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      “Do that again Nick, and I’ll shoot you,” Frances Lancaster growled as she made a face at the mud he’d splattered on the hem of her ankle-high split skirt. She’d worn it instead of trousers expressly because she didn’t want to get muddy again today.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” he said with his own growl.

      “This January thaw is a nightmare. That’s one thing I miss about Indianapolis—its paved streets.” Frances shook out her skirt. Sometimes it seemed God was punishing her for wishing all women in the new century wore pants like the men. “If it doesn’t freeze hard and snow again soon, I hate to think of what a mess the mud will make of Luke’s wedding.”

      Nick Reynolds gave a snort. “A mess? The mess is going to be all the highfalutin’ guests from England who are coming for the wedding.”

      The only thing either of them was sure of was how crazy her brother was about the high-society lady he was going to marry in a few weeks. Checking on the fabric for Judith’s gown was one of their reasons for coming into town.

      “And we get to deal with this mud all over again in the spring?” Frances asked.

      “That’s what they tell me.” They’d finally reached the boardwalk, and Nick gave a sigh of relief. “This is my first Wyoming winter too, remember.”

      “We should have just tied the horses instead of leaving them at the livery.”

      “I’m not sure that would have worked.” He glanced up and down the street. “Lilac City’s roads are wider than most small towns I’ve passed through. I wonder how much it would cost to pave them. Since the Spindletop gusher, they’ve been trying out new ways to use oil for all kinds of things, including asphalt.”

      “Hey there, Frances, Nick.” The deputy sheriff extended his hand to the young man.

      “Hello, Charles,” she said to her brother-in-law. “We were just talking about how they should asphalt these roads.”

      “They may have to with more people talking about buying those new automobiles. Doc was just saying he wants one, and you can imagine him trying to drive it in all that mud. But he needs to do something since getting more women in town has meant more marriages and then babies.” Charles grinned. He and Frances’s sister were expecting their first child some time in June, and their other sister was increasing too.

      Frances exchanged a glance with Nick, but his expression was thoughtful rather than humorous. Was he fretting about his trip to Texas for his kid sister’s wedding in a couple of weeks? Frances hated to admit it, but she wasn’t looking forward to his absence either. Since the day she’d arrived in Lilac City last spring, her brother had put Nick in charge of watching over her. The cowhand from Texas had become a dear friend.

      “What brings you two into town?” Charles asked.

      “Iodine.” Frances scraped the last of the mud from her boot on the boardwalk as she watched the nervous behavior of the saloon owner across the street. “Luke wants us to look into some coal tar too in case he needs it.”

      “Mud makes it tough on the cattle,” Nick added.

      “I don’t envy you,” Charles said. “At least it’s keeping everyone busy, even if only cleaning up.”

      “Maybe not busy enough.” Frances met her brother-in-law’s gaze and made a subtle gesture toward the saloon owner. “Looks like old Billy is up to something again.”

      “What’s that?” Nick asked, looking the way she was gesturing.

      “Idiot.” She smacked Nick’s arm. “You have to be more subtle. Sherlock Holmes would never do that.”

      “Sorry,” Nick mumbled, his ears under his Stetson turning red.

      “It’s not necessarily a bad thing,” Charles said, watching the older man. “Old Billy knows I’m watching him now, so he might decide not to do something stupid.”

      “Besides sell rotgut?” Nick asked.

      From his expression, Frances guessed he spoke from experience. She found herself a little impressed he might have done such a thing, but it disappointed her too that he’d go into a saloon. Though that might be a little unfair. A lot of her brother’s cowhands liked to frequent the place, and she considered them her friends. Few of them were churchgoers like Nick, though. Him sitting in church every Sunday listening to a sermon didn’t match the image of him carousing in a saloon.

      Had he gone a little crazy when he first got to Lilac City, completely free to choose for himself without worrying about his father or brothers and sisters and their spouses always watching over him? Frances understood the feeling, since she was the youngest. It’d helped a little when she and her sisters had fled to Wyoming. They weren’t trying to force Frances to play the part of a proper lady anymore. Except on Sundays.

      “You’ve drunk his booze?” she asked.

      “Only once, not long after I got here.” Nick crinkled his face in disgust. “If I wanted to kill myself, there’d surely have to be a more pleasant ways to go about it.”

      “I hear that stuff’s enough to drop a man dead,” Charles said with a chuckle.

      A memory from her dream the previous night hit Frances, and the corners of her vision blurred. Once again, she helplessly watched her father rise from the dining table and collapse. She clenched her fists and willed herself not to cry out, grateful for once for the lump in her throat. Uncle William would pay.

      Two weeks ago, she’d made the connection between a visit from him and the subsequent fading of her father’s health. Her uncle had wanted something from his brother who’d refused to give it to him. The conclusion had been simple for her: Uncle William had gotten someone to poison Father.

      When she’d told Nick, he’d agreed with her but said there was no way to prove it. Well, Frances meant to do just that. Now, while she drifted to sleep each night, she went over her memories of the weeks prior to her father’s collapse. She knew, eventually, she’d remember something important or make a connection that she’d missed.

      Last night she’d dreamed again of her father handing her a letter of acceptance to a new music school in New York. The image of the letter kept flashing through her mind; she’d read it so many times it was imprinted on her memory. What was she supposed to remember?

      Frances closed her eyes, forcing her taut muscles to relax. She held the image in her mind and allowed her mind’s eye to flow where it wanted. It drifted to the bottom of the second page. The letter he’d submitted with her application. Her mind went to her father’s signature. Why⁠—

      Another memory hit her, this one from the train ride to Wyoming when she and her two sisters had fled Indianapolis and the marriages their uncle had meant to force them into. For probably the hundredth time, the three of them had been commiserating how their father had left them in the care of his heartless brother. Their Aunt Hortense, though estranged from her brothers because of her marriage, would have been a better choice.

      Frances popped open her eyes and blurted, “The will!”

      The two men stopped whatever they’d been talking about and stared at her.

      “What?” Nick asked.

      “The will,” Frances repeated. She looked at Charles. “Is there any chance the people at the court would let your father take a photograph of my father’s will?”

      He considered for a second before asking, “I imagine there are many pages in the document. What are you thinking?”

      “It’s never made sense to any of us why Father would put anything in his will about Uncle William, much less make him the executor and give him custody of us.” Frances couldn’t keep her feet still, waiting for them to understand. “What if Father didn’t?”

      “But I thought wills had to be probated in a court,” Nick said.

      “Exactly. What if Uncle William bribed Father’s attorney to make changes to the will?” Her words now came out in a rush. “What if the signature is a forgery?”

      Charles shook his head.

      “How would we go about proving it?” Nick’s confidence in her conclusion let Frances unclench her hands, even as he said, “Your uncle’s had access to your father’s papers for nine months. Lancaster would be a fool not to have destroyed anything that didn’t support his claims.”

      “What are you talking about? Tell me,” Charles demanded, all lawman now.

      Frances glanced around them. She didn’t want to tell the world about her dream. Besides making her sound crazy, they’d all discovered the hard way how long Uncle William’s reach could be, even though he still lived in Indianapolis.

      “How about we go to the sheriff’s office?” Nick suggested. “It’d mean crossing that dang muddy pit of a road though.”

      “The hotel would be better.” Charles took each of them by the elbow. “Luke mentioned the two of you made some pretty good deductions about those animal attacks last month but kept them to yourselves. That needs to stop.”

      “Don’t even try to tow me down the street like I’m a criminal,” Frances said, pulling loose from her brother-in-law’s grasp and turning to glare at him.

      “Ain’t no one in Lilac City going to think you’re a criminal, Frances.” Nick grinned. “A wild woman, yes, but don’t you be worrying about that. Folks in Wyoming tend to take well to ladies with spunk.”

      “I’m sorry.” Charles had dropped his hands. “We still need to talk. I just wish your brother were here. I wonder if I should bring in the sheriff.”

      Frances exchanged glances with Nick who gave her an encouraging nod at the hotel. She headed down the boardwalk toward it. He was usually the only one she’d share her deductions with. He didn’t act like he thought she was crazy. At least if he did, he kept it to himself. It’d actually been him and his love of the Sherlock Holmes stories which had helped Frances to fine tune her deductions. She thought she’d gotten good at it.

      Fortunately, the lunch crowd was done, so Charles was able to find them a table off to the side.

      “You had lunch yet?” he asked, holding out a chair for Frances.

      “Yes.” She purposefully chose a seat for herself and sat in it. She ignored the glance he exchanged with Nick.

      “Just coffee for us,” Charles told the waitress.

      “I’ll have hot chocolate.” Frances had learned to like the sweeter drink after her future sister-in-law, Judith, had first suggested it be served at the Lucky L Ranch.

      “Do you have to be contrary about everything, Frances?” Charles asked when the waitress had gone.
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      “It ain’t contrary when you didn’t bother to ask her what she wanted to drink.” Nick just shrugged at the deputy’s scowl.

      Nick’s kid sister had made a comment about it once a few years back, when one of their older brothers had ordered for her. She’d insisted he could eat it because she wanted something else. That had been before Nick had been put in charge of Frances Lancaster. Having listened to her talk his ear off about how men always presumed to know things about women had been an eye-opener for him. Especially when he’d seen it in action.

      The deputy heaved out a breath. “I wish Luke were here.”

      “You said that already. Luke’s gone to the Circle B to meet with Judith and her brother about the wedding plans.” Frances lowered her voice. “Besides, I’m not that hard to work with.”

      Nick’s instincts were always to come to Frances’s defense, but one of the things he’d had to learn was to keep his mouth shut. Most of the time. She didn’t appreciate a champion because she said it gave the impression she needed one. Though, every once in a while, she did. Learning to tell the difference between the two was something he was getting better at, but he’d learned to read a situation well before speaking.

      “So,” Charles said when his coffee arrived, “tell me why you want me to have photographs taken of your father’s will.”

      Nick straightened. He’d been dying to know what had come to Frances out on the street. She did that sometimes, mulling things over in her mind and suddenly reaching a conclusion. That was one of the reasons why she tended not to share her thoughts with the family. They really did seem to come out of nowhere, but he’d spent almost every waking moment of the last nine months in her company. He thought he’d gotten to know her well. And to read her expressions.

      “I had a dream—” at the look on Charles’ face, Frances cut off what she’d been about to say.

      “Dang it, Merrick,” Nick said, leaning forward. “She’s right smart, so don’t you dare shut her down.” He realized he’d spoken and snapped shut his mouth. Leaning back in his seat, he chanced a sidelong glance at her.

      Frances was staring at him, her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t look like she was going to pitch her cup of hot chocolate in his face. He folded his arms and nodded toward Charles, indicating she should continue. She watched Nick for a couple more seconds before looking at her brother-in-law.

      “Do you want to hear what I have to say, or are you just going to scoff?” she asked, her voice much calmer than it would have been last spring when she and her sisters had first arrived. “Because I have better things to do than cast my pearls before swine, as Judith is fond of saying.”

      Charles chuckled, his shoulders relaxing. “Luke is going to have an interesting life with both you and Judith living in his house. You two ladies are a lot more alike than I think either one of you is willing to admit.”

      “Tell us about that dream of yours,” Nick said, leaning forward again before the conversation could wander off the topic. “I, for one, am dying to find out what you’ve reasoned out.”

      “I had a dream on Christmas Eve which reminded me of some things that happened a couple of weeks before my father died,” she said, staring into her cup. “That’s how my mind works. I’ve read up on it, and it’s called my subconscious. We see and hear things, and our brains file them away. We might never think about them again, unless something happens to bring them up. You know Luke got me a Steinway for Christmas. I didn’t think about it at the time, but it must have reminded my subconscious of the night my father died.”

      At Charles’ confused expression, Nick added, “That was also when her father gave her a certificate of acceptance to a prestigious new school of music in New York.”

      “I can tell my own story,” she muttered.

      “Then do it.” Nick gave her boot under the table a soft kick. “The suspense is killing me.”

      Frances didn’t look at Nick, but the corner of her mouth twitched. Then she straightened, all humor gone.

      “It got me to thinking about how quickly my father’s health declined. He’d been in great condition for a man in his fifties. Two weeks later, he was dead—and my dream reminded me of something that had happened two weeks before.”

      Charles was leaning forward now, interested. “Something to do with your uncle?”

      She nodded. “I overheard them having an argument. It was odd enough having Uncle William there at all. I don’t think he’d been to our house in years. But he was demanding my father give him something. I couldn’t hear what, but it was the very next day my father started getting sick.”

      The deputy leaned back in his chair, tilting his head with a frown. “That’s a coincidence.”

      “Maybe.” Nick held up his cup so the waitress could refill it. “But maybe not, considering how hard Lancaster’s worked to get his hands on the sisters.”

      “Even so, you can’t arrest a man on such a flimsy accusation. Believe me. I wish I could. Anything to give Maude some peace of mind.” Charles looked at Frances. “She’s worried sick your uncle is going to come after you as the only remaining unmarried sister.”

      “I almost wish he’d try.” Her expression was the one she wore whenever she threatened to shoot someone.

      Nick’s gut tightened. William Lancaster had spent the last nine months making various attempts to bring his nieces back to Indianapolis, all using the excuse he was the executor of his brother’s will and had responsibility for the sisters. Their half-brother Luke had challenged it in court, but there’d been no ruling yet. Not that it mattered for the two older sisters since Maude had married Charles, and Doris had married Judith’s brother, Marshall Breckinridge. Still, as far as they knew, their uncle was determined to get his hands on one of the girls. That left Frances. This had to end.

      “Will you see if your father can get permission to take pictures of the will?” Nick asked. Frances sent him a quick grin that made Nick’s heart leap into his throat. If she ever guessed the power she had over him, he’d never have a moment’s peace. Though, if she’d ever come to feel the same way about him, it might not be a bad thing.

      “It only has to be the page where he signed,” she added.

      “If it’ll give you peace of mind, I will.” Charles drained his cup. “I doubt it’ll prove anything though. You’d need something he signed to compare the signatures.”

      “I have the letter he gave me from the school.” Her voice had turned gruff, but she showed no sign of crying.

      “There’d be other documents on record with your father’s signature,” Charles said. “Like the deed for your house and if he owned the office building where his business was. Whatever happened to that?”

      “We have no idea,” Frances said.

      “That’s what I was saying earlier,” Nick said. “Her uncle’s had free run of her father’s papers for nine months.”

      “I’ll send my father a telegram, so he can get on it right away. I think I’ll have him get a picture of the signature on the deed to your house.” Charles tilted his head, his expression worried. “But you should know it’s not a common thing. Taking photographs of documents on file with the county is bound to get people talking. Your uncle could hear about it.”

      “I hope he does.” Frances leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table. “I want you to understand something—if William Lancaster is responsible for my father’s death, I’m going to make him pay.”

      “Frances ...” Charles said, his tone warning.

      “I think she means she wants to give him enough rope to hang himself.” At her grin, Nick’s chest swelled. The confirmation he understood meant a lot to him. If only she knew how he felt.
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      “So, this is where you got to, Merrick,” Abe Vosburg, Lilac City’s sheriff, said as he strode into the hotel dining room.

      “I’m sorry.” Charles jumped to his feet. “Did you need me for something?”

      “No.” The older man took a seat of his own. “But we’ll need to meet the train here in about a half hour.”

      “Why do you do that?” Frances asked as he signaled for coffee.

      “I like to know who’s coming into my town. That’s how I knew you and your sisters had arrived, and how I met young Merrick here.” The sheriff grinned. “Good thing I did too, or he might not have stayed to marry your sister.”

      “Are you saying you’re like that Mrs. Champion with her mail-order brides?” Charles asked, his eyes twinkling.

      The sheriff gave a disgusted grunt. “I told you during our first meeting I was no matchmaker.”

      “Why did you pull that face?” Frances asked Nick.

      “Just something Reverend Pearce said,” he muttered, refusing to look at her.

      “Oh, ho,” the sheriff said, clapping Nick on the back. “Did the parson tell you it was time to find yourself a wife and settle down?”

      “I’ll bet he suggested you hire Mrs. Champion to find a bride for you.” Charles looked about to laugh.

      A little twist of nausea began in Frances’s stomach. She never intended to marry; it would mean giving a man power over her. Until that moment, she’d never thought about Nick getting married someday. He came from a large family. The sister whose wedding he was going home for was the only child younger than he was. It would leave him the only unmarried child. When he went home, they’d be sure to pressure him to find a wife too.

      A sense of loss hit Frances, the most powerful she’d felt since she’d held her father on their dining room floor as he’d taken his last breath. Her eyes stung, and she had to drop her gaze to her now lukewarm drink.

      What was she going to do when Nick married? No woman would put up with her husband having a female best friend. Once he found a wife, Frances would have to break it off with him. She refused to be the cause for discord in his home, and she knew how spiteful and jealous girls could be. She’d suffered at their hands enough at finishing school.

      “You’re quiet, Miss Frances,” the sheriff said, pulling her from her thoughts. “What are you thinking?”

      “About how ridiculous our society is that a woman has to go to school to be finished.”

      Abe burst out laughing. “Girl, you have the oddest way of looking at things.” When she started to protest, he raised his hands. “I’m not disagreeing with you. It’s only you bring up things I’ve never thought about. I like it because you make me see things differently. But, once you bring it up, I see you’re absolutely right. Edith would agree with you.”

      Frances wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or not. She never quite knew how to take the sheriff’s sister. The woman was progressive in some things as one would expect from a woman who’d managed to reach the age of thirty-eight and still be unmarried, but Edith was also too caught up on what everyone thought was proper and ladylike behavior.

      At least it gave Frances something to stew about besides Nick getting married. And there she was again thinking about it. If she kept at it, she’d be cranky all day. That kind of behavior would make him glad to be married so he wouldn’t have to put up with his cantankerous best friend anymore.

      Stop it.

      “You heard anything from that lawyer of yours?” Frances asked Charles to change the subject.

      “The same nonsense about Maude being underage when we were married,” he said with a scowl.

      Luke had submitted a petition to the court to be their guardian, but Uncle William kept submitting challenges that were nothing but delay tactics. He claimed Luke was only a half-brother which shouldn’t carry as much weight with the court as an uncle. Still, what was the court going to do? Maude and Charles were married but also expecting a baby.

      Frances might not have paid any attention to the tall man who’d stepped into the hotel’s dining room, if he hadn’t made a choking sound. She’d know it anywhere since the fella made it every time he saw her. She’d leaped from her seat and lunged to grab his overcoat before he’d barely turned around to leave.

      “Oh, no, you don’t, Edgar Lowell. You’re just the man I’ve been wanting to talk to.”

      She towed him back to the table where the three men still sat, watching. They all wore amused expressions.

      “What’ll you have to drink?” Frances asked as she pressed on Edgar’s shoulders until he sat in a chair between Charles and Nick. “Coffee, right? Black?”

      “Yes.” Edgar heaved out a breath, apparently accepting defeat, and Frances signaled the waitress before sitting down again.

      “You didn’t really think you could get away once she saw you, did you?” the sheriff asked with a chuckle.

      “I would never have come here if I had realized she was in town,” the man muttered.

      “We were just talking about something you’re involved in,” Frances said, leaning forward and resting her elbows on the table. “You’re a lawyer setting up your first practice. Maybe you can help.”

      Edgar accepted a cup of coffee from the waitress and waited until she’d gone before speaking. “I thought you already had attorneys working on this back in Indianapolis.”

      “We were talking about my uncle’s argument that Maude shouldn’t receive her inheritance because she was underage when she married Charles. She’ll be twenty-one in less than a month.” Frances met his gaze and held it. “Doesn’t that make it a moot point?”

      “Well, aren’t we using big words?” Edgar said, his tone snide but with just a hint of humor to it. She was pretty sure he loved to exaggerate being afraid of her, that it was a game he liked to play.

      Nick had shifted in his seat at the words, his posture now menacing.

      “I can handle him.” Frances put a gentle hand on his arm. “He knows what he owes my family.”

      Edgar had the good grace to look abashed. He might have come to Lilac City under the guise of visiting his cousins Judith and Marshall Breckinridge, but his real motive had been to lure either Frances or her sister Doris back to Indianapolis and into the hands of their uncle. Edgar still carried the snooty, holier-than-thou attitude he’d brought from his high society New York family. Judith, her future sister-in-law, had it too, but she was actively working to overcome it.

      “I’ll ask that again,” Frances said. “Even if the court were to uphold Uncle William’s claim that he’s our guardian, once Maude turns twenty-one next month, it shouldn’t matter if she married before her birthday. Right? So, she and Charles should be able to travel back to Indianapolis to claim her portion of the inheritance.”

      “She should be able to, yes.” Edgar took a sip of his coffee. “Your uncle has already shown how crafty he can be and how many people he has in his pocket. I would never assume she can just waltz in there to claim what’s rightfully hers.”

      “How could her uncle do that?” Sheriff Vosburg asked, leaning forward.

      “Getting a judge to rule the marriage wasn’t legal because she was underage.” Edgar shrugged. “He might have to grease a few palms to make it happen.”

      “I have no doubt he’d try to do anything he can to stop the girls, if he were willing to murder his brother,” Charles said, his tone bitter.

      “What’s that?” Abe asked. “That’s a pretty serious accusation.”

      Frances met the older man’s gaze. She hadn’t wanted to talk about her dreams and how they helped her to remember, but she shouldn’t have been surprised Charles brought it up, especially to the sheriff.

      She started by mentioning the used Steinway her brother had purchased for her as a Christmas gift. By the time she’d finished laying out the facts, Edgar and the sheriff were both looking a little stunned.

      “If it’s possible to prove my uncle is responsible for my father’s death,” Frances said, her voice gruff, “it’s my intention to make him pay to the full extent of the law.”

      “Proving it is going to be hard,” Charles said. “Your father’s been gone almost a year.”

      “Depends on the poison,” Nick said. “Some leave signs on the body.”
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      When everyone turned to stare at Nick, he swallowed, wishing he’d kept his mouth shut.

      “What are you suggesting?” Edgar asked.

      “There was this case about ten years ago,” Nick said, “where the daughter of a rich man in a nearby town got herself worried she’d lose her inheritance if her father remarried. I don’t remember all the details. I was just a kid, but I do recall my family talking about it on a summer evening. The banker had died after some really bad stomach cramps, and the daughter inherited. Later, one of the servants come forward and said she’d seen the daughter putting something in her father’s milk he had every day with his breakfast. The maid claimed she’d been offered money not to talk but never got it, and that’s why she decided to speak out.”

      “She’d never heard blackmail was against the law?” Abe asked, with a dark chuckle.

      “I never said she was the brightest,” Nick said. “But it’d been almost two years since they’d buried the banker. Everyone figured there was no way to prove he’d been poisoned. But the marshal had a friend who was a coroner in a big city. When they dug up the banker and examined the body, the coroner said it showed signs of poisoning.”

      “You’re saying, if we have my father’s body exhumed⁠—”

      “Another big word,” Edgar interjected but snapped his mouth shut at Frances’s pale and unsettled face. He muttered, “Sorry. That was tasteless.”

      “Keep going,” Nick said, trying not to look at the attorney whom he’d like to hit.

      “After all this time, can we tell if he were poisoned?” Frances asked.

      “I’m not saying that’s what you should do,” Nick covered her hand with his, “but I think your suspicions are solid. If you’re bound to prove it—one way or the other—there might still be evidence to back up your claim.”

      “Was there not an autopsy?” Edgar asked.

      “I have no idea. We were in shock.” Frances swallowed before asking, “What would it take to request an autopsy—or another one?”

      Once again Nick’s heart swelled for her. There was a strength about her beyond anything he’d seen before. He couldn’t imagine any of his sisters asking that question so calmly about Pa. Frances Lancaster ran deep. Just when he thought he knew everything about her, she’d prove how wrong he was.

      “If you really want to pursue this,” Edgar said, his voice quiet, “I can file a petition. I think it would be wise to hire the services of a doctor with an unquestionable reputation. I’m not sure a request to exhume your father’s body could be kept secret, but we can try.”
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