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      Hell was entertaining one’s mother with a skull-splitting hangover.

      Emil Anderson hoisted the last rattan picnic basket from the family carriage and set it on the rain-slick boardwalk beside its companions. A quick glance to assure himself his mother was occupied with the driver—good. He dragged a shaky hand across his bleary eyes.

      One lunch. He could handle one lunch.

      That’s all it would take to convince Beata Anderson her vacation home hadn’t been turned into his den of vice over the holidays. It had been, of course, but at least he’d had the wherewithal to send his late-night guests home not long after the timid winter sun crested Lake Washington. He’d even disposed of the evidence scattered around the living room before falling face-first into bed, and risen in time to bribe the community watchman into silence with a pint of gin. Who was to say he wasn’t the picture of respectability?

      “You look horrid,” said a gleeful voice behind him. “Did a vengeful mule stomp on your head?”

      Correction: hell was little sisters.

      “And you—” The words scraped his bone-dry throat, and he paused to swallow. Shouldn’t have chased down those bottles of Rainier beer with hand-rolled cigarettes. He gave up any attempt at returning an insult and turned pleading eyes on Astrid. “Please tell me one of these baskets contains ginger syrup.”

      “As if Mor would leave any of your favorites behind.” Astrid rolled her eyes as she tucked a flyaway curl beneath her wool tam hat. “Besides, you should be thanking me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I’m the reason we’re half an hour late. Thought you might need more time to send your fancy women on their way.”

      “Fancy women? Who taught you that?”

      At twenty years of age, Astrid shouldn’t know such things. But perhaps it was the fact that his youngest sibling was the only one in their family who’d been born on American soil after they’d emigrated from Sweden. From the moment she’d learned to string words together, she’d been on a relentless mission to prove how worldly she was—an objective she pursued with equal parts charm and audacity.

      “It’s in a book Mrs. Langley lent me. I’ve taken to reading it aloud when no one’s listening. Improves my diction.”

      How did his mother find time to worry about him with Astrid still under her roof? “Don’t let Mor hear you, or she’ll toss that book into the stove.”

      “A thank you would be nice.”

      “The half-hour reprieve is appreciated, though unnecessary. I slept alone.”

      “Ah, yes.” Astrid clasped her hands behind her back and nodded sagely. “Rule number five.”

      His humor died a quick, sputtering death. “What do you know about rule number five?”

      “I hear things.”

      “You eavesdrop.”

      “The result is the same. I know Emil Anderson’s Bachelor Code by heart. Rule number one: mutual attraction. No coercion of body, heart, or mind allowed.”

      “Jesus, Astrid.”

      He craned his neck around the carriage to check Beata wasn’t listening. No mother needed to know about her son’s carnal pursuits. It wasn’t his fault he’d been blessed with a face that sent girls into fits of giggles and grown women into sighs of longing. He wasn’t so foolish as to waste nature’s gift, but he had also learned—the hard way—that rules needed to be put in place.

      “Rule number two,” Astrid continued. “Give more than you receive. I’m not entirely certain what that refers to, but I’ll assume you’re proficient at gift-giving.”

      A muffled snort sounded above Emil, and he whipped his head up to catch the driver’s bemused smirk before the man slunk into his blanket-lined seat. Where was his mother?

      “Rule number three⁠—”

      He smacked a hand over his sister’s mouth and listened. The brief lull allowed him to track Beata’s whereabouts. Luckily, she stood a good fifteen paces down the dirt lane by a cluster of mailboxes, conversing loudly with one of the community full-timers, Seán Meany, a retired Navy man in his fifties. Half deaf from cannon blast, he seemed content spending his days luring mallards to his dock with breadcrumbs and embracing each dawn with a nude swim. If he was half as good at monopolizing conversations as he was at scaring off prudish would-be tenants, Emil might have enough time to silence his sister.

      Sharp teeth sank into Emil’s ungloved pinky finger, and he jerked his hand away with a yelp.

      “Number three: discretion is paramount,” Astrid carried on doggedly. “It’s almost noble how you wish to protect a woman’s reputation.”

      He flapped his stinging hand and shot daggers at Astrid. “Perhaps I have no interest in being trapped in marriage. Imagine becoming shackled to a harpy like you.”

      Without waiting for a reply, he leaned down, hauled a wooden crate crammed with rattling crockery off the ground, and balanced it on his shoulder. His stomach balked at the quick movement, but he gritted his teeth and stepped onto the floating boardwalk jutting into the lake.

      “Wait for me!”

      “Not a chance.”

      He strode forward, the gently undulating planks guiding him past a series of moored, uninhabited houseboats, and then past a territorial trio of white-headed gulls perched on the knobby handrail. They launched into the crisp winter air with a guttural squawk and flurry of slate and ivory wingtips, but he didn’t flinch. The rhythmic, purposeful clack of Astrid’s heels racing after him quickly replaced their clamor.

      “Rule number four,” she belted into the hushed community. “No commitments.”

      His sweet baby sister had grown into a she-devil.

      The best he could do now was get her inside and out of Beata’s earshot. Bracing the crate with one hand, he slowed in front of the back entrance to the floating home, a two-story cottage sheathed with gray, lapped cedar siding and white trim. The door, which he’d left ajar with the hopes that one last airing out would permanently banish any lingering odors, swayed back and forth with a low creak. What he wouldn’t give to duck inside and shut the door in his smirking sister’s face.

      “Careful,” he said over his shoulder instead. “There are ice patches afoot.”

      Miraculously, the risk of a December dip was enough to slow her trot. Before she could launch into his fifth and final rule, he swung open the white gate leading to the cedar-planked deck and indicated for her to go ahead. She obliged, crossing under the gable overhang and through the door to the kitchen. Emil followed, lowered the crate to the floor, and met Astrid’s dancing eyes with a long-suffering sigh.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Rule number five: absolutely no cuddling.”

      “That’s all of them. Are you happy with yourself?”

      “Very much so. But what’s wrong with cuddling?”

      “It tends to make women fall in love with me,” he said dryly. “You’re finished now? No more teasing in front of Mor?”

      Her lips puckered into a pout. “I suppose.”

      “Good.” He removed his coat and scarf, then sank onto his haunches. “Now, which of these jars has the syrup? I’ve earned it.”

      When Beata arrived at the houseboat a short while later, Emil was mixing boiled water and ginger syrup in a mug.

      “Hej, älskling,” she said brightly.

      “Min lilla mor,” he replied, tilting his cheek down for her kiss.

      “I heard laughing as I walked up,” she continued in Swedish. “What are you two going on about?”

      “Emil was teaching me about the perils of cuddling women.”

      “Cuddling?” She cut Emil a glance. “That better not be a euphemism for something else.”

      “Like what? Sexual relations?”

      “Astrid Hannah Anderson!” Beata’s dramatic gasp would do a stage actress proud. “I’ll not hear one word more. Emil, how could you speak to your innocent little sister like that?”

      “Why am I being blamed for Astrid’s illicit knowledge?”

      “Because you’ll always be my troublemaker,” his mother said simply. “No matter how many men you put in jail at the Tacoma police department. Before you quit—again.”

      His temples pounded with renewed urgency. “Please don’t start.”

      “Your brother would never quit his job or encourage your sister to learn such things.”

      “Pete would rather dream up another boat design than speak to a woman. Including those in the family.”

      “That may be, but I notice you have no comments regarding his commitment to the family business.”

      He groaned. “I thought you came to have lunch, not to harangue me in Far’s stead.”

      Her face softened, and she patted his cheek. “We’ll eat. And then we’ll discuss your future.”

      “Can’t wait,” he muttered as he moved to the picnic basket and began removing covered containers. “Did you bring kardemummabullar?”

      “Of course. It’s the price I will gladly pay to pry your mind.” She winked at him as she uncovered a plate of fragrant cardamom buns. “Speaking of—Astrid. Don’t you dare go up those stairs.”

      Astrid froze, one foot on the ship ladder on the far side of the kitchen. “I was only going to⁠—”

      “Cause trouble, that’s what. You know as well as I do that the upstairs rooms are covered in dust.” She pointed a finger at Astrid. “Heed me, child. Turning yourself into a walking dust mop in petticoats will not get you out of calling on Mrs. Harper this afternoon.”

      “It’s not her I mind.”

      “I very much doubt young Jim will be present. Mrs. Harper has assured me he’s busy training with the university rowing team.”

      “As if I’m not!” Astrid’s eyes narrowed. “Mor, he’s the worst. He’s a flirt, a know-it-all⁠—”

      “He’s my friend’s son and your brother’s apprentice. You might as well learn to get along.” She marched over and draped her coat across the topmost ladder rung. “The upstairs is closed to naughty girls.”

      Emil smirked. “And you think I’m the troublemaker?”

      “She’s young. I’m still training her.” She waggled a finger in his face. “You left my house long ago. And what do you have to show for it? Well-paying jobs discarded like last year’s socks, a strained relationship with your father, and⁠—”

      “And a streetcar-size load of disappointed women,” Astrid said.

      “Astrid.”

      “What?” She gave him an innocent smile as she picked up a stack of blue ceramic plates and backed into the dining room. “It’s the truth.”

      “Just because something is the truth doesn’t mean you should speak it aloud.” Beata pinched the bridge of her nose and clucked her tongue. “You’re the source of my newest gray hairs, as Emil is your father’s.”

      “And he mine.” Emil grabbed the drinking glasses and followed Astrid before Beata could launch into another complaint, one of the many she seemed to have locked and loaded. “She’s in a rare state,” he muttered as he set the glasses in place.

      “She and Far were up late, worrying over something.”

      “You, most likely.”

      “Posh,” Astrid huffed. “Say, did you finish my new sweater yet? I need it for the pre-season banquet.”

      “I did.” He crossed to his basket of supplies in the corner of the room and lifted the red and white knit sweater resting atop his other projects. “It took me all month, so try not to poke holes in this one.”

      “Tell that dratted Jim not to put metal oarlocks where anyone could walk into them. Pete thinks he’s perfect, but I know the truth. Oh! How pretty.” Her tirade forgotten, she lunged toward his basket and seized his latest project, an incomplete scarf. “Can I have it?”

      “No.” He held out his hand until Astrid huffed and returned it. “I’ve spent far too many hours on the pattern. Not to mention the wool came all the way from Ireland. I’m not giving it up.” He double checked whether the knitting needles had slipped free before nestling the scarf atop the remaining hanks of fuzzy wool.

      He expected Astrid to use her regular ploys—that he was her favorite brother, that she would tell Beata rumors she’d heard about him, that Pete would do it, so why couldn’t he?—when she darted behind the table with a snicker.

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He knew that snicker. It was the calling card of his little sister, the one that preceded her most devious schemes, the one reserved for moments of imminent victory.

      “I’ll trade you for this.”

      He whirled around, and his eyes bulged. Dangling from Astrid’s hand was a bit of black cloth—a lacy stocking left over from the night before, abandoned by its curvaceous owner. A damning piece of evidence somehow overlooked by a detective whose wits were clouded by copious beer and a lack of sleep.

      “Look what I found,” she sang.

      “What is it, hjärtat?” Beata called.

      Emil leapt forward and snatched it out of Astrid’s hand. He stuffed it into his pocket just as their mother entered.

      “Only a dirty sock.” He sent his sister a glare that threatened a grisly death if she didn’t keep her trap shut.

      “Socks in the dining room? Must you treat my vacation home like a pigsty?”

      “Sorry, Mor. Won’t happen again.”

      But Beata surveyed her precious dining room with suspicion. Emil followed her gaze, hoping he hadn’t missed another damning detail. Thankfully, her prized mahogany dining set edged with a wave pattern gleamed in the gaslight. Her navy linen runner embroidered with golden seashells was spotless. Her grandfather’s oil painting of Sweden’s coastline—which Emil had put safely away during a rousing game of strip poker—once again reigned supreme above the sideboard. The brass mariner’s clock marked the hour with its clear, undamaged chime. He was in the clear⁠—

      “Oh, the disrespect!”

      He glared at the damn model boat that drew her ire. His father loved the miniature sloop almost as much as he loved sermonizing about its humble origins. So naturally, several beers in, Emil had turned it on its side and laid a leaf covered in bird shit across the hull.

      “If your father saw this, he’d be crushed.” Beata lifted the leaf with two fingers, righted the model, and lovingly polished the nameplate emblazoned with Njord’s Favor, 1900.

      “Or would he use it as a fresh opportunity to guilt me into working for him?”

      “It’s a family business. Why wouldn’t you want to help your father? He’s losing sleep over circling competitors…”

      Emil stopped listening. How many times had they had this exact conversation? For his father, the sloop, and by extension, Nordstar Boatworks, was a monument to everything the family had achieved since stepping off the ship from Sweden. It represented survival, then prosperity. It was a testament to their skill and grit.

      But for Emil, it was a gilded trap. Every polished deck and glistening brass fitting screamed of a legacy he was expected to uphold, but had never chosen. He wanted freedom, not someone else’s dream shackled to his back. And if his father thought fabricating tales of doom about his thriving business could force him to heel, he was dead wrong.

      “He has my brother’s help,” he interrupted.

      Beata’s hands plunked onto her hips. “And God bless him for it! What have you done in the month since you moved into my vacation home?”

      Spent a good chunk of his savings on carousing, that’s what. Thank Christ he’d bought a few shares of Nordstar Boatworks back when he’d had steady work. Not only did the sensible investment provide a small, steady return each month and allow him to pursue his own goals, but it kept the shares in the family’s hands and gave Far no excuse to accuse him of abandoning them entirely. If only the old man viewed the silent partnership like Emil did.

      “We agreed it would be best for all if I stayed here until the summer,” he reminded her. “Far fewer shouting matches and someone to keep an eye on things.”

      “But you also led us to believe you’d have cases by the end of the year.”

      “Why, that’s three days from now,” Astrid piped up.

      Emil ignored her. “Building a detective agency takes time.”

      “I’m worried about you, min raring.” The shadow that passed over his mother’s face, momentarily softening her features, made Emil shift uncomfortably. “You seem lost.”

      “I’ll have a case soon⁠—”

      “That’s not what I mean. When you begged us as a boy to let you work at the newspaper instead of the shipyard, I supported you. The work was safer, more intellectual. What mother could refuse? There was always the understanding that you’d use your skills for the family one day. But you left us for Tacoma to do police work, of all the dangerous things!”

      “I never agreed to that plan, and I was always clear about how much investigating meant to me.”

      “But you didn’t stick with that either! You barely lasted a year before you went back to the Puget Sound Post⁠—”

      “On assignment. I couldn’t tell you because it was confidential.”

      Her expression only grew stormier. “Then explain why, once you’d solved your case, you quit the force, moved home⁠—”

      “Back and forth, back and forth,” Astrid intoned from the doorway.

      “—and still treated your father’s renewed offer like it was beneath you.”

      “Because I want to live my own life,” he yelled, battling the urge to launch himself off the deck into the cold Puget Sound and swim away as fast as he could.

      Beata moved forward to cup his cheeks in her hands. “I don’t think you know what you want, älskling, and it troubles me to see you this way.”

      “I know,” he said gruffly, his irritation fading in the face of her concern. “But I assure you, I know what I’m doing. The previous jobs were stepping stones. Critical training and invaluable experience. Starting an agency from scratch takes time, but every lawyer, business owner, and law enforcement department within ten miles has my business card. The cases will come.”

      Beata dropped her hands and gave him a tight smile. “Then I will do my best to convince your father.”

      “You don’t have to. I’ll do it myself when I land my first job.”

      “Until then, why don’t we let the poor man eat?” Emil was about to throw Astrid a grateful glance when she added, “It’ll give him strength for round two.”

      Beata squeezed his arm as she passed into the kitchen once more. Astrid followed, sending him a halfhearted, repentant grimace over her shoulder. Once they were out of sight, Emil rubbed his knuckles over his gritty eyes.

      This was shaping up to be the longest luncheon of his life.

      Thank God his old friend Mack Donnelly had invited him to the Puget Sound Post’s annual New Year’s Eve party. The guest list would be a veritable who’s who of Seattle’s most influential denizens. If there were one place Emil could secure a lead, that would be it. Whatever it required—charm, wit, or sheer persistence—he would not walk away empty-handed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Olive Becket gingerly shuffled her father’s aging baseball cards and savored the memory of the last time they’d pored over them together. How she’d clutched them to her chest while she sat in his lap, reading the sporting column together. How he’d smiled with delight each time she recalled the slightest detail about a player.

      “I hate these cards.”

      She ignored her ten-year-old brother’s heated assertion, accompanied by a scowl and arms crossed over his narrow chest. His reading skills would improve by spring's end, no matter the amount of blood, sweat, or tears required. She flipped over the topmost card and covered the player’s image with her free hand, leaving only the script visible.

      “What does this say?”

      Robbie gave it a cursory glance, then flopped backward onto the faded patchwork rug with a wail. Apparently, today’s payment was tears. She bit back a sigh and followed him to the rug. Snuggling close, as much for comfort as warmth that blustery morning, she held the card aloft.

      “Let’s look at the first letter together. You can do it, Robbie.”

      He huffed, but he did as she asked. “It’s a... a K.”

      “That’s right. And the next?”

      His lips moved as he tried to piece the word together. “Why are there so many Es?”

      “Some words are like that. Take it slow, you’re doing fine.”

      “Kuh..eee…Kelly! That’s King Kelly.”

      “That’s another card,” Olive said gently. “This one is Tim Keefe. Papa loved to tell me how he was the first pitcher to have three seasons with three hundred strikeouts. Imagine the amount of practice he put in, like you’re doing now.”

      “I don’t think Tim Keefe had to read letters that ran away from him.”

      Her heart pinched at the truth of it, but she refused to let pity creep into her voice. “Maybe not letters, but I bet it was hard to throw a curveball at first, too.”

      “I suppose.” He took the next card from the deck and squinted at it. “Who’s this?”

      “That’s Cap Anson. Do you remember how we talked about the letter C having two sounds?”

      “Oh, you two do my heart good.”

      Olive looked up at her mother’s soft interruption. Anna Becket sat a few feet away at the scuffed wooden table in the dinette—if one could call the cramped space in their tiny apartment a dinette—a bundle of fabric in one hand and a sewing needle in the other. A wistfulness twisted her delicate features, which had grown far too frail as of late.

      “How your father loved those cards. Never smoked a day in his life, but that didn’t stop him from buying all the Old Judge cigarette packs he could find to complete the set.”

      “We know.”

      Robbie’s sour reply ended in a grunt when Olive’s elbow knocked into his ribs. It might have been five years since their father had succumbed to pneumonia, but not a day passed without Anna mentioning him. At least today’s exchange hadn’t brought on tears—yet. Olive handed her brother the cards, then climbed to her feet and pushed the long sleeves of her thick wool sweater over her wrists.

      “Show me what magic you’ve wrought.”

      Her mother gave her head a slight shake, a habitual motion she used to dispel the melancholy that hovered a touch too close, then unfolded her fabric. Olive ran her hand across the gown, the brocade still heavy with the grandeur of another time. Once, it had been her mother’s pride, ordered from a New York dressmaker when such luxuries were possible. Now, after careful, yet unskilled alterations, it clung uneasily to Olive’s slimmer frame. But there was room for vanity, not when her simpler performance attire had been scorched after being hung too close to the stove during a recent damp spell. Not when her mother had lovingly attached a bit of lace at the collar.

      “Will it work? If only I were as good with a needle as I am with my bobbins.”

      “It’s much better, Mama. And most importantly, it’s done in time for the New Year’s Eve Ball.”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” Anna scanned the table, currently scattered with wooden bobbins wound with thread, a pin cushion bristling with needles, and patterns on stiff paper. Among the chaos, she located a delicate strip of lace. “Please give this to Winnie, and tell her it’s perfect for cuffs or collars.”

      “Mama, you don’t need to send a gift.”

      “But I do! Your new friends at the Society have provided a wealth of opportunities, and we must thank Winnie for convincing her beau to include you in his event’s musical lineup.”

      Olive gave in; her mother was right. The holidays would have been far more difficult without the connections she’d forged over the past five months. She still wasn’t sure where she’d found the gumption to attend the inaugural meeting of the Seattle Suffrage Society.

      She’d met women from all walks of life who shared their stories with an intimidating frankness. Who made grand, fearless plans. Who welcomed anyone willing to lend their time or voice. Somehow, that included her—even though she had little time to give, and she used her voice as infrequently as possible.

      “Winnie will love it. Thank you.”

      But her mother was frowning. “The editor-in-chief of The Puget Sound Post must know everyone in Seattle by this point. Imagine the crush.”

      Oh, she had—to the point it made her nauseated. If only teaching children paid as well, but until she found another way to keep her brother’s ever-growing feet shod and meat on the table, she had no option but to perform wherever she could be hired.

      She must have made a face because Anna added, “Luckily, you always enter your own world when you play.”

      “That’s true.” Once she coaxed the first few notes of a song into the air, the world around her blurred, and the melody consumed her. It was the one thing that kept her from backing out at the last moment. Well, that and the fear of disappointing her friends.

      “I’ll press this tomorrow morning,” Anna promised as she set the gown aside. She squeezed between the table and the narrow dish cabinet into the kitchenette. “Will you set the table, sweet child? The soup should be ready.”

      “Of course.”

      She placed her mother’s lacework supplies into a nearby basket, wiped the table, and laid the placemats. She opened the cabinet door cautiously, as the latch was given to temperamental fits. Today, it held firm, and Olive reached for their customary dishes. But then her gaze fell on the Haviland porcelain bowls tucked into the back, the few dishes from her parents’ wedding set that hadn’t been broken by a careless mover during their third relocation after her father’s death. She still remembered how her mother had cradled the shards and wept.

      What she wouldn’t give to see her mother’s smile again.

      On a whim, she gently lowered two Moss Rose-covered bowls and matching plates to the table. She added two silver spoons reserved for the company that had stopped coming ages ago, and finished the setting with Robbie’s sturdier plateware.

      “Time to wash up, Robbie,” she called.

      A high-pitched whoop and thud emanating from the dressing room answered her. Anna peered around the cabinet, her brows raised in alarm.

      “What is that boy up to?”

      Olive grimaced. “Probably something to do with his latest plan to become a lawman. I’ll handle it.”

      In a few strides, she crossed the apartment and slipped into the dressing room. She swung open the dressing cabinet, Robbie’s regular hiding spot, but he wasn’t there. Then the bathroom door creaked open behind her, and she whirled around just as he launched his small, compact body through the air. She caught him against her chest and held on tight.

      “Listen here, Sheriff. If you aren’t careful, you’ll bring the worst foe back into town—the landlord’s wife.”

      Robbie groaned. “I can’t do anything without that old dragon complaining.”

      “We’ll go to the park after supper,” she promised. “Time to wash up.”

      “Lawmen don’t wash their hands.”

      “Says who?”

      The tow-head gave her his best gap-toothed smile. “God, probably.”

      She laughed and released him. “I think someone’s been daydreaming during Bible lessons again.”

      “They’re so boring. I’d much rather play cops and robbers.”

      “I thought you preferred...” She twisted her hands into claws. “Running from tickle monsters!”

      Robbie scrambled backwards with a shriek, but he was no match against her years of experience. She caught him around the midriff with one arm and began to tickle his sides with the other. 

      “Stop,” he begged between snorts and gasps, crumbling to the cold floor, his stockinged feet kicking in the air.

      She attacked his armpit without mercy. “Not until you promise to wash up.”

      “P-p-promise!”

      With a victorious cackle, she let him go. Breathing heavily, she rose to her feet. The wave of dizziness took her by surprise, and she flung a hand to the peeling wallpaper. The small room tilted and swayed. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the spell to pass, as it always did. Eventually.

      “Ollie? Ollie?” She slowly became aware of her brother’s arms clutching her waist, his forehead pressed against her ribs. She cracked an eye open; the walls held still.

      “No need to worry,” she soothed. “Only a dizzy spell.”

      “Should I get Mama?”

      “No.” She stroked his blond cowlick to soften her curtness. “We mustn’t worry her.”

      “We can practice reading after dinner, if you’d like.”

      “I would like that.” She unwound Robbie’s arms and nudged him toward the bathroom. “Now, go.”

      This time, he didn’t protest. Olive waited for the water to turn on before returning to the dinette at a sedate pace. Her mother was ladling soup into the bowls, and as Olive had hoped, the anxious lines around her mouth had softened.

      “I’d almost forgotten how pretty the little roses are.”

      “Me too. We could use some cheer.”

      Anna patted her cheek, and Olive leaned into her mother’s comforting touch. Then the water in the bathroom turned off, and Robbie hurtled through the room like a cannonball. Mid somersault, his right foot caught the edge of the side table and sent it tumbling to the floor. A potted plant fell behind the table with a thud, and Olive’s music books and sheet music shot across the floor. Robbie landed in a crouch and scanned the chaos with bemusement.

      Olive wasn’t sure whose sigh was louder, hers or her mother’s. “I’ll⁠—”

      “Leave it,” Anna interrupted. “It’s better to eat while the soup’s still warm. Take your place, Robbie.”

      Robbie slunk to the table, and Anna led them in a short prayer. Olive spooned the thin soup gratefully, savoring each morsel. Robbie, however, stirred the broth with a wrinkled nose.

      “Why must we have soup again?”

      Olive kicked him under the table. “Mama worked hard on our supper.”

      “Mrs. Bankhead’s soup was thicker⁠—”

      “Mrs. Bankhead doesn’t work for us any longer.”

      Anna’s face fell at the reminder, and a sharp pain stabbed above Olive’s eye. If she wasn’t careful, her mother would fall into another depressive state, one where she could hardly rise from bed. Of course things had been easier when Mrs. Bankhead, the cook who had been with them since Olive was a baby, had prepared their meals. But after Mr. Becket died and the income dried to a trickle, they’d had to make the difficult decision to let Mrs. Bankhead—and their young maid—find employment with another family. 

      “We all miss her, but we can do this together. Isn’t that right, Mama?”

      Anna opened her mouth, but a sharp staccato on the door prevented her from speaking.

      “Yoo-hoo,” warbled an all-too-familiar voice.

      “What does she want?” Olive whispered. “She said we have until next week to pay the back rent.”

      Anna’s knuckles whitened around her spoon. “When has that woman ever needed an excuse to find fault with us?”

      The knocking intensified. “I know you’re in there. I heard the little boy leaping about like a beastly menace. Won’t you come to the door?”

      Robbie bowed his head, eyes watering. Anna bristled at the sight. “How dare she talk about my son that way? The woman has no shame. I should tell her so.”

      “Not if I do it first.”

      They stared at each other for another breath, then Anna’s shoulders slumped. They both knew the truth—neither of them had the gumption.

      “I’m here to address your farcical complaints of mold,” the voice continued. “Open the door, or I shall have to use my key!”

      Olive and Anna flew into motion.

      “Hide the china, or that vile dragon will accuse us of withholding our wealth from her,” Olive hissed. “I’ll stall her from entering.”

      Mrs. Euphemia Drake crowded the threshold the moment the door opened. She was a large woman, both in stature and presence, who had the sparse tenants tiptoeing lest they found themselves on the receiving end of her withering scorn. The boardinghouse-turned-apartment building was no prize, but Mrs. Drake was drunk on the power of holding a roof over someone’s head. Olive shrank under her cold glare, unable to raise her gaze above the woman’s sharp nose.

      “Good day, Mrs. Drake. If you could⁠—”

      “Speak up, girl. You’re not a mouse.”

      “If you could please give us one moment to⁠—”

      “I haven’t got all day, have I?” She ploughed past Olive, then drew short with a hiss. “Will you look at the state of this place? You’ve lived under our roof for two years, yet the wallpaper has aged at least five.”

      Olive followed her gaze, her blood boiling with each second. The peeling wallpaper sagged at the seams, discolored by damp patches spreading like ink stains. How was it their fault the building wasn’t properly ventilated? Olive glanced at her mother, who stood wringing her hands before the closed cabinet, then at Robbie, frozen in his seat, watching everyone with wide eyes.

      “We reported the issue several⁠—”

      “And what have you done to my floor? Why, that plant will surely stain the floorboards.” Mrs. Drake’s accusing finger landed on the toppled fern behind the small side table. “This flooring is original pine, yet you allow water to warp it beyond repair!”

      Olive’s fists clenched. The floorboards, so clearly the cheapest pine money could buy, had already been uneven and riddled with splinters when they moved in. “That happened only a moment ago. I was about to⁠—”

      “An embarrassing state, Mrs. Becket.” Mrs. Drake bent down and lifted a piece of sheet music to glower at the floorboards, the paper falling from her fingers once the inspection was complete, only to move to another. “And to think my dear husband allows you to live in our building at a reduced rate. Mr. Becket might have helped our son when no other doctor could, but it’s evident our excessive kindness has bred sloth.”

      Anna inhaled sharply, drawing Olive’s worry. But it wasn’t the dragon’s indictment that had caused the reaction. Her attention was riveted on the sheet music in Mrs. Drake’s hand, her pallor ghastly white. Olive sidled closer, and her own heart stopped.

      Clutched in Mrs. Drake’s talon was She’s a Suffragette.

      The suffrage anthem that had taken Seattle by storm. The anthem everyone recognized, regardless of whether they were for or against woman suffrage. The one sung by schoolchildren as they skipped rope, the one shopkeepers hummed as they organized their inventory.

      The one Olive had written anonymously.

      She swayed, her limbs threatening to buckle. If Mrs. Drake realized she held the original score in her hands, the one marked with Olive’s handwritten notes and drafted verses, there was no doubt she would use it against them.

      “Isn’t this pretty?”

      Mrs. Drake reared backward with a splutter as Robbie, who had risen without their notice, thrust a bit of Anna’s lacework under her nose. Olive seized the opportunity, stepping forward with a bright smile that belied the turmoil within.

      “Yes, isn’t it? Here, let me take those papers so you can have a closer look at Mother’s work.” She gently, but unrelentingly, tugged the papers from the older woman’s hands as though easing her burden. Mrs. Drake allowed it, her greedy eyes already fastened on the intricate late. “Mrs. Hampton commissioned the piece for a New Year’s Eve party, so she’ll collect it tomorrow. The sale should provide the rent we owe.”

      “And I’d be delighted to make you a similar collar. As a gift,” Anna added.

      A glimmer of eagerness replaced the sharpness in Mrs. Drake’s expression. “A gift, you say? I could use a new collar. A respectable one, mind you, for attending church services.”

      May the dragon burst into flames the second she sets foot in the holy space.

      “Of course,” Anna murmured, guiding Mrs. Drake to her basket of supplies. “Why don’t I show you some patterns?”

      Olive used the distraction to pile the remaining sheet music on the table and sweep the spilled soil back into its pot. Robbie stacked books at her side, his eyes downcast. “It’s my fault, isn’t it?”

      “She just wants to make trouble,” she whispered back. “But we should probably keep things quieter to avoid drawing attention, don’t you think?”

      He nodded, then returned to his seat at the table while Mrs. Drake finished making her choice. Her inspection seemingly forgotten, she moved to the doorway. She paused, her dour gaze landing on Robbie.

      “You know, Mrs. Becket, your son could help offset the cost of rent if he were to work at my husband’s masonry⁠—”

      “Robbie will not leave school,” Olive interjected, and for once, her voice didn’t waver. “And I’ll have your rent in two days’ time.”

      “See that you do, Miss Becket,” Mrs. Drake sniffed. “Good day.”

      The moment she was gone, Anna locked the door behind her and leaned her forehead against the wood panel.

      “I can work—” Robbie began.

      “No,” Olive and Anna said in unison.

      He fell silent.

      Olive let out a brittle laugh. “She never once looked at the mold on the ceiling.”

      Robbie smiled, but when her mother turned around, she was anything but amused.

      “Did Mrs. Drake see your music? Did she?”

      “I don’t believe so. She was busy glowering at Colonel Fern.” But her joke fell on deaf ears, as her mother had begun to pace.

      “She could be biding her time, waiting for the right moment to act. Olive, you know Mrs. Drake is as close-minded as can be. We’ve been so careful hiding your involvement in the suffrage movement. What possessed you to write an anthem, of all things?”

      Sheer lunacy, apparently.

      The lack of prudence had shocked Olive as well. She had always been cautious, but after her father’s passing, she had refined the quality into an art. Every choice she made, every action, was guided by necessity. She understood better than most the stakes of carelessness. But something in her had changed when she joined the suffrage society. Being surrounded by talented, inspiring women made her want to try. To see if she could do something half as interesting.

      She’d penned the simple rhymes on a whim, one ordinary day when her brother refused to open his reader. To her surprise, it had worked. So well, in fact, that the three of them started making up new verses every day. It had been a source of laughter, of fun, something sorely missing in the Becket household. She had thought, naively, that others might see her little anthem the same way. And so, against every caution she’d ever adhered to, Olive spoke to an old acquaintance and had it published.

      But the anthem, once released into the wild, took on a life of its own. Suddenly, everyone was clamoring for more, for the mysterious composer to reveal herself. The target on Olive’s back had appeared out of nowhere, and she had absolutely no idea what to do about it.

      And now, under this roof—this roof, where Mrs. Drake would pounce if she found out—Olive realized the full extent of her recklessness. She had thrown caution to the wind, and there was no taking it back.

      “I wanted to pull my weight at the Society.”

      “You play the piano at meetings!”

      “Which doesn’t hold a candle to Winnie’s writing, or Clem’s leadership skills, or even Rhoda’s stunning signs that people stop to admire.”

      “But my sweet child, we aren’t like those women.”

      Olive’s throat thickened. There it was—the truth she’d avoided admitting even to herself. She wasn’t like them. She was never meant to be bold.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “If Mrs. Drake finds out, it will be the last straw. She’ll evict us.” Anna’s breath grew shallow, each inhale faster than the last. “We won’t be able to afford a respectable place anymore. You’re already working yourself to the bone, and I can only do a few hours of lacework a day. My eyes—I can’t—we’ll be—” Her words cut off in a strangled squeak, and her hand flew to her chest.

      Olive’s own worries dissolved, overshadowed by her mother’s anguish. She placed a trembling hand on her back and rubbed soothing circles. “Take a deep breath.”

      “Mama,” Robbie whimpered, clutching her skirts from the other side.

      “You can do it,” Olive urged, her voice close to breaking. “Please try.”

      Anna sucked in a ragged breath and released it in a shuddering exhale, then another. Olive wrapped her free arm around Robbie, and they held their mother, minutes passing, until her breathing steadied and she regained control.

      “I think we could all use some fresh air, wouldn’t you say?” Olive asked once she found her voice. Robbie nodded against her ribcage, but Anna let go and staggered to her chair. “Mama, will you go to the park with us?”

      “You two go without me.”

      “Just this once. Only for a few minutes.”

      “I…can’t.”

      “It’s all right, Mama.” Olive swallowed her disappointment. “Where’s your glove, Robbie?”

      Her brother hurried to a basket in the corner of the room and removed a worn child’s baseball mitt and their father’s well-oiled, leather glove. A rag ball was tucked inside. Olive slid the glove over her hand and ushered him to the door.

      “We’ll be back in an hour.”

      Anna nodded, her eyes closed as she massaged the space above her heart.

      Olive wished, for the dozenth time that day, that she knew what to do. That she had the courage to find the answers. To make decisions that would help them out of their situation. But for now, all she could do was take Robbie to the park and hope her mother was improved upon their return.

      And never, ever tell a soul about her anthem.
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      Emil loved a good party.

      Especially tonight, when the music soared, liquor flowed freely, and the city’s finest were ready to bid 1908 farewell in style. He plucked a tumbler from a passing tray, enjoying the smooth, smoky warmth of Kentucky’s finest as it hit his palate. He scanned the hotel ballroom for his next prospect, his gaze lingering on a sashaying blonde.

      “I see the evening’s offerings meet your approval.”

      Emil’s smile broadened as the host, Mack Donnelly, appeared at his side.

      “This might be the Post’s finest New Year’s Eve celebration yet. I should know—I’ve been to half a dozen over the years.”

      Mack gazed around the thunderous ballroom with a pleased grin. “Uncle Horace would be spitting mad if he saw what I’ve done to his stolid affair.”

      Emil laughed. “Still out for revenge, are we?”

      “I know I should be satisfied he’s behind bars, but I won’t be until I’ve dismantled every outdated notion he held.”

      Mack had chafed under his uncle’s leadership at the Puget Sound Post, and it was only a couple of months past that Horace had relinquished the position of editor-in-chief to his nephew. The move was far from charitable; it was the last-ditched effort to salvage the paper’s reputation once the authorities had Horace on the hook for bribery and graft. But Mack didn’t care about the motive. He was thriving in his new role, much to Emil’s satisfaction. His undercover role in the case had almost cost him Mack’s long-standing friendship, but they’d made great strides since then.

      “The expanded guest list would enrage him,” Emil said with a chuckle. “I just witnessed an actress giving fashion advice to a Temperance leader and overheard a longshoreman debating market trends with a state senator. That’s your doing.”

      “What can I say? It’s good business to know people in every circle in Seattle.”

      Emil raised his glass. “Here’s to you and all your successes in 1909.”

      “The same to you, my friend.” Glass clinked as Mack did the same. They both sipped.

      “Say, is Winnie here tonight?”

      “Of course.” A strange expression transformed Mack’s face, and Emil examined him curiously. Was that what a man looked like when he was hopelessly in love? Emil didn’t understand it, but he was happy for Mack and his sweetheart, Winnie West. He respected the hell out of the fiery stenographer-turned-journalist who’d run circles around Mack until she got her way. “She’s with some of her friends.”

      He followed Mack’s gaze across the room, easily spotting the redhead in a vibrant cobalt blue gown near the refreshment table. She was surrounded by a group of women in dazzling gowns.

      “Are those the suffragists?”

      “Don’t look so nervous.” Mack chuckled. “Winnie explained why you supported my uncle’s ploy to keep her from writing about suffrage. They’ve mostly forgiven you.”

      “Hope so. I’d hate to draw their wrath.”

      “That won’t happen tonight. Last I heard, the only debating allowed is whether or not they need a fresh flute of champagne.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “Actually, it appears as if Winnie is putting her glass down. I’ll steal her for a dance while I have the chance.”

      Emil waved him off, then decided to stroll the room and find his own dance partner. He was particularly interested in any well-connected lady who could introduce him to her father. Yet as he meandered the edges of the ballroom, weaving in and out of the Roman columns, it was not a beautiful woman that caught his eye, but a shadowy form slipping through the garden entrance.

      He frowned. As far as he knew, the garden was closed for the evening. What was someone doing out there, let alone using it for passage into Mack’s party? The figure crept forward, slowly revealing itself to be a tall, slender woman in an ill-fitting gown. She kept her head down as she hugged the walls and used potted plants for cover. The clumsy attempt to remain hidden was almost comical, yet strangely, no one else seemed to notice her. He followed at a distance until she darted toward a chair draped with a familiar cobalt blue shawl. She bent down, plucked something from the seat, and tucked it into her pocket before he could see what it was.

      A thief. Not just that—a thief stealing from his friends.

      “Oh, no, you don’t.”

      He still owed Mack and Winnie for past wrongs; here was his chance to make things right. He weaved through the crowd and seized her by the elbow. The woman stilled in his grip, but a coiling tension in her posture hinted she would spring away if he gave her so much as an inch.

      “Return whatever it is you took, or there will be trouble.”

      “Sir, it’s not what you think.” A gasp escaped her lips, high-pitched and mousy, but Emil caught something else underneath it…resentment, perhaps? He frowned at the incongruency.

      “That’s what all criminals say when they’re caught.” He craned his neck above the crowd in search of Mack. “Let’s see what Mr. Donnelly thinks.”

      “Oh no, please don’t bother him. He’s terribly busy tonight.”

      Her voice was so breathless that he had to lean down to hear it. As he did, the aroma of delicate violets and the faint, fresh scent of raindrops washed over him. It was unexpectedly soothing, even as her tightly wound energy prickled at him. He straightened at once, bemused by his reaction.

      Scanning the crowd again, he caught sight of Mack. He raised his free hand to draw his attention, then jerked a nod at the stiff woman in his grasp. Mack gave him a mystified look and said something to Winnie. She glanced up sharply and was marching toward them a moment later. Emil tugged his gaze from his friends’ surprising reaction when the woman mumbled something.

      “What was that?”

      “I said Thank God.”

      As if that explained anything. He studied her profile—he had to, since she refused to meet his eyes. Her chin dipped just enough to appear submissive, but her jaw was clenched tight.

      “Do you want to be caught?”

      She shook her head, and the brief motion sent her scent curling around him once more. It was only violets, a common enough flower. But there was something else he couldn’t quite put a finger on. It was as if innocence and intoxication were tied into one. How could that be? He allowed himself a second look, if only to understand what he held in his grasp.

      Her honey blonde hair was in a simple pompadour, her smallish ears were unadorned, and her modest neckline was edged with a boring scrap of lace. There was nothing remarkable about her, really. Nothing to pique his curiosity. Nothing to cause Winnie to come running to her side.

      “Unhand Miss Becket at once.”

      The woman in his grasp sighed in relief, her breath ruffling a purple, green, and white ribbon pinned to the front of her gown. Understanding dawned.

      Ah, hell. He’d messed with the suffragists.

      He looked up to find Winnie flanked by two other women, a petite blonde and an ebony-haired beauty. All three glared at him like he was scum on the heel of their boots.

      “Do you know this woman?”

      “Of course. She is our friend,” Winnie replied.

      “A friend wouldn’t steal from your table. I caught her⁠—”

      “Don’t presume to know anything about our friendship,” the blonde interrupted with arched brows.

      “And why are you still touching her?” hissed the third.

      He dropped Miss Becket’s elbow like it was a box of snapping turtles.

      “I hope Mr. Anderson didn’t hurt you, Miss Becket,” Winnie said pointedly. “Can you still perform?”

      “Perform?” he asked dumbly.

      Miss Becket rubbed her elbow with a languid grace that didn’t quite match the frailty she’d displayed moments ago. Another incongruency. “I’ll manage just fine.”

      Mack clapped him on the back with a smirk, blatantly enjoying his discomfort. “I hired her to play piano in the retiring salon.”

      “But she took something from Mrs. West’s seat,” he insisted. “I saw her myself.”

      Winnie sighed. “Show him the earrings, Olive.”

      Miss Becket—Olive—opened her palm and showed him the jewelry. “She loaned them to me.”

      Now that her friends were there to vouch for her, her voice had more zest. It fit her much better than the mousiness from before. In fact, the longer he studied her, the more convinced he became that the woman was deliberately making herself smaller, shoving her true thoughts and feelings deep down inside. He couldn’t fathom why anyone would do such a thing. But to him, it was clear as day—she wasn’t nearly as weak as the others seemed to find her.

      And he had better retreat while he still could.

      “My apologies for the misunderstanding.”

      “Thank you,” she said to his tie. “At least you were trying to protect Winnie’s things.”

      The ebony-haired beauty scoffed. “He wanted clout for catching a thief at Mr. Donnelly’s party.”

      Now she had no trouble meeting his gaze. Usually, she’d be exactly his type, gorgeous and forthright, but for whatever reason, he felt…nothing. His gaze returned to Miss Becket—Olive.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” she said, her voice again too soft. “I need to…” 

      And then she just walked away.

      He stared after her for a beat too long, then turned back to his audience with a self-deprecating grin that never failed to get him out of a tight spot. “We all make mistakes. In my defense, she⁠—”

      “Olive Becket is a lamb,” the blonde said sternly. “Our lamb.”

      He held his hands up. “Trust me, I have no designs on her.”

      “As if Olive would be interested in a man like Mr. Anderson,” Winnie said, a laugh bubbling out. Her friends joined in.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a wolf⁠—”

      “And she’s a lamb.” He sighed impatiently, wishing he’d bit his tongue. Why should her opinion of him matter? She wasn’t his type. “Understood.”

      Mack swung an arm over his shoulders before the women could berate him further. “Come along, my friend. Let me get you a fresh beverage and introduce you to some people who don’t think you’re out for innocent blood.”

      He gave the women a polite nod, then let himself be led away. Once they were out of earshot, he muttered, “Hell and damnation, Mack. And here I thought I was making headway with Winnie ever since the newspaper debacle. Should I have stayed in Tacoma?”

      Mack laughed. “Perhaps. Just leave Miss Becket alone, and there won’t be any more issues.”

      “If I’d known she walked on water, I would have.”

      “She’s a shy, struggling sweetheart. Not your preference at all.” He raised a hand and gestured to someone. “Now, who do you want to meet?”

      “Lawyers,” he replied, thrusting the odd woman from his mind. “Preferably ones involved in criminal proceedings.”

      “There’s a lively bunch in the cigar lounge. Come with me.”
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      An hour later, Emil tossed his still-smoldering cigar onto an ashtray and admitted defeat. Despite some of the most eloquent schmoozing he’d ever done, there were no takers. Somehow, every lawyer in town was deliriously happy with their investigative team. That, or they were more interested in the poker chips on the table. He would be too, if he weren’t so determined to find a case.

      The ballroom, he noted when he returned, had grown even more crowded. He sauntered through the room, greeting a few familiar faces and perusing the new arrivals in their dazzling gowns and complicated hair-dos. A lovely brunette with a low, confident laugh caught his eye, and he stepped forward. A dance or two would undoubtedly rouse his spirits–

      He stilled, cocking his head to one side as he struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. Behind the brunette, an open doorway provided a clear view into the retiring salon. Olive Becket was framed on the piano bench.

      The shy creature from before was nowhere to be seen. Her earlier stiffness had melted into a delicate arch as she played. Light, nimble fingers danced across the keys, her arms undulating with the grace of a swan. Her eyes were half closed, her lips slightly upturned in a dreamy smile. Gaslight cast a pretty halo around her, luring him forward…

      What the ever-loving hell?

      He tore his gaze from her to the clusters of party-goers around her. Surely they had also witnessed the timid lamb’s transformation into an alluring siren? But no. She might as well have been wallpaper for all the attention they paid her. Not that he had ever paid attention to the hired musicians at a social event, but that was different. This woman had her friends thinking she needed protection when it was clear as day she could hold her own.

      Or was he the one who’d lost his mind?

      He had been somewhat off his game lately, as his mother had brashly pointed out. The stress of founding a detective agency had clearly addled him. That or it had been so long since he’d cracked a case that he was now fabricating mysteries from thin air. Why else would he stand gawking at an inconstant woman who had already caused him to lose face? More importantly, why hadn’t he followed up on the lovely brunette, who was already moving across the ballroom?

      He shook his head and turned on his heel, only to bump into an older, balding man in a sleek black tailcoat paired with a white wing-collar shirt and a perfect black bow tie. The man’s ensemble was completed by a pair of white gloves and a distinctive black cane with a silver handle that identified him at once.

      He straightened and flashed a smile. “Mr. Wingate, my apologies. Didn’t see you there.”

      Mr. Leland Wingate was a prominent businessman in Washington, a shipping magnate whose state-of-the-art steamships earned God-only-knew how much money shuttling goods up and down the West Coast and across the Pacific to Asia. A man of influence, he served on multiple city advisory boards, including the Denny Regrade project and the upcoming Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition. In other words, he was a man of infinite connections. Precisely the sort of man Emil wanted to work for.

      “No need to apologize.” The older man tapped the hardwood floor with his cane and winked. “I was trying to catch your attention, and now I’ve got it.”

      Emil hid his surprise with some difficulty. “That you have. What can I do for you?”

      “I spoke with an associate of mine. He mentioned you are in search of investigative work. I am in such need.”

      “Then I’m all ears.” Noting Mr. Wingate’s empty glass, he glanced around and gestured to a serving man with a tray of drinks. “Whiskey or brandy?”

      But Mr. Wingate waved the man off. “My assistant knows what to bring me. ”

      A short, rotund man dressed in a neat, yet much lesser quality, coat materialized at their side before Emil could respond. Without a word, the man presented two glasses. Emil took a swig, appreciating the rich, smoky liquor.

      “Old Overholt?”

      “Turns out your nose for unlawful behavior is just as sharp when it comes to rye whiskey.” Mr. Wingate gave him an appraising look. “I’ve only heard good things about your role in taking down the Gruber Crime Ring a few months ago.”

      “Thank you, though I must point out I was part of a strong team.”

      One corner of Mr. Wingate’s mouth lifted. “That’s not what I heard. Without you, they never would have caught Alan Gruber or his henchman, Horace Donnelly.”

      “It was the case that convinced me I could do the same on my own,” he allowed. The man was buttering him up, but for what, he hadn’t a clue. “My agency is new, but that means I can devote all the time I need to my cases.”

      Mr. Wingate took the transition. Lowering his voice, he said, “I’m concerned about some recent activity at the waterfront. It might be nothing, but better safe than sorry.”

      “Certainly. What have you noticed?”

      “Harvey Gunn has been buying up properties all along the wharf. Strategically, you might say. Anything not owned by me or the railroads. And not just any properties—prime lots.”

      The Scotsman was no ordinary businessman. He was known among Seattle’s grittier circles as a man who didn’t play by anyone’s rules but his own. If Gunn was amassing properties along the waterfront, it would be for a reason. A power move.

      “Sounds like he’s setting up for something significant,” Emil mused. “Control over a trade route, perhaps?”

      “Possibly. Or he could be biting off more than he can chew. I keep a close eye on all waterfront activity to ensure everything’s above board. It might be nothing, but something feels off.”

      Emil took another slow sip. There could be some merit to Wingate’s worry; it wouldn’t be the first dock war in Seattle. “How so?”

      “He’s forcing good people out. Causing rifts where none existed. And for what purpose? If he’s hiding an illegal partnership or amassing land for foreign interest, we need to know. Seattle’s interests come first, and you’re the man I need to investigate it.”

      More like Mr. Wingate’s shipping business came first, but Emil didn’t give a damn why he wanted him to pursue Harvey Gunn. Collecting information on a rival was standard procedure. Not to mention a case like that could put Emil’s agency on the map.

      “Understood. If there’s anything amiss, I’ll find it.”

      At that moment, a cheer burst from the salon behind Emil, followed by raucous laughter. Mr. Wingate gazed over his shoulder with interest. “I wonder what that’s about.”

      “New Year’s cheer, no doubt. Now, regarding–”

      But Mr. Wingate hummed under his breath, his attention gone.

      Emil swallowed a sigh and faced the open doorway, steeling himself against the inescapable vision of a certain woman on her piano bench. One glance was all it took before his pulse quickened and his necktie grew uncomfortably tight. He shifted on his feet, bewildered as to how the compelling notions of investigating Harvey Gunn could dissipate so quickly.

      The space around the piano bench was crowded with women, their hands clasped together in mock desperation, as though begging for a sliver of Miss Becket’s attention. Curiously, their focus drew forth her shyness. Her skill was in demand, yet her gaze stayed on the ivory keys before her, her head bobbing occasionally with the faintest of smiles. At last, she said something too low for him to hear, and the women cheered and backed away.

      He watched, transfixed, as Olive’s hands struck the keys anew. A burst of lively notes cascaded through the air, each chord bolder than the last. The women surrounding the piano began to sing, and Emil recognized the catchy suffrage tune at once. More voices joined in, a lively mix of sopranos and altos weaving together in an off-key but enthusiastic song. Laughter sparkled between verses, hands clapped, and feet stomped in time.

      And with each verse, Olive Becket glowed brighter and brighter.

      Adrenaline coursed through Emil’s veins, and an unsettling sensation crept over him, as if the ground beneath him had shifted a fraction.

      The anthem ended, and the salon erupted with applause. More women jostled past him, craning their necks to see what the commotion was about, and the touch was enough to release him from Olive’s magnetic pull.

      “How fortuitous,” Wingate mused with a chuckle. “That very song is the next order of business. I’d dearly love to find its mysterious composer.”

      “I won’t work against the suffragists,” he said bluntly. Not again. Not when it went against his personal beliefs and those of his friends.

      “Nothing of the sort.” Wingate leaned forward on his cane as if to share a confidence. “I’m getting married.”

      Emil blinked. “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. But my fiancée, bless her, is reluctant to relocate from Nantucket. She’s convinced the West is nothing but loggers and mud streets. The one thing working in my favor is the race for state suffrage. Imagine her delight if the most talked-of composer in Seattle played at her welcome party. It will show her she’s welcome here, and it will show the city that I stand with progress.” His eyes glittered. “There’s good business in that, too. A man who keeps step with reform will have no shortage of allies when new laws reshape the markets.”

      Emil exhaled slowly and swirled the Old Overholt in his glass. So this wasn’t about undermining reformers but impressing one—and profiting from their cause. That, he could stomach.

      “I’m interested,” he admitted. “But which case takes priority?”

      “The anthem, of course. The vote—and my marriage—is imminent. I still need eyes on Harvey Gunn, don’t mistake me there. The man is buying up the waterfront piece by piece, and I won’t stand by if he’s a danger to good men. But Gunn’s game is long and slow. It may take longer to expose him.” Mr. Wingate released his cane with one hand and offered it to Emil. “What do you say, Mr. Anderson? Can you keep one ear in the drawing room and another to the ground?”

      Emil didn’t hesitate. He pumped Wingate’s hand, excitement swirling through him. Not one, but two cases. His luck had finally turned. “You can count on me, Mr. Wingate.”

      Finding the composer would be simple. He had contacts in the suffrage movement, which would be far easier than investigating a man like Harvey Gunn. A quick solve could show Mr. Wingate he was all that he promised, and more. Perhaps it would even lead to a few more minor, inconsequential cases while he worked the larger one. Not to mention it could give him ammunition against his father in their next shouting match.

      “Oh, and Mr. Anderson.” Wingate leaned in close. “Discretion is paramount.”

      “All part of the job,” he assured him smoothly.

      “Good man. Now, I just spotted a congressman who's been avoiding me. If you’ll excuse me.”

      Mr. Wingate ambled off, and Emil allowed his gaze to return to the retiring salon doorway one final time. Miss Becket had risen from her bench and was quietly gathering her sheet music.

      Emil zeroed in on the papers. Had she used sheet music for the anthem? And if so, where had it come from? What else did she know about the suffrage anthems? The longer he stared, the stronger his resolve grew. Olive Becket was a puzzle he needed to solve, and what better way to get started than to find out what she knew?

      Turned out he had more use for the so-called lamb after all.
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