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      Burying her father wasn’t how Maude Lancaster had imagined spending her twentieth birthday. As the final guests left following the funeral meal, she brought her damp handkerchief to her eyes. She couldn’t start crying again. It irritated her uncle who couldn’t abide any show of emotion, even while at home. Hearing another lecture about female sensibilities was more than she could bear at the moment.

      Uncle William closed the door and turned to face them. He had the same blue eyes as her father’s but lacked the warmth. How could their world have come crashing down upon them like this?

      “It’s time to read the will.” Her uncle’s tone held an edge that sent a little shiver down Maude’s spine. He didn’t say anything else but simply strode toward his office, expecting the girls to follow him.

      Sniffing, Maude glanced at her younger sisters. Doris was silent as usual, her face red from crying. Frances glared in their uncle’s direction.

      “This way girls.” With a sympathetic almost-smile, their aunt indicated they should precede her to their uncle’s office. If not for her, Maude didn’t know how they’d have gotten through the last few days.

      Uncle William stood in the corner, arms behind his back, watching as they entered the room. She’d never been comfortable with the man. He was always too rigid, unmoving. Unfeeling, especially when it came to his business. Maude had once overheard her father call his brother ruthless in his pursuit of amassing his fortune.

      A man Maude recognized as their father’s attorney sat at the desk, a pair of spectacles perched on his nose. He wore a black band on the sleeve of his jacket, she assumed out of courtesy to her father. The lawyer had an agitated twitch she couldn’t remember from before, and he kept wiping his forehead like he was nervous. It appeared the years hadn’t been good to him. She’d only met him a few times, when she was younger. She’d never forget when he’d come after their mother’s death to write their brother out of Father’s will.

      Tears burned Maude’s eyes again, and she blinked rapidly to keep them from falling. If she lost control so would Doris.

      “Sit down, girls,” their aunt said softly, pointing to the three chairs facing the desk.

      Maude and Doris sat down primly, as they’d been taught. Frances, still glaring at their uncle, flopped into her chair, slouching with her legs spread like a man’s, her long skirts pulling tight against her knees.

      “Sit up,” Maude hissed. Both she and Doris had chastised Frances about acting like a lady, but the girl refused. She’d made it clear that when she turned twenty-one in three years that she fully intended to seek out their brother, Luke, who’d gone out West. She glanced at Maude.

      “I told you before,” Frances shifted her glare to the two men, “we’re five years into a new century, and it’s ridiculous that women are still being held back.”

      Their uncle matched Frances’s glare with one of his own, but she didn’t move. He still hadn’t learned that one could never force her to do something she didn’t agree with. At least Father never had because he’d been unwilling to break his youngest daughter’s spirit. Maude worried that Uncle William wouldn’t have the same care, so when he turned to the attorney, she let out the breath she’d been holding.

      “Get on with it.”

      “I won’t trouble you with the inconsequential details,” the lawyer began.

      “What do you consider inconsequential?” Frances asked, her tone belligerent as she straightened. “I’m not going to let you or him—” She shot their uncle a hard look. “—decide what’s inconsequential to me.”

      “If you say another word,” their uncle said, his voice soft and menacing, “I will have you removed from the room. You are a minor and female; you will do as I say.”

      “Frances, please,” their aunt said, her eyes pleading.

      For a second Maude wasn’t sure her youngest sister would obey. Over the last week since they’d been living under their uncle’s roof, they had all learned the hard way that he ruled his home with a heavy hand. If the girls didn’t do as he wished, his wife paid the price because he said she was responsible for keeping them in line. Frances’s face flushed and her jaw clenched, but she didn’t say anything else.

      “The executor of your father’s will is your uncle, and he now has responsibility for you.”

      Maude and her sisters startled at that statement, but their uncle held up his hand, shaking his head. They didn’t speak, but Maude felt ill. Their father’s sister could have been made their guardian with her husband the executor. While she’d been estranged from her brothers since her marriage, surely she’d have taken her nieces in. That would have been a much more acceptable choice to the girls. Why had he not chosen her?

      “Your uncle has responsibility for your inheritances,” the attorney continued, “and it is up to his discretion how to distribute the funds to you until you are married or twenty-five, at which time you will receive your full portion. Until that time, your uncle has authority over you as though he were your father.”

      A smug expression crossed their uncle’s face. Frances shifted, and Maude reached out to put a calming hand on her arm.

      “That is essentially all you need to know. Good day.” The attorney closed his folder, stood, and left the room.

      Frances was mumbling under her breath. It was a good thing she didn’t have anything in her hands, because Maude was afraid she might throw it at him. Glancing at Doris, Maude found her watching their uncle, a look of horror on her face. What did she see in the man’s expression?

      “You girls needn’t worry,” Uncle William said, coming to stand in front of his desk. “I have no intention of being responsible for you for three years.” He shot Frances a dark look. “So, I’ve arranged a marriage for each of you. As soon as you have made your vows, responsibility for you will transfer to your new husbands.”

      “What?” Frances jumped to her feet, while Maude and Doris gasped.

      “You’ll do as I say or you’re out on the street. Wail all you wish. I’m deaf to you. Your aunt will explain.” Their uncle strode from the room.

      Maude sat in her chair, stunned. How could he do this? She turned to their aunt.

      “Aunt Ann, how can you allow this?” Frances cried.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have any say in the matter.”

      “Well, he can’t force me to say ‘I do.’ Not now and not ever.” Frances stuck out her chin. “What’s he going to do, tie me to a chair and bind my mouth so someone else can say the words for me? That’ll look pretty in the society papers.”

      “You heard what he said. If you don’t marry as he has chosen, he said he’ll put you out on the street.” Their aunt’s face was pale, and Maude knew the woman would be punished as well.

      “We can move to New York,” Maude said. “I’m sure Aunt Hortense would take us.”

      “Your father had previously spoken with her,” Aunt Ann said. “It seems that since they have no children, her husband has no wish to take on the responsibility of someone else’s. I am sorry.”

      Maude looked at her two sisters. What were they going to do?
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      Charles Merrick entered the parlor, surprised to find his mother had a guest.

      “My apologies,” he said. “I didn’t realize you had company.”

      “No. No. Do come in.” She waved him over. “This is my dear friend Ann Lancaster. I think she moved here after you went off on your adventures. This is my younger son Charles. He’s the Pinkerton agent.” She said it with a touch of pride that was always missing from his father’s voice.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Lancaster.” He shook her hand, not bothering to correct his mother. He was a former agent, effective immediately.

      “Will you take tea with us?” his mother asked as she handed him a cup, which meant it was a command performance.

      “Why, thank you. It would be a pleasure.”

      Charles took the cup and saucer and sat down. One thing he didn’t miss about more sophisticated society was the need to pretend he wanted to do something when he really didn’t.

      “Is it interesting work that you do with the Pinkerton Agency?” Mrs. Lancaster asked. “Have you had to break any strikes?”

      That was another reason he’d had decided to take the job offered by his friend in San Francisco. Charles wanted to work investigations. He’d only been pulled into one labor dispute so far, but it had been enough. He refused to do another.

      “Fortunately not. That’s one thing I struggle with,” he said.

      “Why is that?” his mother asked.

      “Because I’ve seen the working conditions, and they’re abysmal. It makes me sick every time I see a child with missing fingers because they’ve been forced to work in factories to help support their families.” Charles shook his head. “I won’t be party to anything like that.”

      “Well,” his mother said, looking uncomfortable.

      Mrs. Lancaster’s husband must be employed by or, worse, owned one of those large factories. Charles had stepped into that one. He put down his cup and prepared to stand.

      “Don’t leave yet,” his mother said. “I must tell you what news Mrs. Lancaster has brought me. Her brother-in-law passed away recently and left three daughters in her husband’s care.”

      At first Charles assumed his mother was going to try to play the matchmaker again. Then Mrs. Lancaster shifted uncomfortably. He looked at her, but she refused to meet his gaze. He glanced back at his mother. She was definitely trying to match-make, but the other woman’s expression set him on edge. Something wasn’t right.

      “Tell me more,” he said.

      “Mr. Lancaster has informed the girls they must marry a man of his choosing, or they are no longer welcome in his home.” His mother’s face was a mixture of emotions, first sympathy for the young women but also excitement for the situation.

      “How old are they?” he asked.

      “Twenty, nineteen, and eighteen. They’re lovely girls.” His mother shot him a meaningful look.

      “Don’t they have any inheritance they could live on?”

      “Not until they marry or turn twenty-five,” Mrs. Lancaster said. “I don’t mean to be disloyal to my husband, but I’m quite distressed by this. The men he’s suggested . . .” She shook her head.

      “Even if I had any desire to marry,” Charles said before his mother could make the obvious suggestion, “I couldn’t wed three women.”

      “Of course not.” His mother shot him a look like she thought he was an idiot. “But if you were to marry one of them, you could take in the other sisters. As I said, they’re lovely girls.”

      “No, mother. I mean no offense, Mrs. Lancaster, but I’m not going to marry a strange woman to rescue her. There must be some legal recourse.” He stood and gave a little bow. “It’s been a pleasure. Mrs. Lancaster. Mother.”

      Charles left the room before his mother could try to talk him into it. His heart did go out to the girls. What a tough situation to find themselves in. He took the stairs two at a time. Upon his arrival, the butler had informed Charles that a letter had arrived from the Pinkerton Agency and was waiting for him in his room. He was sure it would have his new assignment.

      As he picked up the envelope, he couldn’t shake a sense of unease. Was he questioning his decision to quit the agency, or was it the situation of the three young women that had him on edge? No, it couldn’t be them. He could do nothing for them.

      After slicing open the envelope with his knife, Charles slid out the single sheet of paper. He scanned the routine heading, something an attorney acquaintance had once referred to as boilerplate, and got to the meat. He’d told his supervisor he wouldn’t work another labor job, and that’s where they’d assigned him.

      Charles had confirmation that leaving the agency after five years was the right decision. He and James had joined the agency at the same time, upon graduation from college. His friend’s job had sent him to do an investigation in California. He’d eventually left the agency and married a gal he’d met there. James had taken a job as a detective on the San Francisco police force and then sent word to Charles about another opening in investigations. It was Charles’ dream job.
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      “I tell you that I will not stay here.” Frances continued to pace their shared bedroom. “I sent a letter to Luke.”

      “You have his address?” Maude asked. Their father had forbidden them to have any communication with their older half-brother when he’d left nine years ago.

      “Of course I have his address.” Frances gave a disdainful sniff as she reached into the pocket of her skirt and pulled out a small stack of letters tied with a bit of twine. “I’ve been writing to him for two years.”

      “And you didn’t tell us?” Her eyes brimming with tears, Doris snatched the letters from their sister and held them to her chest.

      “As if rule-keeper Maude would have let us write to him,” Frances said with a sniff. “Go ahead and read them. He’s doing really well.”

      Doris sat down and removed the sheets from an envelope. Frances began to pace again.

      Maude’s feelings stung at her baby sister’s insult. Of course she would have allowed them to write to their brother if she’d known how to make contact with him.

      “What can Luke do for us?” she asked. “Do you think he can afford to sue the estate to take over as the trustee? Because no court is going to give a disowned stepson control over our fortunes.”

      “Have you seen the men Uncle William has in mind for us?” Frances actually looked scared.

      “Yes, I have.” Maude rubbed her temples.

      When she’d pulled herself together a couple of hours after the reading of the will, she’d sought her aunt. The men were all well-established, middle-aged men. Most were widowers, some with several children. From what Aunt Ann had said, all of the men had done business with Uncle William. Maude was sure what they wanted was a housekeeper and nursemaid. They wouldn’t mind gaining control of a small fortune either. She’d met all of them at one time or another, and the idea of sharing her marital bed with any of those men made her ill.

      “I won’t do it, Maude,” Frances said, suddenly intense. “I’ll take my chances and go to Luke first.”

      “Would he take us?” Doris looked up from the letter she’d been reading, her expression hopeful.

      “He wouldn’t turn us away if we showed up on his doorstep,” Frances grinned. “We could help him. He runs a dude ranch and is doing really well.”

      “What’s a dude ranch?” Maude asked.

      “Luke says it’s a working ranch but it’s also a guest ranch. People from the East want to find out what it’s like to be a rancher out West, so they pay to play at being a cowboy.” Frances’s face lit up. “It’s real popular during the summer, enough that Luke’s been able to buy more land and add more rooms. I think it’s our duty to help him with his business venture. Don’t you?”

      “And you’ve known all this and not told us?” Maude couldn’t help feeling hurt. They’d all loved their older brother, and it had broken their hearts to first lose Mama and then Luke a week later.

      “I did it on my own initiative.” Frances ducked her head. “I guess it was selfish of me, but it felt like I finally had something that was just my own.”

      “But he’s our brother too.” Doris handed the letter she’d finished to Maude. “He must think we don’t care about him.”

      “Not at all,” Frances said. “I told him about Father’s edict. Luke was worried he’d get us into trouble, but I told him I’d find a way to let you know he was okay.”

      “Those stories you told us weren’t made up at all,” Maude said, with a frown but unable to keep the note of humor from her voice.

      “It was the only way I could think to tell you without giving away my secret.” Frances had the good grace to look uncomfortable. “He’s been keeping up with us all these years through his old friends.”

      Maude’s eyes burned at the thought of Luke having to sneak around to find out about his family. She had loved her father dearly, but he’d been blind to what a good man his stepson was.

      “Please don’t keep something like that from us again.” Maude wiped her eyes. “Two years we could also have been writing to him.”

      “I’d just decided to tell you when Father died.”

      “And everything changed,” Doris said, her voice quiet.

      “Then everything changed.” Frances wiped at her eyes impatiently. She hated crying in front of people, saying it was a sign of weakness.

      Their father had been strict but loving, at least to his natural children. Maude wished she understood what he could’ve been thinking to have left their care in the hands of his brother. With a sigh she began to read the first of Luke’s letters.

      When she and Doris had made their way through the small stack, Maude understood why Frances was confident that Luke could help them. He’d talked about inviting them to come for a visit anyway. What would he do if they simply showed up on his doorstep with the intent to stay?

      “You can’t take too long to decide, because Uncle’s not going to wait to get rid of us through marriage,” Frances said.

      “But we’re in mourning.” Doris had been crying again, but she looked up from wiping her eyes with a lace-trimmed handkerchief.

      “When Aunt Ann said the same thing, Uncle said being in mourning just meant we couldn’t have a big wedding, and he didn’t plan to pay for that anyway.” Frances showed Maude a piece of paper with a printed train schedule. “I’ve already checked out the routes.”

      “Uncle will never allow us to travel by train to Wyoming.” Maude handed back the paper.

      “That’s why I’m not asking for his permission.” Frances gave the schedule to Doris.

      “Three single women traveling halfway across the country. Alone?” Maude put as much sarcasm in her tone as she could.

      “Two women and a man.” Frances pointed to herself.

      Maude could only stare with an open mouth at her youngest sister. Yes, Frances was the tallest of the three of them, but there was no way she could pass herself off as a man. Maude shook her head.

      “Don’t say no until you hear me out. I can handle myself. I can ride, and I can shoot. If I bind my bosom and get some shoulder pads from those old clothes up in the attic, I can make myself look like a man.” Frances shrugged. “Not a full-grown man, but a youth for sure and maybe a young man. I’ll be your escort.”

      “And what would you do if a ruffian tries to accost us?”

      “Shoot him,” Frances said flatly.

      Maude started to laugh but stopped. Her baby sister meant it.

      “I’m taking the train to Wyoming,” Frances said. “Will you two come with me?”
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      Frantic pounding on Charles’ bedroom door wakened him early the next morning. He jumped up and threw on some clothes before letting his mother in. She was still wearing her nightcap and dressing gown.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Ann Lancaster is downstairs, and she needs your help. Will you come?”

      Charles took a step back. “I already told you I won’t marry one of her nieces.”

      “That’s not what she’s asking.”

      His mother grabbed his sleeve and started towing him from his room. He was a full head taller than she was and he probably outweighed her by fifty pounds, but he let her. His sweet mother had a stubborn streak as wide as the Mississippi. Long ago he’d learned to choose which battles were worth the fight with her.

      When they entered the parlor, Mrs. Lancaster spun to face him. “I am so sorry for troubling you, but I don’t know where else to turn.” She handed him a letter.

      “Go ahead,” his mother said. “Read it.”

      With trepidation, Charles turned over the envelope and found the name Ann Lancaster written in a sloppy hand. It could have been written by either man or woman. He opened the flap and pulled out the single sheet.

      
        
        Dear Aunt Ann,

        Uncle has no right to force us to marry against our wills. We’re leaving. You best tell him to leave our money alone because we know how much is in the bank. Don’t come looking for us.

      

      

      There was no signature. Charles glanced up and met his mother’s gaze.

      “They’re gone,” she said. “All three of them.”

      “I’m sure they’ve gone to Luke,” Mrs. Lancaster said.

      “Who’s Luke?” Charles handed the letter back to the woman.

      “Luke Hamblin. He’s their older half-brother. The girls’ mother was a widow with a son when my brother-in-law married her. When she died, there was a falling out. Luke went out West to seek his fortune. I found this in Frances’s things. It had slid under the dresser.” Mrs. Lancaster handed him another letter.

      It was short and dated six months earlier. This one was obviously written by a man and signed Luke.

      “Do you think he’s settled enough to care for three younger sisters?” Charles asked.

      “If he hasn’t been exaggerating.” Mrs. Lancaster sighed. “I don’t want to force them back. What William’s doing is wrong. But I’m worried about the girls’ safety. I wonder if the Pinkerton Agency would let me hire you.”

      “Hire me?”

      “Yes. Don’t you guard things? People?”

      Charles understood then what she was asking. “I’m not sure your nieces would appreciate a strange man guarding them on their trip.”

      “I was thinking you could just watch over them. They might be perfectly safe, but I would feel much better if there was a capable person making sure no one tried to take advantage of them or harm them in any way.”

      “Where in Wyoming are they headed?” Charles asked

      “A place called Lilac City. It’s in the northern part of the state.”

      Charles rubbed the back of his neck, thinking. If the brother’s ranch had been in the southern part of the state, the sisters might be safe enough. A northern route meant stops in rough towns.

      “I do have some money of my own that my husband doesn’t know about. I’m not sure what you usually charge.” Mrs. Lancaster pulled out a little pocketbook.

      Charles glanced at his mother and knew he had to take this job. It was a good thing he’d already received his pay from Pinkerton and hadn’t taken it to the bank yet.

      “I need you to know that I’ve decided to leave the Pinkerton Agency. I was planning to head out to San Francisco at the invitation of a friend about a job there. Since I’ll be passing by Wyoming anyway, I’ll be happy to watch out for your nieces.”

      “Oh, thank you.” For a second he was afraid she was going to throw her arms around him, but she got control of herself before she did.

      “You said they’ve already left. Which train?”

      Mrs. Lancaster handed him another piece of paper, this one a crumpled train schedule with a time circled in pencil.

      Charles pulled out his pocket watch. They hadn’t left yet.

      “I’d best hurry if I’m going to get packed in time to catch the train.”
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      It wasn’t the first time Maude had traveled by train. They’d visited their grandfather once in New York City, and Maude had attended finishing school there. This, however, was the first time she’d made the trip without a man as protection. Hopefully they wouldn’t get the attention of the awful mashers who tended to accost unaccompanied females. She could hardly count Frances as a guard, even though she carried a rifle. It was ridiculous.

      Her sister had been true to her word. Her slender frame was too lean to be considered a man, but she did look like a strapping youth, tall and slender. She also had a menacing attitude. Any time a man would look at either Maude or Doris, Frances would finger the rifle and stare him down. How she could possibly keep that up over the days it would take them to travel to Wyoming, Maude had no idea.

      She’d paid for their tickets. The three of them waited just inside the door for the train, their trunk to the side. It had taken all three of them to sneak it out of their uncle’s house.

      “I think that man is watching us,” Doris said softly. She lifted one gloved finger and surreptitiously pointed to a tall man on the other side of the room.

      He wore simple clothing made of quality fabric, indicating that he wasn’t poor. Something about the way he held himself with his hat in his hands, made Maude think of a policeman. His jacket covered a bulge that was probably a pistol. He didn’t wear a pin identifying him as a lawman. She’d read The Virginian and found it quite entertaining, but she didn’t know how much of the novel she should believe was realistic.

      Frances had stiffened at her sister’s comment. She shifted and tried to stare down the man. He watched her for a second with mild interest, and then the corner of his mouth quirked up. Was he trying to bite back a smile? Had he seen through their charade already?

      His gaze shifted to Maude’s. He did smile then and touched a finger to his forehead. An unexpected shiver raced through her. It was rather pleasant, and her cheeks warmed. She looked down, wishing that Frances would quit staring at the handsome man. She was bound to realize he’d decided she was no threat to him. That was sure to get the girl’s hackles up.

      Maude slid her hand through her “brother’s” arm while sending the stranger a pleading look. Maude would not have dared had she not judged him to be a man of some substance. She could only hope he was a gentleman and not a man who preyed on unprotected females.

      “Frances,” Maude whispered, “please don’t make a scene.”

      “I don’t like the way he’s looking at us.”

      “Did Uncle send him?” Doris rose from the trunk.

      “I doubt he’s even awake yet.” Maude released Frances’s arm and went to calm Doris.

      Of the three of them, she was probably the one least prepared to deal with what was before them. Maude wished they’d had time to communicate with Luke to find out about his living situation. What if he had a sod house or something else similarly rustic? But no, that couldn’t be the case. Wyoming wasn’t one of the prairie states. She’d heard that the southern part of the state had a lot of desert. She didn’t want to think about cooking on an open fire. Maude liked their modern conveniences.

      Frances was still trying to stare down the man, but it wasn’t working because he’d pulled out a newspaper and held it open in front of him. It presented a barrier between him and her youngest sister, but he could still watch Maude. What did that mean? Was he with the police?

      Could Uncle William force them to return to his home? No, that wouldn’t make sense. Why would he threaten to kick them from his home if he meant to force them back? Well, they had chosen to kick themselves out. She could not imagine him paying to have a man of the law track them down now.

      Maude rubbed her temple. It was going to be a very long trip.
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      Charles had had to pull a few strings in order to be assigned the same compartment as the Lancaster sisters. He still carried his Pinkerton badge. It didn’t give him a twinge to his conscience to use it since his former employer wouldn’t have received Charles’ letter of resignation yet.

      When he’d first seen them, he hadn’t been sure the three of them were women. That girl—she had to be Frances—had a real gift for changing her looks. The way she carried herself with a casual slouch had made him think her a youth. But upon closer examination, something he’d learned well as an agent, her cheeks were too soft and free of hair. Even a young man slow to come into his beard would have had more facial hair. The girl also carried that rifle like she knew which end was which. Charles had the distinct impression that she’d be happy to use it on him, and he liked her already for it.

      Seeing how attractive they were, even the “boy,” Charles was glad he’d taken the job. Traveling alone, they were bound to catch the attention of unsavory men.

      Charles positioned himself so he’d be able to help with their trunk. He imagined the younger sister would likely insist that as their brother he could handle it. A sassy gal she might be, but she was still a woman.

      As soon as the train’s whistle blew to signal it was time to board, he moved. Frances stepped toward the trunk, but Charles got there first.

      “Oh, no,” the dark-haired beauty who had to be Maude said, coming to him. “We’ll take that.”

      “I’ve got it.” He hefted it to his shoulder and nodded to the train. “Just tell me which compartment is yours.”

      “I’ll take it.” Frances reached as though she meant to take it from him. She was tall for a woman but nowhere near his height. The girl really had spunk.

      “Help with the other bags.” Charles indicated the people who were boarding. “Really. You don’t want to miss your train.”

      Both Maude and Frances huffed, but the younger woman picked up a carpet bag. She led the way and was the first to find their compartment. As soon as Frances had put her bags inside, she came out with her rifle ready. She jerked her head at the room.

      “In there.”

      Charles set the trunk in the middle of the small space, tipped his hat, and left. Frances practically slammed the door in his face which made him smile. This was going to be an interesting assignment.

      The young women started talking immediately, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Not that he would eavesdrop unnecessarily. He waited outside the compartment until the train had pulled away from the station. The ladies must be sighing with relief that they’d managed to escape without their uncle coming after them. Not that he would pursue them, from what Mrs. Lancaster had said.

      Charles wanted to be situated in the cabin before the conductor arrived to check their tickets, so he tapped on the door.

      Frances opened it and allowed the rifle to peek through the opening. “What do you want?”

      “It appears this is also my compartment.” He held up his ticket.

      She snatched it from his hand. A look of alarm crossed her face, and she glanced over her shoulder at her sisters.

      “I’m sorry. Is there a problem?” Maude, asked, stepping forward.

      “He says his seat is in this compartment,” Frances hissed.

      “It’s on my ticket.” Charles tried to point to the spot on the paper, but the girl pulled it away.

      As he’d expected, it didn’t take long before the conductor opened the door to their car.

      “Is there a problem?” the man asked when he saw Charles.

      “I’m just trying to take my seat.” He took back his ticket and showed it to the conductor.

      The man nodded and looked at Maude, asking, “Tickets?”

      She turned back to her reticule and retrieved three of them.

      “Have a nice trip.” The man started to turn away.

      “Wait,” Frances cried. “He can’t sit in here.”

      The conductor looked at her over the top of his glasses. “He can with that ticket.” He then moved to the next compartment.

      “This is most irregular.” Frowning, Maude stepped back, so Charles could enter.

      “Sometimes traveling by train does provide interesting opportunities to meet new people.” He slid his bag under the bench and sat down.

      From Mrs. Lancaster’s description, the blonde sister who slid into a corner, farthest away from him, had to be Doris. Frances took a menacing position on his bench. She laid the rifle across her lap so it pointed toward him.

      Charles leaned back, tipped his hat to cover his face, and pretended to go to sleep.

      “What are we going to do now?” one of them whispered, probably the blonde since the voice was softer and more timid.

      “We’ll have to make the best of it,” Maude said.

      “I thought we were going to have this compartment to ourselves.” Frances shifted on the seat beside him.

      Charles had to work to keep his breathing slow and steady. He hoped she really did know how to handle that rifle; he’d hate to be shot on accident. Or on purpose, considering the look she’d given him.

      “Why didn’t you think to buy a fourth ticket?” Frances hissed.

      “I’ve never had to purchase train tickets before. Father always took care of it,” Maude said in a loud whisper, her voice tightening at the mention of her late father. “I never dreamed they’d sell the other seat to a stranger.”

      “I don’t know if I can sleep with that man in our cabin,” Doris said.

      Charles found it fascinating that the women could have been raised in the same house and be so close in age while so different in temperament. He found he liked the Lancaster ladies, from Maude with her calm maturity to quiet, insecure Doris. Still, in spite of Frances’s feisty nature, a girl passing herself off as a boy was insufficient as their only defense.

      Maude sighed. “It’s not what I would have wanted either.”

      “I’ll stand guard.” Frances said.

      “You can’t stay awake all night and day.”

      Charles was getting a crick in his neck, so he shifted but kept the hat in place over his eyes. The women had stilled at his movement and waited a few minutes before speaking again.

      “How can we sleep in here with a strange man?” Doris whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Maude said. “I understood there to be berths included in the compartment.”

      At the worry in her voice, Charles decided he had to say something. He’d been debating whether or not to tell them the complete truth. He stretched his arms above his head and straightened.

      “Did I hear you ask where you’ll sleep?” He removed his hat.

      Frances had shifted her rifle in his direction again.

      “Miss Lancaster, please stop pointing that at me.” Charles pushed the barrel of the rifle down.

      The young woman sputtered, her face flushing.

      “I don’t recall giving you our names, sir,” Maude said, rising.

      “That’s because you didn’t. Your Aunt Ann did.”

      “What?” Frances cried, jumping to her feet.

      “Please let me explain.” Charles stood, his hands raised in supplication, but when the girl tried to point the rifle at him again, he’d had enough. He appreciated a little spunk, but she was taking it too far, and he didn’t want someone to get hurt. He said, “If you can’t handle that rifle like an adult, Frances, I’m going to take it away from you.”

      The girl narrowed her eyes, her whole body giving away her intention. He’d faced enough strong men in his years as an agent that it took little effort to pull the rifle from her hands. She looked about to jump him, but her older sister moved between them. Maude turned her back on Frances and faced him, while Doris stared at them with wide eyes.

      “Explain yourself, sir,” Maude said, her spine rigid.

      It seemed Frances wasn’t the only Lancaster sister with a backbone. She was a pretty little thing too. Charles pinched the bridge of his nose. He should not be thinking that about her.

      “If you ladies will take your seats, I’ll be happy to explain.”

      Frances, of course, looked like she wanted to argue, but Maude hissed something to her. The girl threw herself onto the bench, and Charles couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for their brother who doubtless had no idea what was coming his way.

      Once the ladies were settled, he sat as well. “My name is Charles Merrick.” He removed his badge and showed it to Maude.

      “You’re a Pinkerton agent?” She looked stunned as did Doris, while Frances continued to glare at him.

      “Technically, I still am, though I’ve sent in my resignation. I was planning to travel to San Francisco when your aunt approached me with a job offer.”

      “A job offer?” Frances asked, her tone disbelieving.

      “Yes. I’ve been hired by your aunt, Mrs. Ann Lancaster, to see that the three of you safely reach your brother’s ranch in Wyoming.”

      “How could she hire you so quickly?” Doris asked.

      “Your aunt is good friends with my mother, and they’d already spoken about your situation.” Charles didn’t mention that his mother had also suggested that he marry one of them.

      “This is our adventure.” Frances looked at him, her expression sullen, arms folded, as she glared at him. “I’m not taking orders from a man.”

      “I’m not here to boss you around. I’m merely here to make sure you arrive safely in your brother’s care.” It didn’t really matter if the three young women agreed or not. They weren’t his employers. However, he hoped they would cooperate because active resistance always made the job harder.

      The three women looked at each other with questioning expressions. Maude then studied him. He forced his face to remain placid, but it suddenly seemed very important to him that the beauty found him acceptable. A kink started in his back, but he refused to move. He didn’t want to look uneasy. Finally, she nodded.

      “All right, Mr. Merrick. Wasn’t that your name?”

      Charles nodded.

      “We must send Aunt Ann a note of thanks,” Doris said.

      “And let Uncle know where to find us?” Frances looked at her sister incredulously.

      “Perhaps your mother would be kind enough to forward a letter from us to our aunt,” Maude said.

      “I’m sure she’d be happy to.”

      Doris leaned over to whisper something to Maude. She heaved out a sigh and turned to Charles again.

      “My sister has rightly questioned the appropriateness of your sleeping in our compartment, Mr. Merrick.”

      “It has four beds, ma’am.” He rose and reached over their heads to release the portion of the wall that pulled down into a bed. “There’s one here and one above your sister. I’ll take the one nearest the door.” Before they could argue with him, Charles pushed on. “For this leg of the journey, the train doesn’t stop for food. I’ve already made arrangements for a table for us for dinner. I don’t know if you paid attention to our route, but we’ll be changing trains in Alliance, Nebraska. From that point on, we’ll have to take our meals at hotels near the train station during stops.”

      “You’ve got some nerve, mister, trying to tell us how to run our own trip.” Frances was trying to glare at him eye-to-eye, but hers only came to his chin.

      “Frances, please sit down,” Maude said, her voice sharp.

      Doris was able to calm the youngest Lancaster enough to sit down. Maude rose and went to the door, saying to Charles, “Might we step outside for a word?”

      “Of course.” He opened it and said over his shoulder to Frances, “Be sure to lock it behind us.”

      “I didn’t need you to tell me that,” she cried as she leapt to her feet.

      Once the door closed behind them, he said, “I’m afraid, if I were to die and your sister given the responsibility to let me through the pearly gates, I wouldn’t be allowed into heaven.”

      “She does feel everything keenly,” Maude said with a sigh while giving him a sympathetic glance. “Now, Mr. Merrick⁠—”

      “I’d prefer not to have our conversation here in the hallway, so let’s go to the dining car. I believe they may sell some snacks that we can bring back to your sisters.”

      She nodded and he offered her his arm. They had to walk through two cars before they reached their destination.

      “Where will those people sleep?” she asked when they’d left the open car.

      “Because this is a Pullman, those benches will make into beds. Just like in our compartment, above them there’s also a bed. They just won’t have the same privacy.” Charles indicated an empty table and held her chair for her.

      “All those strangers sleeping out in the open.” Maude shook her head.

      “It was wise of you to upgrade your tickets.”

      A porter came to their table with two menus. As she read it, her face flushed. She set it down. Charles wondered if they were strapped for cash. He resisted the temptation to pat his money belt.

      “You did plan for food on your trip, didn’t you?” he asked, his voice low.

      “We had to pool our pin money and Frances’s savings.” Maude looked tired and overwhelmed, wringing her hands. Charles wished he were in a position to offer her comfort. She said, “You must think us terribly irresponsible, me especially. But you must remember that our father only died a few weeks ago. We’re still grieving.”

      He covered her hand with his, and it stilled. “I do understand, and I sympathize. I was hired to help you on your journey. I’ll cover whatever you can’t.”

      “No.” She started to pull back her hand, but he didn’t release it.

      “Either your aunt or your brother will reimburse me. Have no fear.” Charles gave her hand a gentle squeeze and let it go. He picked up the menu. “This is a little formal for most of our meals, so I suggest we get breakfast and lunch from the cart that a porter will bring around. Let’s save dinner for here.”

      “It costs too much,” Maude insisted.

      “According to the schedule, this leg of the trip is a day and a half. We’ll only dine here once. After that, we’ll probably be eating boxed meals we’ll buy during our stops. Enjoy this little luxury while you can.”

      When the porter returned, Charles ordered some graham wafers to take back with them.

      “I know this is awkward for all of us,” he said when the man had gone. “We’ll make the best of it. In four days, you’ll be with your brother. Have you notified him of your coming?”

      “We sent him a letter.”

      Charles had no idea how timely the mail was in northern Wyoming.

      “Perhaps we’d best send him a telegram the first opportunity. His ranch may not be close to the train station. He’ll need advance warning so he can have someone there to meet you.”

      Maude’s expression went blank. “I never considered that.”

      Yes, it was a good thing Charles had accepted the job. These women would have been sitting ducks for any predator.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Charles Merrick wasn’t anything at all what Maude had expected when she’d first seen him at the station. Knowing they were concerned about propriety, he’d acquired a blanket to hang between the two benches. He’d put it nearest his seat to provide more room on the other side. Then he’d removed the mattress from the top bunk and put it on the floor for Frances so she could sleep near her sisters. Maude had found it a kind gesture.

      Any time one of them needed to leave the compartment, Mr. Merrick would accompany them as a guard. Every time he left, he reminded them to lock the door. It was driving Frances crazy.

      “He’s got some nerve,” she said when he’d left with Doris to escort her to the privy. “We decided I was going to be the guard. He stole my job.”

      “I think it’s rather sweet.” Maude set down the book she’d been trying to read. “He doesn’t have to be so diligent.”

      “That’s right. He doesn’t.” Frances paused in her pacing, her eyes narrowed. “So why would he do that? Does he think he’s going to get some extra money out of Luke? Isn’t it enough that he’s convinced Aunt Ann to pay him to go on a trip out West that he was going to go on anyway?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “And how do you know?” Frances crossed her arms and tapped her foot impatiently.

      Maude heaved out a breath. So much of her confidence in the man came from feelings. She didn’t know how to explain why she felt they needed to trust him, but she had to try.

      “Watch him, Frances. I know what it looks like when someone is worried, and Mr. Merrick is worried about us. He’s on his guard constantly.” Maude picked up her book again. “I woke again last night and thought to straighten my bedding. I’d barely moved before he’d sat up on his bed.”

      “That doesn’t prove anything.”

      Maude had known Frances would respond like that. Her sister was angry because her position had been rendered useless. It insulted her dignity, and she was never one to forgive easily anyway.

      “Well, I trust him.” Maude lifted her book and pretended to read.

      “You used to trust me.” Her sister’s voice came out sad.

      “Frances.” Maude put down the book and signaled her sister to join her on the bench. “This trip is requiring the three of us to do things we’ve never done before. Mr. Merrick is older than we are and experienced in the world. He couldn’t have been a Pinkerton agent without having seen a lot of things, bad things that Father protected us from. You would have done your best to protect us, but you’re not a man. He has strength⁠—”

      “I have more brains than men do.” Frances jumped to her feet again, her face red. “I’ll pit mine against any man’s any day.”

      “And I’m sure you’ll show them up just fine. But I’m not talking about pitting your wits against those of a man.”

      Maude hadn’t wanted to bring up the looks they’d received from a couple of men in the open car. They weren’t dirty cowboys, but they weren’t sophisticated businessmen like the ones who would come to their father’s business dinners either. These men wore fashionable clothes but carried an air about them that was almost . . . greasy, if she had to choose a word to describe it. They made her feel as though they knew what she looked like under her dress.

      “I’m talking about something else,” she said softly. “Something ugly.”

      “I’m not ignorant.” Frances flopped down on the bench. She had refused to don a dress and still pretended to be a boy. “I know there are men out there who take advantage of girls. Like that maid at the Llewellyn house.”

      “You knew about that?”

      “You hear a lot of things hanging out in the stables, a lot more than you do in the drawing room.”

      “Oh, Frances.” Maude covered her sister’s restless hand. “I would have spared you that.”

      “I don’t want to be spared.” The girl made a disgusted sound. “I want to know things and not be forced to go through life pretending that stuff like that doesn’t happen. I think it’s bad for women. Girls get taken advantage of because no one warns them. That’s what happened to the maid. Her name was Sally, by the way. Her brother worked in our stables. Mr. Llewellyn was the father of her baby. He let his wife kick her out on the street, saying she wouldn’t have any harlot living under her roof. And what about her adulterous husband? It’s wrong.”

      Maude hadn’t heard that much of the story, only that one of the maids had gotten with child out of wedlock and had been fired.

      “He did nothing for her?”

      “They were going to just send her away until the baby was born. But I told Jimmy, he’s her brother, that Mr. Llewellyn ought to take care of his kid. I said his wife might be real interested in seeing the note he gave Sally.” Frances grinned, looking inordinately proud.

      “And they did contact him?”

      “He sure did. Paid for her to go to a home for unwed mothers and gave her a letter of recommendation for a job as long as she never came back to Indianapolis again.” Frances stretched her legs out in front of her, crossed her ankles, and folded her arms.

      The mannerism reminded Maude of Mr. Merrick, and she winced. She didn’t want him showing her sister how to look more convincing as a man.

      “I agree it’s not fair,” Maude said, “but you must also agree with me that there are many things the three of us have no experience with. It makes us vulnerable. I, for one, am glad for his company. I’ve already written a letter to Aunt Ann thanking her for hiring him.”

      Frances tilted her head to look at Maude, her grin sly now. “He’s not bad looking either, is he? Nah, don’t you go shaking your head at me. I’ve seen how you look at him.”

      Maude’s cheeks flamed. Had she been that obvious? She chose not to dignify the remark, simply lifting her chin and giving her sister a flat look. The man was very attractive. Charles Merrick fairly reeked with masculinity. A woman would have to be blind not to notice. That, however, was not what appealed to Maude the most. It was how caring and considerate he was. Their father had been a loving man but not particularly thoughtful. And their uncle had been a heartless, selfish beast of a man. Charles was so different from both of them.

      “You’re thinking about him right now, aren’t you?” Frances crowed. “Look at that grin.”

      “Stop it.” Maude rose and stomped to the door.

      “It’s all right that you like him.” Her sister’s voice had gone soft, full of understanding.

      “No, it’s not.” Maude turned to look at Frances. “Please don’t tease me about it in front of him. It’s only a silly crush. If he knows of it, I’ll appear ridiculous to him.”

      “If he thinks that, then he’s the one who’s ridiculous. Any man would be happy to have you for his wife.”

      “Please don’t say things like that. We’ve only known the man for two days.” Even though Maude wished she’d known him longer.

      A rap on the door signaled his return. Maude startled and scurried back. Grinning, Frances went to unlock it while Maude took her seat again. She picked up the book she’d cast aside and pretended to read it.

      Doris came to sit beside her and frowned. With a bemused expression, she gently took the book and turned it over. Maude’s cheeks burned, but she didn’t look at her sister.

      “The conductor said we should arrive in Alliance in a little over an hour.” Charles pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. “He said our connecting train won’t leave until tomorrow morning, so we’ll need to get a hotel room.”

      “Will it be expensive?” Doris asked, her expression worried. She’d already pulled out the coin purse from her reticule.

      “Don’t worry, dear. We have enough for this.” Maude exchanged glances with Charles, and he gave a slight nod. What would she have done if he’d not agreed to accompany them?

      How she wished she’d met him in different circumstances, perhaps at one of her father’s business parties. She could imagine what it would have been like. He’d have arrived with his mother at the invitation of Aunt Ann. Charles would have been formally dressed and looking oh, so handsome.

      But no. By the time Maude had come out, Charles had already been traveling the country as an agent.

      “You’ll want to check around the compartment to make sure you don’t forget anything,” Charles said. “Miss Maude, might I have a word with you?” He rose and went to the door.

      “Of course.” She followed him into the corridor, wondering what was wrong.

      “I spoke with the conductor,” Charles said, “and he told me there are quite a few people changing trains in Alliance.”

      “Is that a problem?” Maude brought her hands to her stomach.

      “Only if we have trouble getting a hotel room.” He gave her a meaningful glance.

      “Oh, dear. You mean we might be forced to share one like we have with the compartment.”

      “Exactly. I wanted to make sure you understood and not think I’m trying to take advantage of the situation. I suggest we introduce me as a cousin.” Charles covered her hands with his, and she looked up at him. “I will do everything in my power to protect your reputations. The West is a much more lenient place, but it’s also wilder than you’re used to, though it is becoming more civilized. I’m mostly familiar with southern Wyoming, so I’m not sure what to expect where your brother’s ranch is.”

      Maude was finding it difficult to make sense of his words, so befuddled was her mind at his touch. How embarrassing if he were to realize how it made her heart race. He’d think her a foolish child.

      “Do you understand what I’m saying?” Charles released her hands and took her shoulders instead.

      She stared into his face, and her heart swelled. His brown eyes held such concerned regard. How was it possible that a man she’d known for two days could have become dear to her? Maude wished again that they’d met under different circumstances. She told herself she was being ridiculous. It didn’t matter that they’d spent more time in each other’s company than if he’d been courting her for two months.

      “Maude, you’re not making this any easier.”

      “I don’t understand.” She met his fierce gaze and saw something unfamiliar in it. It thrilled and frightened. Her lips parted, her breathing more rapid.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” His voice had turned rough, and he dropped his hands.

      “Like what?”

      Charles took a step back and rubbed his face, muttering something that sounded like she’s a job. It made no sense.

      Maude’s only experience with men had come from social functions and a few gentlemen callers where she’d always been closely chaperoned. She wasn’t stupid though; she sensed that Mr. Merrick might be attracted to her. And it was creating a problem for him. She was creating a problem. Her cheeks went warm, and she struggled to push down a sense of satisfaction such as she’d never experienced before. This man of the world found her . . . what?

      A distraction. Her spirits dropped. What she’d said to Frances was correct. Maude was being foolish. She had no wish to be a problem and forced herself to behave as a proper young woman should.

      “Mr. Merrick, are you telling me that we must be extra conscious of our safety?”

      “Yes. That’s it exactly. Thank you.” Charles met her gaze for an instant before shifting it to the wall behind her. “There are plenty of men who would try to take advantage of you. And your sisters. I need the three of you to stay close to me. They’ve had a big influx of newcomers since the Kincaid Act last year that allowed claims of six-hundred and forty acres. It’s brought a lot of unsavory types.”

      “How do you know so much if you haven’t been here before?” she asked.

      “What makes you think I haven’t been to Alliance before? My work’s taken me all over the country.”

      “My mistake.”

      “It’s not your mistake.” Charles met her gaze then, his voice taking on an almost sad note. “I’ve just been to a lot of places.”

      And never called any of them home? Maude had never considered before that a life of adventure might be a lonely one. Did he ever wish that he’d made a different career choice?

      “I will be sure Doris and Frances understand your concerns.” Maude sighed. “Especially Frances.”

      Charles grinned. “One thing your little sister has is pluck, but I’ll be more than happy to pass off responsibility to your brother.”

      Maude blinked at the unexpected prickle at the back of her eyes. She understood him completely. He couldn’t wait to be free of them. Well, she would do nothing to stop that from happening as soon as possible.

      “As you say.” She spun around and went back into the compartment.
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      Charles rubbed his face. He’d never before met a woman who could distract him when he was on a job or made him wish he’d followed a different line of work. He’d seen other agents fall into the trap and hadn’t had any sympathy for them. Now he felt a little sorry for not having understood.

      He was used to his mother’s high society acquaintances, and the spoiled women she thought would make good wives for him. Maude was different.

      Maybe he’d spent too much time around rabble-rousers and criminals and the women who associated with them. Charles couldn’t remember a woman ever looking at him quite like Maude had just done. He’d rescued plenty of women and some had developed a kind of hero-worship of him. It’d been embarrassing, and he’d made sure to get clear of them right away. Maude was different. She made him want things he’d never wanted before.

      The softness of her eyes flooded his mind. What if he’d given into the temptation to take her into his arms . . . She would have slapped him, and rightfully so.

      Maude trusted him. If he’d given in and kissed her, she’d have taken it to mean something it couldn’t. It would have been a betrayal of her trust in him. He’d only known her a few days, but he knew what he was thinking. Had they been introduced at one of his mother’s parties in Indianapolis, he would have asked to take her driving or to the theater. He would have considered courting her. Him.

      Three days. All he had to do was to get through three more days with the Lancaster girls, and then he was off to San Francisco and the job opportunity he’d been waiting all his adult life for. It was simple. Charles straightened his hair and went back into the compartment to help them with their trunk.
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      Maude found herself drawing closer to Charles as the four made their way to the hotel with the luggage. Even though he carried the trunk on one shoulder, he was trying to watch the people around them. It was everything he’d said—busy and chaotic. The congestion of the people coming off the train made it worse.

      “Sorry there are so many saloons between the station and the hotel,” Charles said.

      Frances scanned the crowd, as alert as Maude had ever seen her. One man came too close to Frances. She gave him a shove with her shoulder and pointed her rifle at him. When the man moved as though to come at her, Charles swung around and stared him down. The man muttered something and moved on.

      “Did he touch you?” Charles asked Frances.

      “No, but I thought he was going to.”

      “How much farther do we have to go?” Maude asked, her stomach a tight knot.

      To the side, a saloon door burst open and a man came stumbling out. He flung out his arm as he fell forward—and wrapped them around Doris. She’d barely let out a squeak when he was trying to press his lips on hers.

      Charles dropped the trunk. He leapt over it to pull her from the man’s arms and stood between them. Maude and Frances moved to her side.

      “Hey,” the drunk cried, “I found her first. Go get your own fancy woman.” He tried to grab Doris again.

      Charles’ arm moved so fast Maude barely realized he’d hit the man. He flew to the ground on this back and brought his hand to his face.

      “Don’t you ever talk to a lady like that again.”

      Charles waved to Maude and her sisters to move on. He hefted the trunk to his shoulder and followed them.

      “Are you all right?” Maude asked Doris as they walked.

      Doris gave a quick nod, but tears were running down her cheeks. Maude glanced at Frances, whose lips were pinched, her face red. What would they have done if Charles hadn’t been there?
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      “I got an extra blanket that I’ll hang to give you ladies privacy,” Charles said as Frances let him into the hotel room. “I’ll take the spot here closest to the door.”

      Maude and Doris sat close together on the bed still looking a little shaken. He’d tried to warn them. Alliance had become quite a cattle town, and it was brimming with rough cowboys looking for a little fun. It was not a place that Charles would have brought them by choice.

      “Show me how you did that,” Frances said coming up to him.

      “I’m not going to teach you fisticuffs.” He handed her one end of the blanket. “Help me hang this.”

      “I need to know how to defend us.”

      Maude rose and retrieved a chair for her sister to stand on.

      “You don’t have the muscles or the weight to take on a full-grown man, especially one who’s drunk.” Charles gave Frances a stern look. “I mean it. Those men work hard all day, and they’re strong. They also fight a lot amongst themselves, so they’re experienced. The best thing you ladies can do to defend yourselves is not put yourself in a situation where you need to.”

      “What would we have done if we hadn’t had you with us?” Maude asked.

      “And now you know why your aunt was so concerned that you not try to make the trip alone.” Charles stepped down from his chair and examined the blanket. “And why I couldn’t turn down the job.”

      Maude gave him that admiring look again, and he glanced away. Frances was staring at them, wearing a considering expression. That one didn’t miss anything.

      “The blanket is the best we can do, but you will have privacy to change your clothes. I paid extra for our dinner to be brought up to our room. It’s likely that the other patrons here, the troublemakers anyway,” Charles said, “will be up late tonight. I’m counting on a safer walk back to the train station in the morning.”

      “I still want to know what you did to that man who grabbed Doris,” Frances insisted. “I’m not talking about being able to hit him with my fist. You did something with his hand.”

      “It’s a way of restraining someone.” Charles let out a breath, remembering the terrified look on Doris’s face when the drunk cowboy had tried to kiss her. It’d been quite satisfying to break the man’s nose for not knowing the difference between a lady and a trollop. “Maybe sometime later. I’m tired, and I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”

      It brought him no satisfaction that he was right. The noise of the frolickers out on the street hadn’t stopped until well after three in the morning. From the rustling of the girls on the other side of the blanket, he knew the noise had kept them from sleeping as well. He hoped they could get some rest on the train.

      They were a bleary foursome as they made their way back to the station the next morning. Fortunately, they found a place to eat that was open nearby and grabbed a bite. Charles insisted on ordering additional rolls in case they got hungry between stops.

      On this leg of the trip they’d not been able to get a compartment. He pushed his way forward as soon as they were able to board and laid claim on two benches facing each other.

      “That was rather rude,” Doris muttered as she took a seat across from him.

      “It was,” Charles agreed, as he stored their bags under the seats. “But I wanted the four of us together, and it looks like this will be a full ride. It’ll probably thin out once we get past Cheyenne.”

      “You need to show me how you got so good at pushing past people,” Frances said once the train was moving.

      “I don’t think you’re ever going to be large enough to do it well.”

      “Show me how you did that hand thing with the little stick then.” She held out her hand. “I saw you carrying it when we left for the hotel, but I never thought you could use it as a weapon.”

      “You couldn’t use it against someone with a gun.” Charles removed the stick, fatter and wider than a pointless fountain pen, from his inside pocket. “My friends and I needed to find a way to defend ourselves without the risk of things turning lethal. Notice it’s just a little wider than my clenched fist.”

      “So you can use either end?”

      “Exactly. When I think I might need it, I slide my hand through the string. That makes it harder for somebody to take it from me. With my fist closed and both ends of the stick protruding, I have those and my knuckles to use as weapons. But you can use your knuckles just as well. For someone small like you, you’d need to disable the hand trying to grab you.” He took her hand. “Make a fist. See the small bones on the top of your hand? They’re really sensitive.” Charles rapped the top of her hand with his knuckles.

      “Ouch.” Frances jerked back her hand.

      “That is quite enough,” Maude said, her eyes flashing.

      Charles paused, captivated by how attractive she was when she was angry.

      “He didn’t hit me hard, but it hurt.” Frances held out her hand for her sister. “See, there’s not even a red mark. Let me try it on you.” She reached for his hand.

      “But pretend I’m a stranger who’s grabbed you.” Charles took her left wrist.

      “No,” Maude said.

      “Let him show her.” Doris leaned closer, her cheeks flushing. “I don’t want to feel completely helpless.”

      Charles looked at Maude for permission. She scowled and her lips were thin, but she nodded.

      “Use your knuckles and you just give a light rap on the bones. Be sure to pull your hand back quickly, so your attacker can’t grab it with his other hand.”

      Frances gave his hand a sharp rap, sending pain tingling up his arm. He released her wrist and rubbed at the tender spot.

      “Sorry,” she said with a sheepish but pleased expression. “I think I hit you harder than you hit me.”

      “You can also just dig your knuckles into the small bones if he won’t release you with a simple rap. The most important thing you can do once the guy lets you go is to get away.”

      “May I try?” Doris asked.

      “Do it on me,” Frances said to her sister.

      As the sisters practiced on each other, Charles glanced at Maude. She still didn’t look happy, but her expression wasn’t so severe.

      “It really is a good thing for a woman to know,” he said softly. “I know you ladies like being able to walk around unescorted, but that’s brought on the masher menace. Sadly, those men are everywhere.”

      “You’re correct there,” Maude said. “I had the misfortune of meeting one on a trolley a few months ago.”

      “No. Did you?” Frances asked.

      “I’m so sorry.” Doris put her arm around her sister. “Was it very bad?”

      “He made me extremely uncomfortable, and when he tried to touch me . . .” Maude’s cheeks flushed a bright red, and she looked down at her hands. “. . . inappropriately, I stabbed him with my hat pin.”

      “Good for you,” Charles cried at the same time Frances said the same. They grinned at each other.

      “Did he stop?” Doris asked.

      “Yes, but I was quite nervous when he tried to get off the trolley at the same stop I did. I was afraid he would follow me home. The driver, however, must have seen it and refused to let him off.”

      “Then you can see why learning to defend yourselves is important,” Charles said, wishing he’d been there that day. He’d like to have shown the man how to treat a lady. “It’s necessary even in big cities, but it’s sure to be useful if you’re living on a ranch surrounded by cowboys. Not all of them know their manners. A hatpin is an excellent weapon.”

      “Tell us more about how to defend ourselves,” Frances said.

      “Make sure you always carry your parasol with you. A sharp stab into his foot or chest will discourage most mashers.” He winked at them. “Wasn’t it Theodore Roosevelt who said that regardless of how courageous the men might be none like to face a resolute woman with a hatpin in her hand?”

      “Yes,” Maude said, her expression finally lightening, “it was memory of that quote that made me think of using my own. I do wish it wasn’t necessary.”

      “And I wish it wasn’t necessary for me to track down lawbreakers,” Charles said.

      “Or to be required to take on jobs of escorting ladies across the country.” Maude smiled, and warmth flooded through him. She said, “I fear we truly didn’t know what we were getting involved in with this adventure. I am thankful you decided to accept our aunt’s job offer.”

      So was he.
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        * * *

      

      To Maude, the next three days turned out to be the strangest combination of wonderful days and terrible ones. Charles had been correct that the railways would be full of rough men, but there were also families who were traveling. The four of them made sure to stay in a car that had children. The rough men tended to seek other cars than ones filled with squalling children.

      In Cheyenne, they met a family who was also traveling to Lilac City. Mr. Teague had been working there for a year and had finally been able to get a home to accommodate his wife and four children.

      “Do you know a Mr. Luke Hamblin?” Maude asked him as she helped calm one of the younger children while Mrs. Teague cared for another one.

      “Mr. Hamblin of the Lucky L Ranch?”

      Maude exchanged glances with Frances.

      “That’s what he named it,” she said with a nod. “He’s our brother.”

      “So you’re coming for a visit?” Mr. Teague asked.

      “We’re coming to live there,” Frances said. Maude sent her sister a disapproving scowl, but she only shrugged.

      “If Mr. Teague lives in Lilac City, he’s going to find out about us soon enough.”

      “I’m sorry,” Maude said, “My sis— brother’s manners are lacking.”

      Mr. Teague arched his brows and glanced at Frances with a knowing look. Maude wondered how many others had seen through her sister’s ruse.

      “She’ll fit right in then,” Mr. Teague said, and Frances only narrowed her eyes when he referred to her as a she. He said, “I grew up in New York, and Wyoming is a much different place. People aren’t all manner-fied like they are back East.”

      “Which my husband warns me can be both good and bad,” Mrs. Teague said as she sat beside her husband again.

      Maude thought of the ill-bred mashers they’d already had to deal with. She glanced at Doris, who was listening, her brows creased. She was even more the lady than Maude and was likely to find it difficult to live in a place with rough manners.

      “Have no fear, Miss Doris,” Mr. Teague said. “If your brother runs the Lucky L, you have nothing to worry about. No one would dare to bother any of Mr. Hamblin’s family. Rough some of the hands may be, but stupid they’re not.”

      “Usually.” His wife shot him a knowing look.

      “You’re saying they might trouble other women?” Maude asked.

      “Exactly so. And that’s why my husband insisted on teaching me how to shoot,” Mrs. Teague said.

      “What is your trade, Teague?” Charles asked.

      “I’ve been working at old Mr. Bartholomew’s dry goods store. He’s a cousin who knew my father when they were young. Since he had no children of his own, he sent for me last year to train as his heir.”

      “Well, congratulations.”

      “Tell us a little about the town,” Doris said. “There must be something nice there and not just masher cowboys.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty that’s nice. There’s more than one church, if that helps.” Mr. Teague grinned at his wife. “We have a small congregation, and then there’s a Mormon colony that started up a few years back. I’m sure if you’re of a mind, pretty young women like you two, ought to be able to encourage some of those rough cowboys to find God.”

      “Are you mocking my sister?” Frances asked, obviously offended for Doris.

      “No.” Mr. Teague raised a hand. “I meant to tease. Lilac City is a town full of an interesting assortment of people, including the pious and the rabble-rousers. But there’s a lot of just plain decent folk, who are only trying to build a life and raise their families there.”

      “The only reason I agreed to come,” Mrs. Teague said, “was because my dear husband assured me that more families are moving in every week. There’s a school and a restaurant, so people can get a bite to eat without having to go into the saloon.”

      “Don’t forget the newspaper,” he said.

      “And that brothel,” his wife said, her voice pitched low enough Maude thought the words were only meant for her husband.

      “Uh, yes, well.” Mr. Teague coughed and looked everywhere but at the ladies. “There’s also a hotel that takes care of train travelers like us. A lot of people are discovering what a beautiful place the area is. We’re close to the Bighorn River, so there’s plenty of water for irrigation. The worst of the hard feelings between the cattlemen and the farmers is past. Lilac City is becoming civilized.”

      Maude supposed every town had its seedy parts, but she was relieved to hear about the other things. It might actually be fun to help bring a little culture to such a place. She glanced up and found Charles watching her.

      “I hear there’s more than one dude ranch,” he said softly. “That’ll help draw attention to the area. People wanting to stay on a ranch to see what it’s like won’t come if a place has a reputation for being too wild. I think you’ll be fine.”

      “I hope you’re right. I confess that as we’ve made this journey, I’ve been afraid it was a mistake.”

      “Would it have been worse if you’d stayed behind and married the old man your uncle wanted you to?”

      Maude gave an involuntary shudder, and he chuckled. She realized then that she was going to miss Charles. Dreadfully. She’d found herself watching him to see his response to comments and situations. How could she have become so attached to this man in so short a time?

      “He was that bad, huh?” Charles asked, watching her, his eyes sparkling with interest.

      “Yes.” Maude lowered her voice. “I still cannot believe our father left us in his brother’s care. He has a terrible reputation around Indianapolis for unscrupulous business practices. I confess that I’m surprised he hasn’t run afoul of the law.” Maude rubbed her temples.

      “How long has it been since you’ve seen your brother?” Charles asked.

      “Almost ten years. Our mother was a widow when our father married her, and Luke was the son she brought with her. Where our father doted on us, he had no time for the son of another man and made it clear that Luke would receive no inheritance from him. When our mother died, Luke decided to seek his own fortunes. At first, he sent us letters through a friend of his, but Father found out and forbade us from corresponding with him.”

      “Let me guess.” Charles glanced to where Frances was playing with one of the Teague children. “She did it anyway.”

      “Yes, though not at first. It was she who suggested we come to him. I had not even considered asking Luke for help, but Frances has always idolized him.”

      “Do you think he’ll welcome you?” Charles kept his voice soft, glancing at the others who continued to chat amongst themselves.

      “Oh, he must. We have no wish to be a burden on him and I hope to help him. From his letters, it appears he’s not married, so I must assume he has a housekeeper. All three of us can cook.” Maude couldn’t help smiling. “Though it can be a bit of an adventure eating anything that Frances makes.”

      Charles laughed and the others wanted in on the joke. When he repeated it, in spite of Maude waving her hands that he shouldn’t, Frances scowled.

      “Well, speaking of food,” Mr. Teague said, “we should be reaching the station here in a few minutes where we can get a bite of supper.”

      “This would be a good stop to send another telegram to your brother and let him know where you are.” Charles said, keeping his voice soft. “I’m sure he’ll want to meet you when we arrive in Lilac City.”

      “Will you move on right away?” Maude couldn’t help asking. Her cheeks flushed at her presumptuousness, but she found she didn’t want to say goodbye to him yet.

      “That’s my plan. I have a shot at a job in investigations. It’s the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.” He rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful. “Though it might be fun to check out these dude ranches and see how they do things. I used to help my grandfather who bred horses.”

      If only he would stay for a while. Maude bit back a wishful smile.
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      Maude was tired of the constant traveling and the noise. She wanted a bath. She wanted to know Luke would be pleased to see them.

      “What are you so glum about this morning?” Frances asked when Maude returned from washing her face.

      She glanced at the Teagues who were gathering their belongings and trying to get everything to fit back in their travel bags.

      “I’m just afraid Luke won’t want us,” Maude whispered, her worry heightened.

      “Even if he doesn’t, he’ll take us. He’s our next closest relative. It’s his duty.” Frances closed her own bag and hurried over to help Mrs. Teague.

      That wasn’t what Maude wanted to hear. She didn’t want to foist herself and the girls on him. The three of them had inherited their father’s estate, but they couldn’t access any of it until they married. They were coming to him like paupers. What if Uncle refused to release any of the money to Luke for their care? He’d have the responsibility of them without any way to pay for it. What if he wasn’t doing well himself? The idea of a dude ranch was doubtless a very different thing from the reality.

      “I hope you’re not having second thoughts.” Charles said. “Because nothing you’ve told me about your uncle makes me think any of you would have been happy in the marriages he was arranging for you.”

      Maude met his gaze, and something unfamiliar but sweet flooded through her. Why did this man have to go on to San Francisco? Was there nothing in Lilac City that might appeal to him?

      “I was doubting our decision, but you have reminded me why we fled in the first place.” She put her hand on his arm. “Thank you.”

      Charles took her hand and brought it to his lips. Maude’s breath caught, her fingers tingling where their skin touched.

      “It has been my pleasure,” he said, his voice rough. “I have no doubt that your brother will be happy to receive three such lovely ladies in his home.” With a slight bow, he released her hand. He turned to Mr. Teague and picked up their toddler. “You don’t want to forget this one.”

      “He’s a fine man,” Doris said from behind Maude.

      Her cheeks went hot. Had her sister seen all that?

      “He is,” Maude said with a sigh. “And he’s traveling on to California.”
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        * * *

      

      Lilac City was a little larger than Charles had expected. He walked with the Lancaster sisters, carrying their trunk off the train. What surprised him was the width of the streets. He’d been to Salt Lake City once, where the city had been designed with streets wide enough for a wagon team to easily turn around. It seemed the people of Lilac City must have had the same thought in mind.

      Never, in all the years he’d been an agent, had he been sorry to see the end of a job. As the three sisters craned their necks, Charles held back. He wanted to watch the reunion with their brother—and be prepared in case the man didn’t show up. It would also tell Charles a lot if Luke Hamblin chose to send someone else instead of coming to collect them himself.

      A covered surrey drove up, and a dark-haired man searched the crowd of passengers departing the train. A wagon pulled up beside the surrey, and the two men spoke to each other. The first one jumped down, tied up the carriage, and strode toward the station.

      “Luke!” Maude cried, waving her hand at him.

      The man grinned and opened his arms to her. She threw hers around his neck, and he embraced her, opening his hug to include Doris and Frances. Charles let out a deep breath, both happy for them and disappointed. What would he have done if the brother hadn’t welcomed them or not welcomed them in the right way? Charles was in no position to take them on to San Francisco with him. He’d been hired to see them safely to Wyoming only.

      “What brings you to Lilac City, mister?” a deep gravelly voice said from behind him.

      Charles turned to find himself staring up at a huge man. With a gray beard and hair, he reminded Charles of a grizzly bear, though he wore a plaid shirt and a badge.

      “I’ve been escorting the Lancaster sisters here.” He pointed to where the four siblings were talking excitedly. “The sisters have come to stay with their brother, Luke Hamblin. I’m Charles Merritt, lately with the Pinkerton Agency.”

      “Pinkerton, huh? I’m Abe Vosburg, sheriff of Lilac City.” The man gave Charles an assessing glance. “It was a wise decision to provide them with a chaperone. I hadn’t heard.”

      “Hadn’t heard the sisters were coming or that they’d have an escort?”

      “Oh, I knew they were coming. Everyone in town did. All Hamblin’s done since he got that first telegram is talk about his sisters coming to stay with him.” Vosburg grinned for the first time. “I hadn’t heard the gals would have an escort.”

      “I’m glad to hear he’s excited to have them.” Charles glanced at the trunk. “I suppose I should help them with their luggage.”

      “Will you be staying long?” the sheriff asked.

      Charles paused, undecided. He’d been dreading this moment. His responsibility had been fulfilled, and the perfect job waited for him in San Francisco. It was time to move on.

      A memory of Maude’s beautiful face flashed through his mind, of that connection they’d shared. He glanced at the train. The thought of boarding it and never seeing her again didn’t feel right.

      “Is there a problem if I do stay on a bit?” he asked.

      “You got a badge or something?”

      Charles pulled the badge from his wallet. “This was a side job and not official agency business. I only submitted my resignation the day I left on this job.”

      Vosburg handed back the badge. “I don’t need no drifters hanging around and causing trouble.”

      At the big man’s words, Charles frowned. What had he done to give the man the impression he was a drifter? Charles was an educated man and had once considered studying to be a lawyer. He turned to face the big man.

      “Sheriff Vosburg,” Charles said, “I can assure you I’m a law-abiding citizen, and I have no intention of causing trouble in your town. I’d best go help the ladies load their luggage into that wagon their brother so conveniently brought along.”

      “You do that.” He spit out the side of his mouth. “And if you decide to stay for a while, come by my office.” Vosburg indicated a building down the street. “I wouldn’t mind jawing for a bit with someone in my line of work.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff.”

      Charles approached the sisters and set the bag next to Maude. She glanced at him and smiled, her eyes alight. What if she was the woman he’d been waiting for?

      “You must meet our brother.” She took his arm and pulled him beside her. “Luke, let me introduce you to Charles Merrick. He’s the Pinkerton Agent that Aunt Ann hired to escort us. He’s been a lifesaver, believe me.”

      Luke Hamblin extended his hand, and Charles took it. Her brother had the strength of a rancher, his hands callused.

      “I appreciate you watching out for my sisters.” The man’s voice was wary.

      Charles guessed it shouldn’t surprise him. Luke Hamblin had just taken on the responsibility for three beautiful sisters. He was probably the kind of man who’d hunt down anyone who mistreated them. He’d have probably made a good agent.

      “It was my pleasure. I was heading out West anyway.” Charles tried to make light of it. “My mother is good friends with your Aunt Ann.”

      “She’s no aunt of mine,” Luke muttered. “But I’m glad to have the girls with me. Do you have everything you need, Merrick?”

      “I do.” Charles tipped his hat at the sisters. “It’s been a pleasure, ladies. I wish you well.” He turned to leave but found Maude watching him. He paused. There was a question in those eyes, one that he wanted to answer in the affirmative. How he wished he didn’t have the perfect job waiting for him somewhere else. He held out his hand, and she placed hers in it. A spark seemed to run from where they touched clear up his arm, and Charles felt that connection again. He bowed and had to resist the temptation to kiss her hand. He said softly, “I’ll miss you.”

      Before she could respond, he released her, spun around, and walked back to his bag. He needed to get his ticket to San Francisco and find a hotel room for tonight.

      Instead, he found himself heading to the sheriff’s office.
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