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You’ve always stuck it out in the hard times. May you always remember to cling to the Solid Rock.
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​Prologue
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Allen Reese. How Ross despised that name.

Even worse than the name was the man himself. He loathed Allen almost as much as he loathed his own brother. Both were determined, law-abiding, God-loving men. Just the thought of them made him sick.

Ross tapped his foot. Had his men been held up somehow? Surely it didn’t take four men an hour to kidnap one person. The doorknob rattled. Finally they were getting somewhere! Ross threw the bolt and swung the door open.

Four men straggled in. Ross looked behind them. “Where’s Allen?”

The leader, a large man with unruly hair and a beard that rivaled that of a mountain man, stepped forward. “He wasn’t home. We waited an hour.”

Ross forced himself to be calm. “Where was he?”

“We watched the house from mid-afternoon to the time we broke in. Nobody came or went. He must’ve left in the morning and not come back.”

Ross picked up his hat from the table. “I’ll go to town and ask around. You come with and stay nearby.”

He strode out of the cabin and mounted his still-saddled horse. On days they had a mission, he always kept a horse saddled in case he needed to make a quick getaway.

The ride into town was quick and fueled his anger into strong determination. Cheyenne was little more than a large cow town in 1870, but it kept growing. They even had a church already. How one church thought they could be effective in a wild town with at least five saloons and even wilder men, he had no idea.

He reined his horse in and dismounted in front of the biggest saloon in town. With a pasted-on smile, he strode through the batwing doors and looked around for a man with answers. A real smile flitted dangerously to the surface of his mouth at the sight of Allen’s friend, Leland Granger. The man had a successful ranch that was the target of more than one rustling operation run by Ross.

Ross winked at a saloon girl as he passed her on his way to Leland’s table. He saw the forced smile on her face and wondered if she realized he had made it possible for her to get the job. He doubted it. Few people knew much of anything and he wouldn’t change that if he could.

“May I sit here?” Ross asked as he sat in the chair across from the lithe rancher.

Leland looked up, a slight frown on his face. “Hello, Ross.”

Ross started. “You know me?”

“Only by sight. Someone pointed you out to me one day and said your name was Ross and should be kept a close eye on. Or something like that.”

“I hope it was a good reason.”

Leland shrugged.

Ross ignored Leland’s glum attitude. “I’m looking for a man. I hoped to do business with him, but he’s not answering his door. I heard he’s a friend of yours and thought you might know where he’s at and when he’ll be back.”

Leland looked around. “Name?”

“Allen Reese.” Ross tried his best to sound friendly as he said the name.

“Allen left town for a few days. I don’t know why.”

Ross swore. “Any idea when he’ll be back?”

“By Saturday night, I’d guess. He doesn’t like missing a church service for anything if he can help it.”

Ross slapped his thighs and stood up. “Thank you. That’s what I needed to know.” He strode out of the saloon, mounted his horse, and met his men outside town.

“Colin, Stone, I want you to break into the house again. Wait there until Reese gets there. Jump him and wait until dark to bring him to the cabin. Kit and Shorty, you stick around town with the lowlifes and help Colin and Stone if needed. I’ll be at the cabin.”

He spun his horse around and rode back to the cabin without waiting for a response. They would follow the orders or they would die, and they knew that.
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Ross spent all of Saturday brooding about his ruined plans. How could the man take even one day out of town? Allen Reese had gotten too close and Ross would do almost anything to find out where he had gone. But no, that wasn’t the plan. They just needed Reese out of the way long enough to pull off their most daring job yet.

Ross ran through every minute detail of the job in his head. No flaws. He smiled. At least one thing had gone right.

Darkness entered the cabin. If Leland was right, his men should be back with Allen soon. Just as he started coming up with all sorts of scenarios where his men were captured, tortured, and forced to tell everything, Kit’s clear, low voice rang out.

“Open the door and make it fast. This man’s heavy!”

Ross jumped up and threw the bolt away quickly. As soon as they were past the door, they dropped Allen Reese’s unconscious form on the floor.

“Excellent! Good work, men. Kit, you’ll stay here and keep him unconscious. Be sure to only use the laudanum for him, not yourself.”

Kit scowled. “Not even a little?”

“Not even a little. Shorty, Colin, and Stone. You come with me. We have a job to do.”
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Allen shook the cobwebs out of his brain. Or tried to. After a light shake, he groaned. What had happened? Why was it hard to swallow, like cotton filled his mouth? He rubbed his temples. And why did his head pound?

He thought back. The last thing he remembered was coming home, thinking something seemed wrong, and then...nothing. Had he hit his head, come semiconscious and somehow crawled to his bed without knowing it?

Allen blinked his eyes and forced them to focus. Yes, he was in his room. His stomach growled in protest as he carefully sat up. Before coming home, he’d been on the verge of catching the thieves with their britches down. He was almost sure they planned to rustle all of Leland Granger’s cattle. What day had Mort said they were being moved? Thursday next. He had to warn the sheriff and Leland.

His stomach growled again. Food might be a better first stop. After dressing, he went to the café.

“Mornin’, Mr. Reese. The usual?” Ellie Mae always had a smile that was worth waking up for. “It’s been a while since you were here.”

“Yes, the usual. Has it been that long?” Allen tried to recall when he was last in the café. “I thought for sure I was here just two days ago.”

Ellie cocked her head. “No. Two days ago was one of our slow days. I’d have remembered you being here. Last day I ’member you bein’ here was Tuesday just over two weeks ago. Well, I’d best get your order.”

Allen tried to breathe evenly. “Do you have a copy of the Wyoming Tribune?”

Ellie beamed. “Shore! We just got the new one in this morning. It shore is nice having a paper right in our own town to get the most current news. Now our news is only one week old instead of two!”

Ellie sauntered off, but Allen didn’t notice. Was it possible he had been unconscious for two weeks? He’d soon find out.

Another minute later, Ellie returned carrying the newspaper and a cup of steaming coffee. “Steak is frying right now. Here’s your coffee and paper.”

Allen nodded. “Thank you.” He left the coffee where she’d set it and picked up the paper. At the top it read, “August 17, 1871.”

A vague memory came back to him. He had walked into his house after investigating the strange happenings, noticed something seemed different in the house, and then felt something hit his head.

Allen set the paper down and picked up his coffee cup. He must have been kidnapped, drugged for two weeks, and then returned to his bed. He could prove none of it, but he knew the feeling and aftertaste of laudanum. Years before, he had had a nearly crippling injury and gotten addicted to the stuff.

Whoever had kidnapped him had drugged him heavily with laudanum. He needed to tell the doctor to never give him any more ever again. It was unnerving to think that someone had made him disappear for two weeks and no one seemed to miss him. It was apparent that amateur sleuthing wasn’t enough for these criminals. It was time to get someone who knew what they were doing.

When Ellie brought his steak and potatoes, he savored what he now knew to be his first meal in two weeks, and then rushed to the telegraph office.
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Two weeks later, a man and young girl stepped off the stage. Allen strode forward to greet them. “Edward Harris?”

The man turned toward him. The wrinkles and bags around his eyes and black band on his coat told Allen of their shared sorrow.

The man cleared his throat. “Yes. And you must be Allen Reese.”

Allen shook the offered hand and nodded. He knelt down and held out his hand to the girl. “And what’s your name, pretty lady?”

The girl giggled. “Elizabeth.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet such a lovely young lady. I bet you’ll break many a heart when you get older.” He straightened. “I hope you are willing to stay in Cheyenne on one case for a while.”

Edward nodded. “That’s what I wanted.”

They walked in silence to Allen’s home. “I plan to get you your own house as soon as it is available,” Allen said as he ushered them into his house. “In the meantime, you can stay with me.”

Edward took a deep breath. “Thank you. I’m going to get Elizabeth settled in her room, and then I’d like to discuss my job and the situation.”

Allen nodded. “Understandable. I’ll be down the stairs in the second door to the right.”

Edward smiled briefly.

Allen headed to his study and tried to read a book. A widower with a daughter. A very lovely daughter at that. It would certainly help cover what Edward was really doing, but they were not the ideal people. Allen put the book down. Stop these cynical thoughts right now! he scolded himself.

A throat was cleared and Allen looked up. “That was faster than I expected.”

“Elizabeth is very independent and only wanted to be told which room was hers. So, what is it I’ll be doing? Mr. Pinkerton wasn’t very descriptive.”

Allen grunted. “That’s because he didn’t know much. I don’t even know much and I’ve been investigating for two years. Something is going on and I want someone to get to the bottom of it. I expect it will take at least five years if not more.”

Edward blinked and shook his head. “Why so long?”

Allen leaned back and steepled his fingers. “These criminals, or whoever they are, cover their tracks very well. I believe they are hiding something bigger than the ‘small-time’ crimes they are committing. And that’s what I want you to find out. I don’t care how long it takes. I did well on my ranch, sold it for a profit, and have enough for your family and mine. If you remarry, I will still have enough to support a growing family.” He held up his hand at Edward’s expression. “I realize it’s too soon to think about, but I did want to tell you in case you think about it in the future.”

Edward nodded. “How should I proceed?”

“I’ll give you all the notes I took. You should proceed more slowly than I did. I went too fast and must have gotten too close to one of their schemes.”

“Why do you say that?”

Allen chuckled. “I was kidnapped, drugged for two weeks, and then returned to my bed. I don’t want that to happen to you, too.”

Edward rubbed his hands under his eyes. “Thank you for this opportunity. I needed a job I could do more from home so I can raise Elizabeth on my own.”

“May I ask how your wife died?”

Edward scuffed his toe on the rug. “In childbirth.”

Allen sighed. “Mine, too. At least you have your daughter. I didn’t have any surviving children.”

Edward shook his head. “The Lord is helping me through this, but it’s hard.”

“Yes, it is.” Allen stood up. “Oh. There is one more thing. I believe the latest event on the criminal calendar was rustling the remaining five hundred head of cattle off my friend, Leland Granger’s, ranch. He rode after them to see what he can find. When he gets back, you may want to hear what his conclusion is.”

Edward shifted his position. “I will do that if you will introduce me to him.”

Allen smiled. “That can be arranged. Speaking of arranged, is everything satisfactory?”

“Yes. The rooms are more than adequate.”

“Good. We will have supper at the café. It is better than eating my cooking, and today is my cook’s day off.”

Edward’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Thank you. I will begin my inquiries in the morning.”

“I wasn’t sure a widower with a daughter would be a good fit, but now I’m thinking it will be.”

“I hope it is,” Edward said. “Elizabeth and I both need it.”

Allen clapped him on the back. “You’ll do fine, I’m sure. The Lord is our guide and He led us both to this place.”

“God is good.”
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​Chapter One

[image: ]




Ten Years Later

A grin spread over Elizabeth’s face as she walked home. It was always such a great feeling to help someone, especially when they appreciated it so much. Mrs. Harper had had a rough time since the birth of her fifth child. The day before, Elizabeth had asked her father if she could stay overnight to help.

Elizabeth came in sight of the house. Glancing up and down the street, she dashed across. She could hardly wait to talk to her father and tell him she had finally overcome her fear of children.

At the corner of the fence surrounding their house, she paused. Something was wrong. She searched the yard and then the house. The front door was open.

With a pounding heart, Elizabeth ran down the fence line, through the gate, and into the house. “Father!”

The mess in the entry made her pause. The house had been ransacked. How long ago? By whom? And why?

She slowly walked through the house, being careful not to disturb anything. When she reached the study and saw over half of the books strewn all over the floor, a memory of something her father had said a few days before popped into her head.
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“I’m nearing the end of my investigation,” Edward told his daughter.

Elizabeth smiled. “That’s wonderful!”

Edward steepled his fingers and avoided her eyes. “I probably won’t be able to finish.”

Elizabeth started and sat straighter. “Why?”

“The men I’m after are ruthless and I have reason to believe they know who I am and what I’m doing. I have extensive notes and instructions prepared. If something happens, read the instructions and follow what they say. Trust no one except the agent sent to you and the men on the list.”

“What list?”

“There will be a list with the instructions.”

“Are you really in that much danger?”

Edward looked down at the desktop. “I don’t think they will kill me. But they don’t want me getting any closer to learning their identities and plans.”

“Do you know who all is involved and what they are doing?”

Edward shook his head and finally met her eyes. “I have strong suspicions about who the leader is, but I don’t know for sure what is happening or why.”

“How can you investigate when you don’t know what’s going on?”

“If I say anything more, it could endanger you.”

“How would they know you told me anything?”

He smiled. “You inherited your father’s investigative mind. You wouldn’t be able to keep yourself from looking into it. Especially if I disappear.”
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Elizabeth snapped back to the present. Determination filled her veins, and she carefully made her way around the house while she locked all the doors. Looking around, she was satisfied she wouldn’t be disturbed.

She hurried to the study and closed and locked that door as well. The curtain on the window was already drawn, so Elizabeth strode behind the desk. Next to the bookshelf was a small depression hidden in the wallpaper. She reached into the depression and something clicked under her fingers, and Elizabeth pulled on the edge of the bookshelf. It swung open like a door and revealed a hidden room. In the room was a desk and chair. Elizabeth stepped into the room and took a deep breath. There wasn’t much sunlight coming in, so she found the candle her father left on the desk and lit it. The light flickered on a thick stack of papers. Elizabeth set the candle down and picked up the top sheet. It was addressed to her.


Dearest Elizabeth,

I am close to the end of my search. The men I am investigating are dangerous. What I am about to reveal to you is top secret and must be shared with only those people you absolutely know you can trust. Most of the men in this town don’t qualify, but Sheriff Granger is one man I would trust. Take his advice.

Cheyenne is in grave danger and nobody knows it, nor are they likely to find out. Send this telegram I put at the end of the letter to the Pinkertons. They will know what to do and who is best for the job. They may send more than one agent, but it is more likely for one to start and assess the dangers and see what needs done when.

Elizabeth, my darling daughter, you will always be in my thoughts and especially in my prayers. Stay safe and don’t take any unnecessary risks. I know you will be tempted to aid in my rescue, but do not do so, please. The men involved in this are far more brutal than you can imagine. If they ever got their hands on you...

Send the telegram, show the detective my office and the stack of papers I have on the desk. Tell him to read through them before he does anything. All my research is here.

Here is a list of people in Cheyenne you can trust:



Sheriff Leland Granger (but no deputies)

Allen Reese

Lane Paul and his family

Jamison Atherton

Pastor Jude Wilkins



When you have finished reading this letter, tear off the telegram and burn this letter. It is too dangerous for you to keep it.

I will always love you, my darling daughter. I miss you already. Do not worry about me. I will be fine and I have a cover story to keep me safe for a time if I need it.

Your father,

Edward Harris

The telegram:

The Indian has flown to the great spirit STOP All is not well STOP The princess is in danger and the king is missing STOP The queen is safe STOP Send smart knight STOP King Lear



“Oh, Father!” Elizabeth exclaimed. After a few sniffles, Elizabeth stood up, blew out the candle, and left the secret room, closing the door behind her. In the study, she tore the telegram off the letter and carried both pieces with her to the kitchen where she threw the letter in the stove and watched it burn. With a hard swallow, she unlocked the front door, stepped out into the bright sun, locked the door, and hurried to the telegraph office. God, keep Father safe, please. I know You are in control and he did warn me something could happen, but...I still worry about him.

She smiled and nodded to the faces she recognized. Cheyenne was too big, in her opinion. Each year more and more people moved in until Elizabeth had stopped even trying to meet them all.

At the telegraph office, she handed the telegraph operator the note, pulled out her pocketbook, and paid the man. This exchange had happened so often, neither needed to speak, and had decided not to. The telegraph operator knew Edward was working on things that were best kept secret and he didn’t want to get in the middle.

She waited until the telegram was tapped out and then headed for the sheriff’s office.

“Good morning, Miss Harris!” Sheriff Granger exclaimed. “To what do I owe this unexpected visit?”

Elizabeth looked around and the sheriff raised an eyebrow.

“No one is around except me.”

Elizabeth sat down. “Father’s been kidnapped.”

Sheriff Granger sat up straighter. “What? Is this in connection to his case?”

“I believe so and he did, too.”

“Have you told the Pinkertons?”

Elizabeth nodded.

“I suppose I should do a bit of an investigation myself as well. Edward didn’t tell me much, but as one of their former victims, I know enough to know we should do something to distract them from the work the Pinkertons will do.”

A deputy came in.

Elizabeth glanced at him and then forced a smile onto her face as she stood up. “Thank you, Sheriff. Please keep me informed.”

He nodded. “I will.”

She left the office with a little more assurance. At least there were a few people she could trust.

“‘My hope is built on nothing less than Jesus’ blood and righteousness.’” She sang the words under her breath. “‘On Christ the Solid Rock, I stand.’”
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​Chapter Two
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Joshua pushed the door open and breathed deeply. “There’s nothing like the distinct odor of men slaving away in a confined place mixed with rotting coffee grounds and ink.”

“You always make it sound so pleasant,” Paul Greene said, an amused smile on his face. “Mr. Pinkerton will be with you in a moment.”

A tall man stepped out of the door behind the secretary. “Actually, he’ll be with him right now. Come with me, Joshua.”

Joshua nodded to the secretary and followed William Pinkerton into his office.

“I have a case for you. I believe it will fit with your moral objections as well as your skill set.”

Joshua raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”

“We have an agent in Cheyenne, Wyoming, who has been investigating some strange events for more than ten years now. He is close to the end and has been kidnapped.”

“Kidnapped by whom?”

“That’s one of the things you need to find out.”

Joshua leaned forward. “How long ago?”

“He was kidnapped yesterday. His daughter sent us a telegram.”

“Why me?”

William smiled. This was one reason he loved working with Joshua. “You know the area better than most agents, and you have been quite successful tracking down criminals on fairly cold trails. You read fast and think well on your feet. I can also trust you not to flirt with Mr. Harris’s daughter. I hear she’s young, unmarried, and quite lovely.”

Joshua’s head jerked up from his examination of the Oriental rug. “Harris? Would the daughter’s name be Elizabeth?”

William shuffled a few papers on his desk and skimmed one. “Yes, it is. How did you know?”

“We met about three years ago when I was the sheriff in Castle City, although then it was known as Cartersville. Is there anything else?”

William skimmed the papers in front of him. “That’s all I know. Knowing Edward Harris, he’ll have kept notes of his investigation and hidden them well.”

Joshua nodded with a smile. “I can see him doing that.”

William stood up and Joshua followed suit. They shook hands. “Good luck to you and Godspeed.”

“Thank you,” Joshua replied.

[image: image]

Joshua boarded the earliest train leaving Chicago for the West. Before getting on, he made sure his horse, Poseidon, was at least somewhat comfortable in the livestock car.

He leaned back in the seat and tried to relax. God, I know You control all things, but why did Mr. Harris have to be kidnapped? Hasn’t Elizabeth been through enough already? I know now that he was a Pinkerton, but why couldn’t he finish his own case?

He sat staring at the scenery moving past him until it was too dark. “Help me, God. I can’t do any of this without You.”
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Four days later, Joshua and Poseidon left the train to ride the rest of the way to Cheyenne. He took a deep breath and marveled at how different it was from Chicago. He could hardly believe his brother-in-law, Micah, had lived that city for so long. It was so hard to breathe.

He mounted his horse and started off in a gentle canter.

“Heavenly Father.” Joshua paused and sighed. “You know how heavy my heart is right now. Protect Mr. Harris and give Elizabeth peace. I can’t imagine what it’s like for either of them right now.

“You are awesome in power, unchangeable, immutable, always present, all-knowing, all-powerful, You are the only True God. Despite my heavy heart and how my mind is racing ahead of me to figure this mystery out, I can’t help but praise You.”

Poseidon snorted and Joshua patted him. “Sorry, Boy. I’m talking too much again, aren’t I? Now, where was I? Oh, yes, praising my Savior.”

Poseidon shook his head and fought the bit. “You wanna run?” Joshua laughed and looked around. There was nothing for miles, not even a hill. “All right, let’s go.”

He dug his heels into Poseidon’s sides as he urged the horse into a gallop. “Yeehaw!” Joshua yelled as he grabbed his hat before the wind stole it. He closed his eyes and relished the whip of the wind brushing his face and blowing through his almost too long hair.

The smile on his face couldn’t have been wiped off even if he had wanted it gone. The exhilaration and intense joy he felt was something that could only be found when galloping on a horse in the summer winds.

Joshua watched the flat farmland whiz past him, the only things marring the wheat and corn fields being the scarecrows sticking their ugly heads over the waving crops. Joshua laughed as Poseidon splashed through a stream, soaking them both.

“Thank you, Poseidon, I needed to be cooled down.”

Joshua slowed his horse down. “Nice run, Boy. I think we both needed that. I’m glad the trains didn’t connect so we could ride.”

He rode on a few more hours in silence, listening to nature, meditating on God’s Word and mulling verses around in his head, praising God, praying, and making his way one step at a time closer to Cheyenne.
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A few days later, Joshua rode into Cheyenne. With a dazed look, he realized the West really was expanding quickly. It had only been a few months since he had last ridden through this town.

Joshua rode past the saloons, a church, and other businesses, many of which were new and had names he didn’t recognize. Emporium. What kind of merchandise did they sell?

He checked into the hotel closest to the livery stable and walked to the Harris home. At the last crossroad from the house, he noticed a man loitering across from the house. He took a sharp right to go down the side street and found a way to get to the Harrises back door without being spotted.

Joshua knocked loudly on the back door and stepped back to wait and watch. When the door opened, the muzzle of a shotgun poked through.

“Who are you and why did you come to the back door?”

In the three years since he had last seen her, Elizabeth hadn’t lost her tenacious spirit. “Joshua Brookings, Pinkerton agent,” Joshua said in a low voice. “I came to the back because the front is being watched. I didn’t want to risk them knowing I am here.”

Before he finished, the door swung open. Elizabeth was just as lovely as he remembered. Her chestnut hair was up in a stylish bun, and her dress matched her sparkling green eyes.

“Come in,” Elizabeth said, lowering the shotgun.

Joshua stepped into the kitchen and Elizabeth closed the door behind him.

“You haven’t changed at all,” Elizabeth said.

Joshua raised an eyebrow “Neither have you.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Thank you for coming. I’m glad you were the one who was sent. I know Father trusted the agents he’d met, but I have a hard time trusting men I don’t know.”

Joshua nodded. “When I heard the name Harris and Cheyenne, I put the two together. It will be good to see your father again.”

“If we can find him.”

“Did your father leave any hints, clues, or notes?”

Elizabeth smiled. “Yes, he did. Come with me.” She led him to the study.

“Didn’t the kidnappers search in here?” Joshua asked.

“Yes, they ransacked the house. It was a mess!”

Joshua narrowed his eyes. “How did they miss—”

“Can you please lock the door?” Elizabeth interrupted. “I like to take extra precautions.”

Joshua did as she asked and when he turned around, she stood near a bookshelf with a lit candle. She touched the wall and in the stillness, the click of the locking mechanism echoed through the room. When she pulled on the bookshelf with one hand, holding the candle in the other, Joshua rushed forward and tugged the hidden door open.

“A secret room. Very clever. Did your father build this?” He walked inside and looked around. The only furniture was a chair and desk, and even that was plain.

Elizabeth nodded. “The notes are on the desk. I’ll be around the house most of the day. Let me know if you need anything.”

Joshua turned to her. “Before you go, can you tell me what you know?”

Elizabeth leaned against the doorway and crossed her arms. “Father was hired by a man named Allen Reese who had informally investigated some strange outlaw activities. He has paid Father for the last ten, almost eleven, years to slowly investigate whatever is going on. Recently, Father has been preoccupied and distracted unless he’s working on the case. About a week before his kidnapping, he warned me something might happen. He knows some of the people involved, but doesn’t have hard evidence and he wants to catch them all. He also doesn’t know exactly what they are planning. He did leave a list of people we can trust if it comes to that.”

“You said the house was ransacked. Was there anything missing?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “Not that I could tell. They broke a few things and they didn’t touch my room.”

Joshua sat in the chair behind the desk. “So they were only after your father.”

“As far as I know. Father said they would probably kidnap him so he couldn’t get any closer.”

“Which means their plans for this crime must be almost finalized.” Joshua stared at the desk for a minute. “Thank you, Elizabeth. I’ll try not to bother you for a while.”

Elizabeth smiled. “Thank you for helping.”

“My pleasure. I love mysteries.” As long as they don’t involve lying or going undercover.
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​Chapter Three
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The candle sputtered and died, leaving Joshua in the dark. The outline of the doorway looked like a dim, squarish light at the end of a long tunnel. Joshua mentally scolded himself for not paying attention to the height of the candle as the day went by.

“Joshua?” Elizabeth questioned.

“I’m here,” he grouched as he stood up and felt his way around the desk. A lantern walked into the study.

“What happened to the light?”

Joshua chuckled. “I prefer reading in the dark.”

The lantern stopped moving toward him. “It’s a good thing I know you’re joking. Let me guess, you got too wrapped up in the chase and didn’t notice the candle, food, water, or me.”

Joshua walked to the hidden door and closed it. “No, I noticed the food and water—thank you, by the way—but not you or the candle.”

“Well, at least you did fifty percent better than Father.”

Joshua grinned. “I’m still a growing boy, remember. Of course I’d notice the food. Especially when it smells so good.”

Elizabeth huffed. “As I recall, you should be about twenty-two or twenty-three.”

“Twenty-three.”

Elizabeth turned and led the way to the hallway. “That isn’t a boy’s age. That’s the age of a man.”

Joshua cleared his throat. “What time is it?”

“Almost eight o’clock.”

He sifted his hair through his fingers. “No wonder I feel so tired. I’d best get to my hotel room. I’ll be back about seven.”

Elizabeth nodded as they reached the kitchen. “Back door again?”

“Yes. Especially if your watchman is on the wrong side of the law. Do you recognize him?”

“No.”

“Then I would guess he’s not on your father’s list.”

“I don’t think so.”

Joshua took his hat off the hook and put it on. “Until tomorrow.”

“Stay safe.”

Joshua smiled. “You, too.”
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A few hours before dawn, Joshua woke up with a start. The room was silent. What could have awakened him? He listened intently until his heart settled down. Just as he was about to drift off again, he heard something slide under his door. Quiet footsteps hurried down the hall. Joshua eased out of his bed and lit the candle on the nightstand. The light didn’t illuminate much, but it was enough to make a small piece of paper visible under the door.

Toes first, Joshua Indian-walked to the door and picked up the paper. Back at the nightstand, he read the note.




Men are taking turns watching the house. They don’t trust Elizabeth. If you need anything, send the boy who works at the livery stable. Wyatt is smart, quick, and keeps his mouth shut. If he says Elizabeth sent him with a telegram, the operator will send it for you. I’m still working on my own small investigation of the kidnapping, but have found nothing. If you need me, send the boy and I’ll visit your hotel room that night.

Sheriff Leland Granger



“How’d he know I was here?” Joshua muttered to himself. “Or did Elizabeth tell him? At least he’s one of the men we can trust.”

He lay on his back, hands behind his head, legs dangling off the side of the bed. A million thoughts ran through his brain. Even his dreams had been all about the investigation.

Joshua dressed quickly in his buckskin pants and button-up cotton shirt. He debated between wearing his boots and moccasins and chose the boots so he didn’t raise too many suspicions.

After making sure nothing was left in the room that could incriminate him, Joshua made his way to the livery stable.

There was a young man about fifteen at the stable, already awake and ready to work. “You’re here awfully early, young man.”

“So’s you, Mister.” The boy crossed his arms.

“What’s your name?”

“Wyatt.”

Joshua smiled. “You’re just the lad I’m looking for. Can you take this note to the sheriff and this one to the telegraph office when it’s open? Tell the operator it’s from Miss Harris.”

“Won’t that be lying?”

“Nope. The telegram is being sent for her,” Joshua answered.

“All right, Mister.”

“And Wyatt?”

“Yes, Sir?”

Joshua dug in his pocket for some coins. “Here’s enough to cover the telegram and pay you for the trouble.”

Wyatt watched three two-bit coins drop into his hand and looked up at Joshua with awe. “Thanks, Mister!”

Joshua grinned. “You’re welcome. If you have any trouble, ask Miss Harris to help you.”

“I will.” Wyatt darted off toward the sheriff’s office.
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