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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 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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