you want, the fashion that makes you happy, and not settling, and not permitting anyone to tell you it’s impractical or old-fashioned or silly or unimportant or frivolous. There was a lot in it about boldness and fuchsia, a color she’d taken to wearing daily in the weeks afterwards.

			True, there was some criticism, but she was getting better at ignoring it. She turned to her relatives and heaved a sigh. And the pain would go away. Eventually. “Really, you don’t have to worry.”

			“Amalia.” Isaac’s voice was soft, too soft, too pitying for her rather gallant elder cousin.

			“You don’t.” She swallowed. She’d survive. “I will be fine. I would be miserable sneaking around with him forever. I’m too loud for that. And he will be better and happier without me. It’s best this way.”

			“Do you really think so?” Her mother shifted in her seat, swirls of fabric sweeping the floor. “Because that’s not what I heard. Is it what you heard, Isaac?”

			“No, it’s not.” Isaac slid next to Amalia and gave her a shove with his elbow. “Lydia is his boss, after all. And, unlike your mother, I do listen to her. Sometimes. Anyway, she tells a very different story. Her story involves a man who is excited about his new job and his studies, but hasn’t managed to stop talking about a woman, a particular woman, who saved his life. Multiple times. He likes to moan about how he wishes he could figure out a way to thank her and let her know how much he misses her or how much he wishes he could find a way to talk to her, or more, listen to her.”

			“Yes.” Her mother nodded, her long earrings glinting in the gaslight as they danced against her high lace collar. “I heard a rather similar story, from both Thad and your father, who went to check on the young man. He apologized a bunch of times. To both of them. He went on and on about jumping to conclusions and not always listening to people, or waiting for a full explanation, or allowing them even to finish an entire thought, and how that could be a mistake, a rather large one. He also had some thoughts about how his own fear robbed him of quite a few people.”

			Her heart began to speed. The organ flopped against her rib cage with hope. Foolish, ridiculous hope.

			Her mother pulled out today’s paper. “It also turns out you’re not the only one who can write.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“Just read it.” Her mother swished her skirts a little. “Though next time, dear, if your editor is going to print letters from the general public, tell me in advance so I can write something. I have a few things I’d like the world to hear as well.” She winked, before linking arms with Isaac and strolling out of the room, leaving Amalia to stare down at the typeface.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			In response to our esteemed beauty expert’s last column, I have a few thoughts. First, it was excellently written: intelligent, cogent, and concise. Second, I’d like to add a few points: I most certainly agree that a person should have the freedom to be who and what makes them happy, after all, isn’t that what America, our great country, is supposed to be about?

			Further, I believe that a person brave enough to make what they want known deserves a partner who will listen and accept them. They deserve someone who will not denigrate their desires out of their own fear and ignorance. They deserve a person who will be equally brave and work to find happiness for the both of them.

			I made the mistake of failing to do that and lost someone very dear. I could only see potential pitfalls instead of what we could be together, what we could have together, if we stopped being afraid. They may not have made their wishes known directly, but I should’ve paid better attention, read between the lines.

			I wish I could do it all over again because I believe we actually want the same things. I was too afraid, too blinded by my own feelings of inadequacy to understand how precious what we had was, how it had the potential to be so much more, if I could’ve moved out of my own way.

			Thank you so much, Madame A, for your column. Hopefully, your readers will heed your advice and demand what they deserve. And hopefully, you’ll find someone with whom you can do the same.

			David had never shivered so hard in his life. Not even in the middle of the forest, running from the Russian army. And here he was, shaking worse than a flag in a storm as she read the letter, read his letter that he and Thad strong-armed her editor into printing.

			Droplets plinked against the newsprint. Now that wouldn’t do. He raced through the doorway and knelt before her, placing his hands in her lap.

			“Oh god, Amalia, please don’t cry.” He gentled the paper away from her and laid it on the floor so he could stare up at her. And beg. Because he really needed to do a great deal of begging. And groveling. He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to make you cry.”

			“What did you mean for it to do?” She crossed her arms and scooted a bit away from him. Not a good sign. Her expression was so cold and stern, she could probably make men surrender with one glance. Her parents may claim she was the female version of her father, but her terrifying mother was certainly in there too—in the most breathtaking way possible.

			“I meant for it to get your attention.” And now his voice was shaking. This was not off to the most auspicious start. Still, he had to keep going, had to brave it out, for both their sakes.

			“Why?” An audible grit of the teeth. Oy. Not promising. Not that he deserved for her to make it easy.

			David counted to three in his head, summoning all his courage so he could stare her straight in the eye. “Because I want to apologize, but don’t quite know how to begin.” He glanced up at her. No tears, only cold, hard blinks.

			“‘I’m sorry’ usually works. I’ve said it enough times to you.” And she didn’t even smile. No wonder her classroom was always under control. Behind all the pink and the ruffles and powder, there truly was steel. And oy, if that didn’t give him inappropriate thoughts that he’d need to get rid of, posthaste.

			Because now wasn’t about that. Now was about making sure she knew how much she meant to him, and promising to make sure she’d never doubt that ever again.

			“I know.” He clasped his hands together. “And I am sorry.”

			“Why?” she asked again, though her voice was a touch warmer, giving him undeserved hope.

			“Well, for one thing, for the same reason you were sorry. I’m sorry I lied to you.” He adjusted his spectacles.

			“Lied to me?” She placed her hands on her hips. “What did you lie about?”

			“About not believing in marriage—though I do have genuine issues with the laws surrounding it—about not wanting to get married, about not being able to get married.”

			She snorted. “Well, obviously you can do it. Even I knew that was figurative, not literal. And of course you take issues with the laws. You take issues with most laws. That’s part of your, what do you call it? Shtuck?”

			He blinked. What did she mean—oh. “My shtick?”

			“Yes.” She nodded. “That’s the word. But, that’s neither here nor there. You were lying to spare my feelings.”

			“No, I was lying to spare mine.” He swallowed. “Because I didn’t want you to say ‘no.’ Or to tell me that you couldn’t so I pretended it was my choice without giving you the chance to reject me. I rejected you and myself, or more I rejected us, before you could.”

			“Oh.” Her response was breathy, but clear.

			“What do you want?” He laid his hands on her lap, and thankfully, she didn’t remove them, just covered them with her own. An excellent sign.

			“I want the same thing that I’ve always wanted,” she said. “I want a family.” She pursed her lips. “Now I don’t necessarily know if that means children or not and I now realize it definitely includes Lydia, Rachel, and Isaac, even if they can be annoying, but I want you to be part of it too.”

			And that was all he needed. If his knees hadn’t been asleep, he’d have leaped up and danced. Instead, he just squeezed both her hands. “How?” “I want you to live here. I want to talk to you every single day. I want to share everything with you.” She bit her lip. “And I want to be able to call you my husband. I want to let everyone know that we’re a family, that we’re partners.”

			“I’d like that too.” More than anything.

			“You would?” And now there were tears in her eyes again.

			“Very much.” He climbed on the couch next to her, still holding her hands. “Oh god. I’m so sorry. I’m a...putz.”

			“I think Meg called you a shmuck.” She sniffed a little.

			She was really doing a good job with the Yiddish. His heart swelled.

			“Same difference.” He kissed each knuckle one more time. “I loved you then and I love you now, even more. Actually, much more. It grows and matures every day and I don’t want a life without you, a family without you.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry that I made you doubt that, that I let my lack of faith in myself ruin everything.”

			She sighed. “You weren’t the only one. I could’ve been braver, spoken up more and certainly didn’t have to lie about being engaged and worse, marry the first person to meet the description of my fictitious partner.” She glanced down at her lap, spreading the bright pink, the fuchsia folds.

			“You what?” He gasped a little. “You weren’t engaged and you married Ethan because...”

			“I wanted to marry you and lied because I was hurt and didn’t want to look pathetic.” She winced. “I’m so sorry. I was young and foolish and—”

			“You weren’t the only one.” He closed his eyes for a long moment. They really were both rather ridiculous, weren’t they?

			“I truly am sorry. You needed a better partner. And will have one. So you don’t have to do everything yourself.” He scratched his head and reached into the pocket of his dark gray wool coat. He’d worn his best for the occasion. “I um...got you something.”

			“Oh, David. You didn’t need to. I don’t need anything but you, here.” She shook her head, turning up her lips in that smile he so loved. “And besides, I know how you feel about money.”

			He grimaced. “I’m not that negative about it, am I?”

			She wrinkled her nose and gave him an adorable half shrug.

			Oy. He pulled her into his arms. “I must be completely insufferable. I have no idea how you put up with me.”

			“Because I love you, you shmendreck.” She gave him a playful punch on the shoulder.

			“Good one.” He rubbed his arm. She was as strong as her brothers too. How did he get so lucky? “Anyway.” He unfolded the butcher paper so she could sniff the soap he’d crafted. “Magnolias. From the Truitt properties. So a little bit of that home in this home.”

			That won him a full smile. With teeth. His heart soared. His chest filled as if beautiful, warm light was pouring through him. Oh god, he really did love her, didn’t he? What had taken him so long to accept it?

			He reached in his pocket and removed the ring his grandfather sent him from Europe. “This I requested. From my other family, who it turns out I misjudged as well. I’ve been on a bit of an apology tour.” He tugged at his hair. “This one is the most important one.”

			Amalia didn’t say anything. She just stared at the small, plain gold band that used to be his grandmother’s, her grayish eyes wide.

			“You don’t have to take it. It’s your choice.” It truly was. It had to be mutual. “I’ll understand if you don’t—coverture and the potential for being an abandoned wife and all. We can be part of a family some other way. That’s the advantage of me being a radical and all.”

			She threw him another smile that rivaled the brightest sunshine and giggled a little. “I do enjoy that about you. For some odd reason it makes me, well...we’ll have that discussion when my mother and Isaac aren’t in the other room.” Amalia reached up and wiped something from his eye. “I love you, have always loved you, and just want to find a way to be with you, but so neither of us is at a disadvantage, where neither of us has to change too much. I want us to build a world together, not fit into each other’s, to be a family, no matter what we call it.”

			Her hands shook so hard he had to clasp them in his again. He rubbed them with his. “I want that too. I love you, Amalia, for who you really are, how you argue and push and challenge me. How you try to make the world a better place but still remind me to laugh and enjoy a good cup of coffee and watching you in a pretty gown. And more, I love who I am with you. How you make each day better and easier. And I want the whole world to know that. I want to be able to call you my wife.”

			“Really?” she whispered.

			“Really.” And he’d do his darnedest to show he meant that.

			“Oh good, because I want that too.” She ran a hand through his hair, searching his eyes. “You’d be willing to be husband number three?”

			“I’d be honored.” In any way, in any story.

			She wrinkled her nose. “That feels like such a dubious title.”

			“I like it. It’s a bit risqué. I feel like that Italian fellow your brother and Will discussed. What’s his name?” David kissed the back of her hand once more, a million lustful thoughts already sprouting in his head. “Casanova. That’s the one.”

			“Rabbi Casanova. Scandalous.” Amalia snickered at her own joke. “You really are going to challenge me for the ‘naughty’ title, aren’t you?” She scooted onto his lap and wrapped an arm around his neck, tugging him closer. He growled a little and caught her free hand, pressing a kiss onto the ribbon of skin between her glove and cuff. And licked.

			She, in turn, nipped his ear, which didn’t at all make him near go mad with lust. Her mother and Isaac were leaving soon, weren’t they?

			“You bet your bloomers,” he said. “Or are they knickers?” He stroked her cheek and she burrowed herself against him. He bent down and she tilted her chin up at him, those deep red lips, so tempting. He brushed them with his, just a little, before pulling back. “But yes, I will compete with you for that, every day for the rest of our lives.”

			“Good,” she said and before he could respond she was kissing him right back, with all the passion and joy and love he could ever want. Oh yes, she was the best kind of trouble, and he’d enjoy every moment of it.
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			Author’s Note

			As in all my books, for Dalliances & Devotion, I blended history and fiction, taking occasional liberties. Much of the historical detail is grounded in fact, but modified for the story. Rabbi David Einhorn, Rabbi Sabato Morais, General Gouverneur K. Warren, Lieutenant Charles Hazlett, and Lieutenant Benjamin Rittenhouse were all real people. Bedford Springs most certainly existed and still exists, under different ownership. As for the springs, visitors have to test those for themselves.

			One of the interesting thoughts I had while writing Dalliances & Devotion, comparing it to Appetites & Vices, the first in the series, is how this book has very little anti-Semitism on the page, and yet, anti-Semitism didn’t decrease between 1841 and 1871.

			One can attribute some of that difference to power dynamics. Appetites & Vices takes place in mostly non-Jewish spaces with more non-Jewish than Jewish characters in speaking roles. Dalliances & Devotion is the opposite.

			Further, Appetites & Vices takes place at an earlier time, when people like the fictional Ursula Nunes worked to build the foundation for an American Jewish community, a community with a plethora of institutions where Jewish identity can be celebrated while still being part of the larger American community—something that had not truly existed anywhere else for some time. While in Dalliances & Devotion, those efforts are beginning to bear fruit.

			As David and Amalia discuss, America is different for Jews. It permitted rights and privileges much earlier than Europe and in more expansive ways than the former Ottoman Empire.

			It was never perfect. As alluded to in the book, many scary anti-Semitic incidents occurred, not the least of which was General Ulysses S. Grant seeking to expel Jews from certain areas of the north during the Civil War. The measure was stopped by Abraham Lincoln and there was a backlash.

			Grant spent quite a bit of his career apologizing. He also carried a significant majority of the Jewish vote in both his presidential elections and appointed several Jews to cabinet positions. Something that almost certainly would not have occurred anywhere in Europe during that time period.

			And yet, at the same time, the Ku Klux Klan formed, there were sustained attacks on the ability of black men to vote, and Andrew King proposed a constitutional amendment to ban interracial marriage.

			When I was drafting this book, two events occurred. First, a pipe bomb was delivered to Jewish philanthropist and Holocaust survivor George Soros’s home as part of a series of terroristic attacks primarily targeting elected democratic leaders. Soros has spent most of his adult life and considerable fortune promoting causes like human rights, public health, and freedom of the press—trying to make the world a better place for all people. Much like the real Nathan Mayer Rothschild and the fictional Ursula Nunes, he has been the relentless target of anti-Semitic caricatures and threats.

			Five days after the assassination attempt on George Soros, twelve Jews were murdered in the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh. Though common throughout history in other parts of the world, this was the first successful synagogue attack in the United States. In this case, the members of the Tree of Life Synagogue were targeted not only because they were Jews, but because the shooter resented the work of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, or HIAS.

			HIAS was founded in 1881 and though it initially helped resettle Jewish refugees, has expanded its mission to help refugees of all faiths and nationalities resettle in the United States so they can hopefully have the opportunities that David Zisskind found in this book. Because it is never only enough to help your own family.

			In 1860, the Jewish population in the United States was quite small, around .05%, much less than today’s 1.5%. However, a significant amount of Jews, roughly 10,000, did fight in the Civil War. During the conflict, several all-Jewish units existed but most fought alongside non-Jewish soldiers. Around 70% of the Jewish soldiers fought for the Union—a decent percentage, but not good enough.

			In an effort to acclimate to America, many of us forgot what Hillel said. “If I’m not for myself, who will be for me. But if I’m only for myself, who am I? And if not now, when?” Or more, many of us actively supported something evil—supported slavery whether through fighting for the Confederacy, financing the institution, or ignoring it altogether, often in favor of our own causes—because we were happy and comfortable with our lives. It was wrong. And while we applaud people like the real-life Rabbi David Einhorn of Congregation Keneseth Israel and Rabbi Sabato Morais of Mikveh Israel, there could’ve and should’ve been many more, who fought harder and earlier.

			I get asked where I’m from a lot. What am I? I have black hair and dark skin and resemble some of the non-Jews in places where my ancestors lived. However, we never had full rights in any of those lands, so my answer is always: “I’m American and I’m Jewish.”

			America has never been perfect, but it has always had potential. It has performed miracles. It has given its Jewish population rights and privileges we rarely received anywhere else in history. That means we have the ability to extend those rights and privileges to everyone if we work hard enough and care enough and listen enough. And never forget, that when they tell us we are “meddlesome” or “troublemakers” it means we are making a difference.

			While we always have to be vigilant about antisemitism, as is demonstrated by recent history, people like me have a special duty, as Amalia, David, and Ursula articulated, to help others achieve the same status we have, and in that mission, never yield to threats. Only then can America actually fulfill its promise and live up to its potential.
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Chapter One

			June 1841, Centerville, Delaware

			Throw one chair when you’re eleven and you’re a pariah for life.

			Ursula ran her finger along the edge of the gilt-wood console table in the Truitts’ vestibule, alone. The music and conversation of the rollicking party in the adjoining rooms wafted through the empty space.

			Her presence at the soirée was secured out of obligation—humiliating, but at least being the sole child of a banking baron provided some benefits. Loans were hard to come by in this economy, especially in Delaware, so if the husbands had any say in the guest list, the Nunes name was etched on an invitation.

			Bollocks. Her father always complained that parties were frivolous and boring, but if she wanted to see Hugo, this was the place to be. It was time for him to propose. True, the season had hardly begun, but if he did as promised, the night’s outing wouldn’t be a complete waste.

			Her chin steady, she ascended the hosts’ grand double staircase. Almost as impressive as the one in her father’s house, though a bit old-fashioned.

			She shoved a crème puff into her mouth to ease her rumbling stomach. Perhaps she should take one more gander at the refreshment table and swipe a few more treats. Last time they’d served the most delicious baked apples, and pound cake with sugared berries, and fruit dipped in chocolate. She closed her eyes at the memory.

			Chocolate. Ambrosia had nothing on chocolate. With strawberries. Divine. Later—Hugo first, sweets later.

			Marriage was the only prudent course of action. He was her best friend, and she was his, and if they didn’t marry each other, they’d have to marry strangers. Or, worse, no one would marry her and when her father died she’d be all alone. Besides, they had a pact.

			She hitched her skirts and crept into the upstairs hall.

			Hugo Middleton’s familiar form slumped so low he covered more chair rail than wall. His shoulder rested against a portrait of some long-dead Truitt ancestor. The frame was already crooked. She’d have to fix that before they left.

			She tapped his shoulder. No need to beat around the bush. It was time. If he did it now people would congratulate her, act friendly towards her, smile at her, pretend she belonged so for once, she didn’t have to tiptoe over glass. “Are you going to talk to my father tonight or tomorrow?”

			“Ursula.” Hugo stuttered her name, his pale eyes wide.

			She blinked. Was that displeasure on his face? Unlike everyone else, Hugo was never unhappy to see her. Unease scalded her stomach. “You need to ask him. It’s time.”

			“Now, Ursula, you know I adore you, have always adored you, and if there was any possible way...” The stuttering increased as he grasped her hand.

			Clammy. She wrinkled her nose but stifled her distaste. She’d buy him some talc.

			He began again. “My family’s business has had some setbacks. The Middleton fortune and name aren’t what they once were. My parents are in a bit of financial trouble.”

			The man had to be joking. Money? This was about money? Money was easy. She could dance in relief. Money was what the Nuneses did best. The whispered criticisms involved them having too much, not too little.

			“Hugo, my family is the wealthiest in Delaware. Our Dutch and British holdings can charge whatever interest we desire, and my father will do anything I want so we could help your parents, purchase Middleton Carriers. My father’s always looking to expand, and...”

			She bit her lip. Should she say it? Would it be rude? Her father said marriage required trust and honesty. And Hugo loved his own parents so he’d want the truth. Ursula fiddled with the emerald-eyed lion’s head on her bracelet, one of her mother’s favorites. “Now, I don’t want to appear forward or ill-mannered or what have you, but Middleton’s model is outdated. Have you looked at rail transport? The steam engine is the way of the future.”

			Hugo mopped his brow. The man could certainly sweat. Not his most becoming quality, but no one was perfect—she was far from it, no matter how hard she worked. Besides, Hugo was close to ideal, at least for her. He never mocked her, was kind to her animals, never told her how frizzled her hair was or that her gowns weren’t the right color or cut. Besides her father, Hugo was the only person who let her breathe.

			“We can’t. I know we had plans for our mutual protection, but my parents forbid it. I’m sorry. It’s not just the business, it’s my father. He wants—needs, really—a judgeship, a Federal one—a circuit court one. We’re going to Philadelphia. My parents need me to marry someone who...” Hugo mumbled the end of his sentence into his sleeve.

			Her heart galloped away, dragging all hopes of surviving adulthood with it.

			What did she do wrong this time? Was it the chair again? Or the chafing dish? She’d tried so hard. She’d behaved. She’d followed most of the rules too. And who could remember what words were impolite or how to fold one’s napkin anyway? What more could people want? Her throat was tight as if she’d swallowed an entire biscuit—one made of lead.

			“Someone who what?” Was that a catch in her voice? Blazes, Nuneses didn’t cry. Even when they lost. Crying was weakness and people in her circle filleted the weak for breakfast.

			“Ursula, I’m sorry. I really am. I adore you. You’re still the only woman I’d ever want to marry.” He fumbled with his cuff. “But your father is, well, not Christian.”

			Bollocks, double bollocks, and blast.

			Why did that have to be such an issue? It didn’t matter. It shouldn’t matter. Why was her money good enough, but not her? She clenched her fists, her nails biting into her skin.

			She could convince him. No one could argue like she could. That’s what her father said, and her father was always right, except when he said no to her, which was almost never.

			She straightened her shoulders.

			“You’d never notice. We never spend time with other Jews. I mean, we live in Delaware.” She shook as she spoke, unable to halt her mouth or body. Curls spilled loose from their holdings and flopped in her face. “We see family, I suppose, but rarely. My father takes me to parties and the opera, not synagogue or church. We’re too amusing for that. And we pray before most people wake. You could sleep through it.”

			She knit her fingers. It made sense. She and Hugo made sense. Wasn’t that enough?

			“Ursula, I can’t, I just really can’t.” Hugo’s eyes darted in her direction one last time as he fled down the stairs, his coattails flapping, before the sob-like gasp escaped her lips.

			 

			Jay Truitt leaned against the doorframe and downed the remainder of a glass of champagne, his third, not enough to sleep, but enough to loosen the garrote around his gut. The air was thick as tar in his parents’ house.

			The vest was a mistake. He tugged at the garment. At least he wasn’t old and stiff and in need of a corset like half his friends.

			Why did his mother invite him home anyway? He was a failure. The woman’s two-month experiment was pointless. He might as well leave instead of waiting around for his father to take charge. Jay gulped. No way he’d survive the man’s “cure” again.

			He patted under every surface in the second-floor guest room for the third time. He could’ve sworn he’d hidden a stash behind the mirror. Dash it. This is what his parents wrought. Two years he’d held himself together, but the moment he returned home a single craving ensorcelled his senses—too many people, too many rules, too many memories.

			At least his perch permitted him a front row seat to a rather stimulating conversation and confirmation he wasn’t the only miserable guest. Bravo. He should toast the unfortunate couple.

			Poor, poor Hugo. He and Ursula Nunes would never work. The Middleton name, though old as his own, lacked cachet and finances. The family’s holdings were decimated when the American banks crashed and the Middletons lacked the political pull for Hugo’s father’s ambitions. His own father, the fourth John Thaddeus Truitt, gossiped about the whole affair the other night. Perhaps he should’ve listened harder.

			Or not. The Middletons and their problems were dull—Delaware dull.

			The lady in question was another matter. How old was she again? Twenty, twenty-one? She couldn’t have been more than fourteen the last time she’d been in his house for a party.

			Ursula Nunes was all grown-up now. Big blue eyes, thick lashes, cascading blonde curls, adorable pert mouth, any fetching feature one could want. Her jaw and brow were a bit wide, but no one was perfect.

			Besides, what made little Miss Nunes interesting and, more, delicious—was her figure, on complete display in a snug-bodice gown cut to show her shoulders, collarbone, and much more. Like her impressive décolletage—two crème puffs set atop a flute of plum wine. A bit much for some people’s taste, but only the boring frowned upon excess.

			Her lack of interest in anyone else’s money or status was a bit refreshing, actually, as was her confidence. But for Hugo? Poor, poor Hugo. She’d never do, unless the man aimed for a heart attack and early grave. Everyone in Delaware knew the Middletons were so stodgy Puritans appeared hedonistic by comparison.

			Jay clasped both hands over his mouth to muffle his laughter. All he could picture was the pushy blonde next to Hugo at Lower Brandywine Presbyterian Church in scarlet or something equally inappropriate. She’d probably critique the Gospel.

			Loudly.

			He peered out the cracked guest room door. Her looks really were a waste. If she’d been fortunate, she’d have been born docile-but-plain or at least a sedate pretty. Society rewarded conformity. The woman was doomed. Ursula Nunes was a four-time deviant. Her Jewishness, her wealth, her near-aggressive beauty, and her charm—or lack thereof—made her almost hopeless.

			Jay paused as she wrapped her arms tighter around her body, clutching her elbows. Her shoulders shook, but she made no sound.

			“What to do, what to do?” She repeated the phrase as she stalked back and forth between the bannister and the wall, half muttering, half projecting.

			He blinked. Good lord, she was bouncing. The puffed sleeves slid down from her slender shoulders. Jay swallowed. It’d been too long. Way too long. Why had he sworn off women again? Whomever decided that their collars should lay beneath their shoulders should be elected President, or better, be given his own riverboat.

			“Philadelphia. I have to get to Philadelphia. If I can talk to his parents, I’ll make them understand. They’ll have to let us marry if I argue it right. I just need to get into the parties. How hard can that really be?” She nibbled on her fingernails, diluting her attractiveness a smidge.

			He held his breath to fight his raging case of the snickers.

			The woman was delusional, but intriguing. Not even her father with all his money would be able to secure the right invitations outside of Wilmington.

			And arguing her position to Hugo’s parents? Yes, a perfect way to display her social aptitude. Jay swallowed his chortle. If Ursula Nunes thought she could convince those self-important snobs of anything, she was the one who belonged in an asylum. Not him.

			He cracked the door open a touch more. Her eyelashes were wet, but her cheeks remained dry. Most people, not just women, would’ve withered in her shoes, and yet she still fought. Fascinating.

			An idea formed—a terrible, awful, wonderful idea.

			His mother’s words echoed in his head.

			You’re more than you think, Jay. All you need is a bit of stability, perhaps a wife. Come home. If you can show your father you’ve changed, he’ll trust you and we can be a family again.

			As if his father would ever trust him. The man found fault with the tone of his cry when he emerged from the womb. As for a wife—he was never doing that again. If his mother only knew...

			Jay inhaled through his nose. If the scheme turned out, perhaps his parents would leave him alone. As for Miss Nunes, well, he’d do his best. Maybe he could give her a few pointers.

			He squinted through the crack. Was she still muttering nonsense to herself? More than a few pointers. Not the worst occupation for his mind.

			Even if he couldn’t fix her, watching her and Hugo’s drama would be decent distraction for the next two months. He glanced back at the mirror. If he wasn’t in his father’s house there’d be less temptation.

			Yes, the next moments held quite a bit of promise. He just had to execute. Time to turn on the charm—to be the old Jay, the one who collected multiple garters at every party—one last time.

			Glass in hand, he swung the door open until it cracked against the wall. Ursula jumped. He centered himself in the doorway and settled into a lean.

			“Good evening, Miss Nunes.” He lifted the flute in her direction. “You probably don’t remember me. I’m Jay. This is my parents’ house and I have a proposal for you.”
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	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}
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