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            A SOCIALITE'S ABDUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Mattie Holbrook has an easy life. She lives with her brother and sister in Bighorn, Texas, where her father works as a judge, a man known for his fairness in dealing with outlaws and criminals, doling out justice that suited almost everyone involved. When her socialite sister is abducted at a party thrown in his honor, instead of telling her parents what’s happened, Mattie sets off on a journey of her own, accompanied by her loving and devoted brother Franklin to find their stolen sister.

      

      Dylan Sullivan and his business partner, Logan Turner, are just trying to find the money to start their own magazine for men, espousing all the wonderful traits of men while exploring why the female of the species is so inept. It doesn’t take long after he meets Mattie Holbrook for Daniel to begin to question his chauvinistic ways.

      

      Dylan and Logan join Mattie and Franklin in the search for Lauren, at time confused to be dealing with bandits that seem to change their plans frequently – if they have plans at all. Dylan suspects they are making things up as they go along, with no real end in sight. Will he and Mattie rescue Lauren without coming up against each other in conflicts of their beliefs? Or will love win the day, creating a different world for everyone involved?
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      Matilda Holbrook, known as Mattie to her friends and family, looked around the large room at the guests. The Holbrook house was large, home to Mattie, her younger brother, Franklin, and younger sister, Lauren, as well as their parents, Judge Carter Holbrook and the respectable Mrs. Abigail Holbrook, who was a master at putting together parties just like this one.

      Mattie’s father had just presided over a big court case, one that decided the fate of two men accused of murder. The outcome had been what everyone considered justice, so a celebration was naturally called for.

      The room was alive with guests, buzzing with conversation, the clinking of glasses, the fragrance of pomp, circumstance, and money in the air, but all Mattie wanted to do was find Franklin. It wasn’t that she wanted to spend more time with her brother—whom she truly did love—it was because she knew he would be with Michael. Michael Knowles, the best-looking boy in all of Bighorn, Texas, their home. It was also home to 7,000 other people, and probably at least a third of them were young men around twenty-one, which was her age.

      That didn’t matter to her. She was sure Michael would win all the prizes, should there ever be a contest for handsome men. He was a newcomer to Bighorn, and Mattie didn’t know him well. Her first attempt at conversation with him hadn’t gone well. She’d stuttered and said something silly about their names starting with the same letter. He’d just given her a blank stare before turning to Franklin with his eyebrows raised in such a way that made Mattie feel a bit humiliated.

      She was determined to try again, and so, she was on the hunt for Franklin, who was friends with Michael.

      She spotted the two young men on the veranda, holding drinks in one hand, the other in their pockets. Michael was talking. They weren’t looking at each other. That is, Franklin wasn’t looking at Michael, who was very animated in his speech, slinging the hand with the drink in it to the point that it was dangerously close to spilling its contents out all over the place.

      Mattie couldn’t decipher the look on her brother’s face, as she could only see his profile. But what she did see was a set jaw and narrow eyes. To her, that meant Michael was saying something her brother objected to but was staying quiet out of politeness.

      “Hello, you two,” she said, stepping out of the house and strolling over to where the two men were standing. Michael’s eyes were emotionless when he settled them on her. She felt a twinge of anxiety in her chest and looked at her brother instead. She instantly saw that he was unhappy. “I, uh, hate to do this, but I need your help, Franklin. Mother has asked me to bring up some more wine from the cellar, and I can’t do it by myself. Will you kindly help me?”

      “I would be more than glad to help you, Sis,” Franklin said immediately, giving her a grateful look she was sure could only be seen by her. He abruptly handed his glass to Michael, who took it, looking slightly bewildered. “Great conversation, Mike. Sorry but I gotta go.”

      Mattie gave Michael an uncomfortable smile, mouthing, “sorry,” as she dragged Franklin away by his arm. She didn’t have to put much effort into it. He came quite willingly.

      “What was that all about?” she hissed. “I could tell you were not happy standing there with him.”

      “He was spouting nonsense,” Franklin responded hotly. “He’s an aspiring lawyer with aspirations in politics, and you know how I feel about all that.”

      Mattie nodded, her stomach turning just a bit. She didn’t want her brother to go off on one of his rants about politics. His goal in life was to be a doctor, and that had nothing to do with politics. She’d told him many times to stick with medicine, and she would be glad to hear anything he wanted to say about it.

      “We need to find Lauren anyway,” Mattie said quickly. “The speeches will start soon, and Mother and Father expect us all to be there to support them. You know how Mother feels about speaking in public.”

      He nodded. “She likes to have us all there. Not that she can see us from on stage with those lights in her face. We could be dressed like clowns, and she wouldn’t know.”

      “I know,” Mattie replied, nodding. “Don’t think about that right now. Just help me find her.”

      Franklin nodded. “I’ll check upstairs. You check down here and outside.”

      “Sounds good.”

      For the next twenty minutes, Mattie went through each room where there might be guests. She lived in a mansion, and there were plenty of rooms open to guests when a party was going on. Their house had a library, a game room, a billiards room, even a room Mattie considered a ballroom because of its size, though she was the only one who called it that, and no one ever referred to their parties as balls.

      Finally, after searching the first level and the surrounding grounds as best she could, she stood at the end of the veranda. The sky had grown dark, and everyone had gone inside for the speeches. She hadn’t seen her brother but assumed he had gone to the grand room where everyone had gathered to listen to her father, her mother, and their speaking guests.

      She ran her eyes over the grounds. There were only a few stragglers left, young couples wanting to spend time alone together.

      She walked to the edge of the veranda and put her hands up on the waist-high stone wall that surrounded it.

      Her heart jumped into her throat when a large hand went around to cover her mouth entirely. A second hand wrapped around her throat, and she found herself unable to move.

      Words were hissed into her ear, leaving her feeling numb.

      “You won’t find your sister. We have her. You will receive a letter tonight. We will leave it right here. You will follow the instructions, or you won’t see your sister again. Count to sixty before turning around unless you want to meet your Maker right now.”

      Fear paralyzed Mattie. She did as she was told, and when she finally turned, there was no one in sight, not even the couples who wanted to spend a little time alone.
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      “It’s a good proposal, Dylan,” Luke Turner told his best friend while examining the cocktail glass in his hand that was almost empty, “but you know what they're gonna say.” He took a drink, looking at his friend over the rim.

      Dylan Sullivan grunted. He knew exactly what his friend was saying and agreed with him, though he didn’t want to admit it.

      “Well… I don’t see why we should need to be married to get a loan. Don’t they realize we have fewer people to spend our money on, and they have a better chance of getting paid back?”

      “Ain’t how it works, Dylan,” Luke replied, kicking his feet up on the coffee table in between them.

      The two men were seated in Dylan’s modest living room, complete with a few side tables, two chairs, a couch, and a coffee table. Dylan wasn’t interested in luxury living. He just liked to be comfortable. His home was far from dirty, as he had a woman come in to clean every other day. He kept himself just as clean, his clothes were immaculate and he dressed like a rancher, though he wasn’t one.

      Dylan was a writer. His time for the past five years of his twenty-four had been spent developing ideas for local newspapers and magazines. Now he had an idea of his own, and he and Luke were bent on making it happen.

      “The thought of publishing our own magazine is intimidating,” Luke said, putting voice to the thoughts Dylan had been having. “It’s gonna take everything we have. You know those men down at the bank aren’t going to want to give money to a couple of bachelors. They won’t know what we plan to do with it. We can say one thing and do another. If you’re married, they trust that you’re making solid choices and will keep your word.”

      Dylan shook his head. “I know the policy. I just don’t understand it. It doesn’t make sense to me. Being married doesn’t make someone more trustworthy.”

      “And I know that, too,” Luke admitted, nodding. “Nothing I can do to change the policy, though.”

      “Well, I’m not looking for a woman in Bighorn. I’ve met every woman here, and I’m not interested.”

      Luke laughed. “You’ve met every woman in Bighorn? Really?”

      Dylan narrowed his eyes at his friend. He knew full well Dylan hadn’t met every single woman in their city. “I was exaggerating. But I don’t have the time or inclination to go out searching for the ones I haven’t met. They would just throw water on me anyway. I’m not a prowler.”

      “I’ve seen you do some pretty crazy things while exploring a new article.”

      “Not the same. I’m not dedicating my life to a woman I’m not in love with.”

      “What do you want to do then? They’ve already turned us down once. We’ve got nothing to show for them.”

      Dylan thought about it for a moment, plunging his hand through his shoulder-length wavy brown hair. He tapped his fingers on the coffee table in front of him. What was the solution, he wondered? Would a fresh start somewhere else make a difference? He couldn’t leave his house behind, though. And he didn’t want to move away from Bighorn.

      He sighed loudly.

      “I know,” Luke said suddenly, snapping his fingers. “How about we take a vacation?”

      Dylan snorted, his eyes on his friend. “We can’t afford a vacation. We’re trying to make money, not spend it.”

      Luke shook his head, leaning forward, his blue eyes sparkling with excitement. “No, no. I mean, we could go to Lincoln and see my uncle and aunt. They often support my endeavors. I get along with them well, and I know they would welcome us. We could talk to them about a loan or approach the bank there. I bet they would help us out.”

      Dylan felt an edge of happiness in his chest, and a smile came to his face. “Well, that sounds like a great idea. I’m anxious to start writing again. I didn’t expect what happened the last time and I think it would be best if I kept what I’m saying to a specific magazine. I don’t need women reading what I say and then throwing their little fits about it just because they don’t like what they read.”

      He knew the look Luke was giving him. He’d seen it a lot. But he was determined. If men gave women enough control, things would go terribly awry. Women were emotional, irrational creatures that couldn’t be trusted to make decisions for anyone but themselves and their children. Best to leave the handling of the nation, politics, and medicine to the men. That way, it would be done right.

      Those were the feelings and expressions he’d put into his extensive article in the Bighorn Gazette.

      It had been met with quite a lot of criticism, stirring up controversy. People—that is, women, with an occasional male sympathizer—wrote to the newspapers that published his article, expressing their disapproval in his stance and disappointment in the newspaper for publishing it.

      He hadn’t expected the backlash and decided then and there he would only publish his articles in a magazine of his own making—a gentleman’s magazine dedicated to all things men, denouncing the push for equalization of women’s rights. Women were the weaker sex, he espoused as often as he was able, and unable to make logical, sound decisions that could have an impact on everyone in the nation. Voting was out of the question, as far as Dylan was concerned.

      Luke had been trying to ease his viewpoint on the matter for years. Two years, to be exact. That was when they had become partners. Before that, they’d grown up together, both sons of miners with loving mothers, both only children.

      They’d become partners in an advertising company, purchasing their own printing press and a building from which to run their business. In two years, they had developed and printed thousands of flyers advertising local businesses.

      The article Dylan had written that got a lot of talk had done a bit of damage to their business. A third of their clients sought services elsewhere. Luke was disappointed, but Dylan stuck his ground. It would take a miracle for him to change his views on a woman’s place in society and in the home. He didn’t expect that to ever happen.

      “Write to your uncle and aunt,” Dylan said, nodding. “Let’s do that. I need a break from here anyway.”

      “I’ll get Lucy to run the press while we’re gone. What do you think, a month?” Luke sat forward and pushed himself to his feet. Their secretary, Lucy Balling, had all the knowledge she needed to run their company while they were gone.

      “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      Dylan also got to his feet. Their secretary had joined Luke in trying to change Dylan’s views on women. He liked her. But she hadn’t succeeded in that venture so far. Neither had Luke.
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      Mattie could see the veranda from her bedroom window. She was seated in the window seat, holding onto the sill, her eyes intent on the area where she was told the instructions would be left.

      After the frightening encounter, she hadn’t even gone to listen to the speeches. She hadn’t searched for her brother either. She went straight to her room and tried to calm down. Who could help her? Who could she turn to?

      For several hours, until all the guests were gone and her mother had come to ask if she was all right, she just sat there, her arms folded on her chest, thinking about her sister, wondering where she was and if she was okay. Was she harmed? Had they hurt her? The thought was devastating.

      Fits of crying came and went. She had taken to the window seat early on. The veranda was lit by two lamps that stayed lit all through the night. They had three guard dogs, but they were kept at the front of the house. There was a great tall stone wall around the entire property, but it had been fitted with plenty of doors so staff and servants could come and go.

      When Mattie’s mother had come in to say goodnight, Mattie had asked her about Lauren and been told—to her utter devastation—that Lauren had gone to stay with a friend overnight. Pressed on what friend, her mother just said she was very tired after the long day, and they would talk in the morning if Mattie had an objection to her sister’s actions.

      Fearing what might occur if she said what she’d been told, she kept quiet. Better to wait for the letter and have something to show for what she claims, rather than get anyone upset and panicked. Maybe she could take care of it on her own? It was worth a try.

      Abigail Holbrook was a good mother. No one could deny that. She loved her three children more than anything. The same could be said about Judge Carter. He was a loving father, provided not just monetarily for his children, but also emotionally.

      The lamps illuminating the veranda flickered as if a breeze had blown through. Mattie narrowed her eyes, staring into the semi-darkness.

      Chills erupted over her skin when she saw the shadow of a figure moving toward the spot she’d been standing. For a moment, she contemplated finding one of her father’s guns and going out there to confront the person who had taken Lauren. But that would have been foolish. The accomplices would simply kill Lauren and be done with it.

      The thought brought immediate tears to Mattie’s eyes. She saw the figure put one hand into the pot of a tall plant outside the doors to the veranda.

      Mattie jumped to her feet and raced across the room. She had already donned her robe and slippers so she would be ready when the time came to get the letter.

      She dropped down the stairs two at a time, wishing she was small enough and brave enough to slide down the banister. But that was too much fun for this panicked situation.

      Mattie hurried through the dark house, holding her own lantern high in the air so she could see where she was going. The grand room was sparkling clean, having been immediately seen to when the party ended and the last guest had left.

      Mattie’s eyes were focused on the potted plant outside the doors. The knobs felt cold in her hands when she pressed them and pushed both doors open. A cool breeze blew against her face, but it was only because of the motion of the doors. It was a quiet, still night with a bright moon, sparkling stars, and an otherwise clear sky. There wasn’t a cloud to be seen.

      Mattie plunged her hand into the dirt of the potted plant and brought out the letter with a trembling hand.

      She stared down at it, her eyes tearing up. She couldn’t believe this was happening.

      She looked around to see if anyone might be watching, but beyond a few feet, it was too dark to see anything but shadows. Anyone could be out there, and she wouldn’t know it.

      With a pounding heart and ice-cold blood racing through her veins, Mattie grabbed the handle of one of the glass doors and yanked it open so she could get back inside. Suddenly, she didn’t feel at all safe. She imagined a bullet whizzing through the air and striking her in the back.

      She stood still on the other side of the glass door, putting both hands up to her face and trying to breathe steadily.

      “Get yourself under control, Mattie,” she told herself aloud in a frantic whisper. “You have to be brave. You have to be.”

      She pulled in a deep breath and held it for a moment, her eyes closed. When she thought she could handle it, she set the lantern on a table near her and unfolded the note.

      “Mattie.”

      Her name being called in the dark, silent room made Mattie scream and jump nearly out of her skin. She turned around, anger spilling through her, and hissed, “Franklin Holbrook, how dare you sneak up on me like that.”

      Franklin pulled his eyebrows together, examining her closely, his own lantern, bringing out the curiosity on his face.

      “I’ve been sitting here watching you, Mattie. I was wondering what you’re doing. What is that in your hands? Who are you talking to?” A teasing smile came to his face. “Are you seeing someone on the sly, sister dear? Will there be wedding bells soon, perchance?”

      Mattie scowled. “No, there won’t be wedding bells soon, Franklin,” she replied in a heated voice. “You should have told me you were there. It’s not nice to scare the living daylights out of someone, you know. You should be smacked for that.”

      Mattie and Franklin typically got along. But Mattie’s concern for her sister was making it hard for her to control her emotions. She debated for only a few moments whether she should involve Franklin before deciding she better. He wasn’t the law. Surely the kidnappers wouldn’t care if she recruited him to help her with the task the bandits were placing on her?

      She flapped the letter in the air toward him. “This is what I’m here for, Franklin. Someone has taken Lauren.”

      It was Franklin’s turn to frown. “What are you talking about? She’s at Rose’s, staying the night. Mother told me so.”

      Mattie shook her head violently, gesturing with one hand for him to come over to her. “No, she’s not. Look. Someone grabbed me earlier and told me they would be leaving instructions. That they took her and if I don’t follow these instructions, they will kill her. Mother and Father will be destroyed if something happens to Lauren. You have to help me. We can’t let them know about this.”

      Franklin looked doubtful. He came over to stand next to her, and they both bent over the lantern to read the letter she held up.

      Take the 814 train.

      You are to stop the train near Trumperton.

      We will board and collect the bounty from the passengers.

      If you fail to stop the train or tell anyone about this plan,

      you will never see Lauren alive again.

      Tears stung the back of Mattie’s eyes, threatening to spill over and prevent her from seeing anything clearly. She turned away from her brother, dropping the letter to the desktop. He picked it up.

      “We have to do as they say,” he said quietly. “I will come with you.”

      “But how are we supposed to stop the train?” Mattie asked in a frantic voice. “I’ve never even seen anyone stop a train before.”

      Franklin gave her a sober look. “We’ll figure it out, Mattie. We’ll get her back.”
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      Dylan clucked his tongue as he and Luke walked past a newspaper stand. He stopped briefly, taking one from the stack on the edge of the tabletop and flipping a coin to the boy behind the booth, who caught it smoothly.

      “Thanks, Mister,” the boy said with enthusiasm.

      Dylan nodded at him as he stepped away, rejoining Luke on the walk to the train station. Luke got along well with his relatives—truth be told, Luke got along well with everyone, being naturally friendly and gracious—and they had agreed to let him and Dylan stay with them for a month. Luke’s uncle was wealthy and popular—just like his nephew on the latter, not like his nephew on the former.

      “Look at this,” he said, snapping the paper so it was flat in his hand and they could both read the cover story. He tapped the back of his fingers against the picture on the cover. “He gives an awful lot of credit to his wife in this article. Even the title suggests she has anything at all to do with his success. Judge Carter Sage Holbrook celebrated by his loving wife, Abigail, and children while friends look on. That’s too much. What did she have to do with his becoming a judge and having all that money, I ask you? What?”

      Luke gave his friend a sardonic look. “Give it a rest, Dylan. He’s a good judge. I’ve seen him in action. He’s fair and doesn’t react harshly. He looks at all the facts before he makes decisions.”

      “I wasn’t talking about him, Luke,” Dylan replied, stepping up to the platform just outside the train station. “I was talking about his wife.”

      “She loves him,” Luke replied simply. “You’ve never been loved. You don’t know what it’s all about.”

      Dylan felt a bit of resentment and frowned at his friend. “What do you mean? My parents showed me all the love in the world.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not talking about that kind of love, am I?” Luke retorted. This was a regular argument between the two friends. Luke had outright told Dylan on many occasions that he simply didn’t believe Dylan felt the way he kept posturing he did. Women were beautiful, he said, many were intelligent, just as many as men, and Luke personally knew several couples where the woman was a far cry smarter than the man she was with.

      In truth, Dylan was waiting to be proven wrong. In all his life, he had never seen an instance where a woman proved to be better than a man in any situation. Other than giving birth, there was nothing a woman could do better or smarter than men. Not in his experience.

      He prided himself on being the kind of man who had an open mind. He explored different avenues of thought but had yet to come up on a woman who could match wits with him. To him, that meant it was too risky to give them the same equality as men as far as making decisions was concerned. They simply weren’t built to make decisions. They were built to have children, cook, clean the house, and otherwise do tasks that men needed them to do.

      They weren’t much good otherwise, were they?

      The one thing Luke had right was that Dylan couldn’t dispute was that he had never been in love, nor had a woman expressed any love for him. He knew his mother didn’t count. He just said that to Luke to get under his skin.

      He often wondered what it would be like to be loved by a woman, to be truly cared about, to see the look of longing and affection in the eyes of a woman. He didn’t object to women in general. Just their insistence that they have a higher place in society than they did.

      “I’m gonna go in and get the tickets,” Luke said under his breath as if he was only reminding himself instead of notifying Dylan why he would suddenly be gone.

      Dylan nodded, watching his friend walk toward the door of the station, a small building only suitable for a town half the size of Bighorn. He dropped his eyes to the article about the judge and read through it. The train whistled in the distance, and he looked up briefly.

      There were plenty of people on the platform waiting to take the train to their preferred destinations. He scanned some of them, not recognizing anyone. A train station expansion was desperately needed. Perhaps that was something he needed to bring up to the city council. Maybe he should go into politics.

      He snorted and dropped his eyes back to the paper, settling them on the photograph of the judge and his wife. He wasn’t at all interested in that. He was a writer. That’s what he planned to stick with for the rest of his life.

      Luke came back with the tickets, but the two men stood back and let everyone else board before them. Neither were concerned about where they were seated and didn’t need a private cabin. When everyone else had boarded, and the attendant was staring at them expectantly, they boarded.

      Luke had to jostle Dylan’s arm to get his attention because he’d resumed reading the paper, leaving the article about the judge and going on to the next interesting one.

      “You gonna write for them?” Luke asked, looking down at the paper in his hands as they moved down the narrow corridor in between the sets of cabins where people were already seated.

      “Nah,” Dylan responded. “I’ve got a mind to do my own thing now. I don’t want my articles approved by anyone above me. I want to write and publish whatever I want to write and publish. That’s my right, isn’t it?”

      Luke nodded. “Course it is. How about this one?” He stopped in front of a closed door with the curtain on the inside of the window pulled up. There were two people sitting inside, but Dylan couldn’t see them well because of the sunlight coming through the window on the other side of the cabin. They were sitting across from each other.

      “Yeah. I don’t care.” He agreed, nodding.

      Luke pulled the door to the side and poked his head in. “Mind if we sit here?”

      Dylan was behind Luke as the two entered the cabin. There was no answer from either of the occupants, but he noticed when the young man’s eyes widened and flipped to the woman sitting across from him. She had on a brown cape, and the hood was pulled forward so far, Dylan could only see the ripples of auburn hair coming out from under it.

      He saw the brief and almost unnoticeable shake of her head, and the young man across from her averted his eyes out the window, never answering Luke’s question.

      Dylan shared a curious glance with Luke, and they both sat down, Dylan next to the man, Luke next to the woman. He was dying to talk to Luke about them and almost asked if Luke wanted to go with him to the dining car before the train got back underway. But his thoughts were interrupted by the loud train whistle and the attendants calling down the corridors and outside on the platform that the train was ready to go.

      His eyes went out the window. He watched as the station moved out of view, and he saw the city from a distance as they pulled away.

      “You’re gonna love my Uncle Bernard, you know,” Luke said.

      “Can’t wait to meet him,” Dylan replied. “You talk such good things of him. I’m sure we will be friends right away.”
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      Mattie couldn’t believe it when the two men entered their car. It obviously scared Franklin, who couldn’t even give them an answer about coming in. What was he supposed to do? He stood no chance in a fight against either of them.

      She hated that her first thought was one of danger. Under normal circumstances, she and Franklin would start a conversation with the men, find out everything about them they could during the time they had allotted to them between there and where they were going.

      But these were far from normal circumstances. Her heart was pounding a mile a minute. Her blood felt like ice. She was repeatedly struck with anxious chills sliding over her skin. What would happen when she stopped the train? Her research with her brother had told her that there were emergency cords she could pull on in each car, and it would apply an emergency braking system, alerting the engineer so he could apply the full brakes.

      The thought of what she was supposed to do frightened her more than anything in the world. Almost anything. Coming up on the body of her sister, that would be worse. That would be the worst thing that could ever happen.

      Mattie wasn’t used to being assertive. She wasn’t a wilting lily but had never been put in a position where she needed to use her strength, her wits, her brain to such an extent as this. It wasn’t until the night before that she’d realized how peaceful her life had always been.

      The men were talking between them. She learned that they were friends, going to visit the relatives of one of them and that they were trying to get money for a new venture, a magazine they wanted to publish.

      When one of the men—tall with broad shoulders and a muscular chest, his brown hair waving down to past his neck—said something about it being a magazine for men, she was curious what that meant.

      She tried her best to quell her curiosity but found it impossible when he said, “I don’t think many women would want to read it, even if they could.”

      Mattie’s eyes narrowed and darted to the man’s face. She didn’t fail to see her brother eyes giving her a warning glance.

      “I’m sorry, but what do you mean, even if they could?” she asked, trying not to bite the words at him.

      He turned his head and gazed at her. Just that look made her heart thump harder, this time for a new reason. He looked amused, which enraged her even more.

      “There are many women who don’t know how to read or whose husbands won’t let them read a magazine.”

      She couldn’t believe how offended she was by his words. “Are you saying that kind of behavior is all right? And that it’s somehow the woman’s fault?”

      “I’m saying that women have a place in society and shouldn’t try to insert themselves into a man’s world.”

      Mattie’s jaw clenched. Her eyes averted to her brother, who was subtly shaking his head. He didn’t want to be involved, she could see that. But she wanted to say something to the man to put him in his place. She wanted to tell him where he could go with his ideas.

      But she was a lady, the daughter of a judge. She would never embarrass her family in such a way. This man was obviously a writer. What would he write about her?

      “I think you have a very archaic way of thinking,” she replied, keeping her voice calm. “Women are just as capable of making their way in this world without a man as a man is without a woman. I see you aren’t wearing a ring. Can I safely assume you aren’t married?”

      The man shook his head. “I’m not married.”

      “Do you ever plan to be?”

      He looked disturbed, his eyes darting to his friend. His lips twitched, and she couldn’t tell whether he was trying not to smile or frown. His eyes certainly reflected a frown. “I don’t know what will happen in my future. I’m open to all possibilities.”

      “Well, I can guarantee you, sir, that you will not find a woman who will truly love you if you have that thought process. Your disdain for women will show through. You will never have anything but false love. Keep that in mind the next time a woman is nice to you, and you are rude in return.”

      The man’s dark eyebrows shot up, slightly wrinkling his forehead. “I was not rude to you, madam. I don’t even know who you are, though you do look familiar. May I ask your name?”

      Mattie’s cheeks flushed hot. She knew she had made a mistake. She shouldn’t have opened up a conversation with the man. She dare not look at her brother. She knew the look that would be on his face. It would be that look what you did expression he always got when she said stepped over the line.

      “You can ask,” she said, thinking quickly.

      He hesitated, glancing once again to his partner before settling his brown eyes on her once again. How could a man with views like his be so good-looking?

      She didn’t want thoughts like that going through her head. He had a despicable outlook on women. He was a chauvinist. She didn’t like or appreciate men who tried to hold women back from reaching their full potential.

      “Well, I’ll kick things off, then. I’m Dylan Sullivan, and this is my business partner, Luke Turner. We’re on our way to Lincoln, which I’m sure you already heard, to visit his uncle and the family.”

      He held out his hand to her. She looked at it but didn’t take it. She couldn’t introduce herself to him. She was set to pull the emergency cord and stop a train. She should have just kept her mouth shut.

      The awkward silence seemed to go on forever.

      “Okay, I don’t think she’s going to tell us her name. How about you, sir? You’re with her, I take it. I’ve seen the looks you’ve been sending her way. I’m of the mind you agree with what I’ve been saying. You obviously don’t want her talking to us. Don’t worry. We won’t hurt her. Or you. We’re friendly. Isn’t that right, Luke?”

      “Yep,” Luke responded, nodding vigorously.

      Mattie looked from one to the other, though she was keeping her head down. She couldn’t possibly regret opening her mouth more. But when Franklin responded, she was suddenly proud of herself and him, whether they should have been keeping a low profile or not.

      “I do not agree with what you’ve said, sir, and I’ll thank you to leave that opinion to yourself. I am a man and won’t be reading your magazine. I’m sure it will be filled with lies and insults against women. I appreciate and love women. I’ll have nothing to do with it, thank you.”

      “Ah,” Dylan said loudly, doing a slow clap for Franklin. “Bravo. Sticking up for the woman. I’d say,” he moved his eyes between Mattie and Franklin, “brother and sister, aren’t you? You look too much alike not to be.”

      “Please just stop talking to us,” Mattie cried out, though she did it in a restrained way, so it came out not very loud.

      “I beg your pardon, Miss,” Dylan said, that amusement that she hated so much back in his voice. “I do believe you intruded on a conversation between myself and my partner here. I don’t remember inviting you to speak to me. But since you’ve asked so nicely and said please, we will do as you ask.”

      “Let’s go get a drink,” Franklin said suddenly, jumping to his feet and holding his hand out to her.

      Mattie took it gratefully, and they both left the compartment behind, Dylan’s chuckling trailing behind her down the corridor, filling her chest with angry tension.
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      “Well, well, well,” Dylan said, watching as the brightest spirit he’d seen in a long time sauntered out the door, her brother pulling her along by the hand, a very disapproving look on his face. Dylan wasn’t stupid. He knew that look wasn’t disapproving of the sister but of him and his beliefs.

      “You love to antagonize people, don’t you?” Luke asked, shaking his head. “Love to stir up trouble.”

      “I’m not stirring up trouble,” Dylan replied defensively. “She was asking for it. She shouldn’t have gotten in the conversation.”

      Luke shook his head again, this time closing his eyes for a moment. “You know what the problem with you is,?”

      Dylan lifted one eyebrow and gazed at his friend. “I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

      “You don’t respect anybody.”

      “Sure I do,” Dylan was quick to respond. “I respect you. I respected my parents and my teachers.”

      “You respected the men who taught us. At the academy where there were no female teachers.”

      “I had respect for my female teachers, too.”

      Luke shook his head once more, clucking his tongue against the back of his teeth. “Yeah, when you were a kid. Look, Dylan, you’re a great fellow. You’re smart and good-looking according to the women I’ve talked to about it, which hasn’t been many, so I’m really just assuming here, and you are really good at making money and finding ways to get money when you need it. I like being your friend. But it embarrasses me when you treat ladies like that. They aren’t second class, you know. They are just as important to basic human happiness as a man is. In fact, no man would ever make me happy the way a woman would. They have a unique and valuable purpose.”

      “Of course they do.” Dylan had to agree with his friend on that point. He had no doubt that they were valuable. “My problem isn’t that they exist, and I don’t think they are less valuable than men. I just don’t think they should be getting involved in things that require logic and strength in here.” He tapped his chest and moved his fingers to his temple. “They can’t tell the difference between acting with the heart and acting with the brain. Everything they do comes from an emotional point of view. How can we trust the nation or even our own personal health to someone who can’t think without involving their emotions? Sometimes it takes a heavy hand, a hand that women simply don’t have.”

      Luke had turned his eyes to look out the window while Dylan was talking. He could see his friend wasn’t in agreement with him and wondered when things had changed. While they were at the academy together, their fathers having been excellent friends who attended that same academy themselves, he and Luke had completely agreed that women should hold no place in government and should not be able to make decisions that affect the entire country, the state or even the town they live in.

      At twenty-four, they’d been out of the academy for five years and during that time, neither had a love interest. Luke was followed and admired in many places they’d gone. But he’d never settled down with a woman. His reasons were his own, and he’d never indulged Dylan with them. Not that it made a difference to Dylan.

      Until now. Now his best friend didn’t agree with him.

      “I can see you don’t agree. What are you thinking?” Dylan had to press Luke. He was always interested in listening to someone else’s point of view.

      Luke hesitated and then sighed, turning his eyes slowly back to his friend. He shifted in his seat, looking uncomfortable.

      “I just don’t understand how you don’t see what you just did. You were rude to the woman, and she and her brother left the car because of it, claiming to need a drink. I reckon I would need a drink after being treated with such disrespect.”

      Dylan was stunned. He purposefully let his mouth drop open as he widened his eyes. “You must be joking with me, Luke. You were saying those very words not long ago.”

      Again, Luke looked like he was uneasy with the conversation. That was a first for Dylan. He and Luke were usually in agreement about everything. Nearly everything, anyway. But not this topic. It was something they’d always shared. Their belief was that women were perfectly capable of holding intelligent conversations—some of them anyway—and that they would not qualify and should not qualify for any place that is in charge of anything or anyone else other than their children. They would bring their emotions into it and ruin everything.

      Their fathers had agreed on that and told their boys it was so.

      What had changed?

      “I was wrong,” Luke stated bluntly. He now had his gaze directed on Dylan with great intensity. “I was wrong, and I’ve had time to rethink my position. I do believe they can be trusted to make decisions, just as much as any man. Surely you aren’t suggesting there are no stupid men out there. That there are no men that do vote, and they do so under unintelligent, immoral, and unethical pretenses. You can’t tell me that. Because I’ve met some of our opponents on the other side in government, and let me tell you, there are idiots on both sides.”

      Dylan stared at Luke, unable to believe he was hearing those words from his friend.

      “Granted, but—”

      “No buts about it, Dylan,” Luke interrupted him. “This all comes back to showing respect. Basic human respect. Just because the woman feels the need to stand up for her gender doesn’t mean you get the right to berate her for it.”

      Dylan could tell he had irritated Luke with his banter with the woman. Although it caught him by surprise, and he was stunned to hear Luke’s objections, he couldn’t help questioning whether or not he had, in fact, been rude to her. He hadn’t even thought about it.

      “If you feel that strongly about it,” he said, “I’ll apologize when they come back in.”

      “If they come back in,” Luke retorted.

      “Look, I’m sorry, okay?”

      Luke sighed, a look of acceptance on his face. “Just apologize to her and in the future try not to be so mean-spirited with your opinions. It’s not nice.”

      Dylan felt appropriately scolded. He didn’t like feeling that way, especially when the person who had called out his bad behavior was his best friend, someone who knew him better than anyone and would give him more leeway than anyone else. He strongly felt that if Luke thought he was being rude—well, he was probably being rude.

      Duly reprimanded, Dylan went quiet, reviewing the conversation with the young woman in his mind and trying to see it from another point of view. He did hope she would come back in. He wanted to say he was sorry for disturbing her and being presumptuous.

      They didn’t come back right away, and Dylan got lost in thought. He’d enjoyed sparring with her and probably would have antagonized her a little more just to see the spark that came from her eyes when she spat her words of defense at him. It gave him a thrill. He hadn’t thought it was hurtful to her.

      The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he’d been approaching it from the wrong direction. He wouldn’t want anyone poking fun at him that way either and irritating him on purpose.

      Luke was right, he concluded. He’d been a cad, and he would have to apologize to the woman and her brother—or cousin—or whoever the young man was.
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      “I don’t know why you have to go talking to those men like that, Mattie,” Franklin hissed as soon as they left the compartment behind. “I usually understand, but today? Of all days, Mattie. Of all days. This is no time to be involving someone else.”

      “I couldn’t help it,” Mattie insisted, though she did feel a great deal of regret. “I don’t like it when men like that say women have no place in society other than the domestics. We are just as capable of holding higher positions as men are. I don’t—”

      “I don’t want to hear this,” Franklin cut her off. “Please, Mattie. You know I don’t feel like that, so I don’t need you preaching to me about that stuff. Okay? Please.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I didn’t mean to cause a problem.”

      “It’s all right,” Franklin replied gently. “Come on. Let’s go get a drink. Maybe that will calm your nerves.”

      “I shouldn’t. I should be keeping my wits about me.”

      “You don’t want to go doing anything like this without a little bottled encouragement, Sis,” he responded, his hold on her hand relaxing the further they went down the corridor.

      The dining car was three to the back, in the middle of the train. Mattie and Franklin took two seats around a very small table, and after only a moment, Franklin got back up and went to the counter to get drinks for them both.

      Mattie turned her eyes to look out the window, taking in the scenery as it passed at a fast pace. She flicked her eyes, focusing on trees, buildings, animals as they passed. She didn’t want to think about what she was supposed to do when they got near to Trumperton.

      She and Franklin had dug out their father’s train maps and rolled them all out until they found the train going from Bighorn to Lincoln. They were supposed to look for mile marker 7 as soon as they got into Tennessee state lines. Trumperton was the first town, and Lincoln was fifty miles past that. They’d calculated it with one of their father’s tools. They’d barely managed to get out of his study before he came in.

      Franklin came back with a small glass and set it down in front of her. “Just some sweet sherry. I’m sure you have no objection to that, do you?”

      “No,” Mattie said shortly. “I’d go for several shots of bourbon right now. I don’t know if I can go through with this, Franklin.” Mattie wasn’t used to feeling helpless and controlled. It was a feeling she detested and had avoided all her life. As a judge, her father was known to be one of the most fair-minded in the country. She had no doubt he would rise in the ranks to be nominated to the Supreme Court someday if that’s what he wanted.

      He’d raised all his children to believe that all men were created equal, regardless of their skin color, gender, or wealth. He treated everyone with the same amount of respect, regardless of their station in life, from the president to the maid.

      Those were the beliefs that Mattie held, as well, believing them to be inherent to all human beings, even though some seemed to be more concentrated on themselves than others.

      “You can do this, Mattie,” Franklin stated firmly, reaching over as he sat down to put one hand on her shoulder. He squeezed her and gave her a look of confidence. “I know you can do it. I’m here with you. We have to save Lauren. We have to do it before our parents notice she’s gone. They won’t check until tomorrow, and I doubt Rose even knows they think Lauren’s with her.”

      “You didn’t speak to them before we came here, did you?” Mattie asked.

      Franklin narrowed his eyes and pinched his lips together. “Of course not, Mattie. We wouldn’t be here right now if I had.”

      Mattie shook her head. “I meant Rose and her family. You didn’t see them while you were out today, did you?”

      “No. I only went to the train station and bought the tickets. I didn’t see anyone of note.”

      “Really?”

      Franklin nodded, taking a sip from his drink. She noticed he’d gotten what looked like bourbon to her and was sipping it very slowly. She enjoyed sherry, so she drank hers with fervor. It made her head feel a little lighter. Franklin was right anyway. She could feel the courage filling her as she drank it.

      Franklin cleared his throat and sat forward, his eyes on the table and his hands clutching the glass between them.

      “Mattie, what are we going to do after you pull the cord? And how are we going to do anything with those two men in the cabin?”

      “We could go on in another car.”

      Franklin shook his head. “I looked. Didn’t see even one car without passengers.”

      Mattie’s heart sank. This was a popular train to take, the first one of the day, and the bandits probably timed it that way on purpose. The robbery would have been useless if there weren’t any people on the train to rob.

      The dining car itself was quite full. They would be hauling in a lot.

      “I’ll figure something out. I have to.”

      “You will. I know you will.” She was encouraged by the sound of confidence in his voice. He was still looking down at the table, but he reached over and placed one of his hands on hers. When she looked up at him, he looked up at her.

      “We’re going to get her back. I know it. We have to. But I want to ask you something, and I don’t want you to get mad at me for it.”

      Mattie’s anxiety shot through the roof. She felt herself tense up from head to toe. “What is it?” she asked, hoping he wasn’t going to ask the question that had been haunting her all night and that morning.

      “You don’t think Lauren was somehow mixed up with these men, do you? Didn’t she seem a little odd to you at the party last night?”

      Mattie tried to remember what time she’d spent with her sister at the party. They had gotten ready together. But once the party was under way, they hadn’t stayed together.

      “While we were getting ready, she talked about a young man she hoped to see at the party,” Mattie said quietly, remembering, “but there’s no way for us to know if he was one of the bandits or not. I mean, I reckon he could have been. That would have made it easy for them to take her away.”

      “I don’t want to think she’d put herself in that position,” Franklin mumbled, turning his eyes to the passing scenery outside the window. “But I can’t help it. I think she’s more vulnerable to that than any girl I’ve ever known. She’s so wild. So reckless.”

      “I agree,” Mattie said, “but we have no choice right now. It doesn’t even matter if she knew the bandit. Maybe if she does, he would treat her better than he might a regular kidnapped victim.”

      Franklin’s eyebrows shot up. “A regular kidnap victim? That sounds really awful.”

      Mattie just nodded. “Yeah, it does.”

      “I’ll tell you what. Let’s just ride the train in here until we get to Tennessee. When we hear the announcement, we’ll go back to the car.”

      Mattie nodded. “Yes, I like that plan. Let’s do that.”
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      Dylan looked up when the young woman and her brother came into the cabin over an hour later. They sat down where they had been. The woman was holding a cup of hot coffee and had pulled her hood so far forward he couldn’t see her face anymore at all.

      “Pardon me, Miss,” he said quietly, not looking at Luke, though he wanted to. “My friend pointed out that I might have been… well, I was very rude to you before you left. I do apologize. I hope that you can forgive me for overstepping and being condescending.”

      She turned her head only for a moment, looking at him with troubled eyes. He wondered what was going on behind that distraught look. Surely that couldn’t have been because of him. He didn’t have that kind of power over anyone. Not with his words.

      Did he?

      He felt an uneasy tension in his chest. If he had to identify it, he would have said it was guilt. Hadn’t he felt guilty before? Why did it seem like such a strange feeling to him? He’d never felt that way when he’d stated his beliefs before. Why was she any different?

      When she looked away from him, he felt dismissed. He didn’t like that feeling. It made him angry. He opened his mouth to protest what he conceived as her being rude to him when Luke spoke up.

      “Dylan,” Luke stated his name firmly, “when we get to Lincoln, the first thing we should do is hire a buggy. It will take us to my uncle’s house, and he will give us horses. We’ll get his buggy driver to take the buggy back. How’s that sound?”

      Dylan turned his gaze to his friend, pulling his eyebrows together. He wasn’t allowed to be rude to her, but she could be rude to him? When he locked eyes with Luke, he could practically hear his friend’s words in his mind.

      She doesn’t have to forgive you, he heard Luke stating. She doesn’t even have to talk to you.

      Dylan pulled in a deep breath through his nose and held it for a moment before letting it out the same way, slowly and quietly. Why did he even want this woman to talk to him? Why was he seeking her forgiveness at all? Why did he care?

      He let out a quiet harumph before shuffling his feet and pulling a pamphlet from his front pocket to distract himself from the ride. He’d brought it to remind himself what he was trying to do and what he wanted to accomplish. The pamphlet was one of the first he and Luke had published. It always made him feel good to look at it. It was one they’d created to advertise their own advertising company. As far as he was concerned, it was their best creation yet.

      Dylan sighed, tapping the pamphlet against his hand, looking up but not directly at anyone else. He let his eyes roam around the small cabin, looking at nothing in particular.

      “It’s going to be a long, quiet ride for another fifty-five miles to Lincoln.”

      The next few minutes felt like an eternity to Dylan. He actually had no idea how quickly or slowly the time was passing. All he knew was that something had gone terribly wrong.

      “Fifty-five miles?” the young man said in alarm. “Mattie. It’s fifty-five miles to Lincoln.”

      Dylan frowned, watching as the woman and the man suddenly came alive with action. The woman whipped the hood off her head and peered through the window.

      “It can’t be. We couldn’t have.”

      “Pull it. Pull it.”

      The coffee cup went crashing to the ground, splashing hot liquid around the woman’s feet. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “Oh, no. Oh, no,” she cried out.

      “Pull it! Pull it!”

      The next moment, Dylan watched as the young man rose from his seat and threw himself across to the other side. He wrapped both his hands around the long, thick cord of the emergency brake.

      “No,” Dylan and Luke yelled at the same time.

      They both leaped up to stop the young man from pulling the cord, but Mattie rose to her feet, blocking them.

      Her brother used all his weight to drop the cord down to its fullest length.

      Immediately, the sound of the brakes applying in complete emergency mode blasted through the air. Dylan slapped his hands over his ears and lowered his head as his body tumbled across to the other side of the cabin.

      Luke caught him before he could smash into him and shoved him off. Both men tumbled to the ground. Dylan felt something sharp in his ribs and cried out. He looked down in the chaos and saw the girl had fallen on him and was struggling to get up.

      He put both hands firmly on her shoulders and lifted her off him. He was astonished to see she had tears streaming from her eyes. She was mumbling quickly in panic. The four of them were all over each other, trying to right themselves.

      A gunshot in the near distance rang out the moment the brakes brought the train to a halt. Dylan’s heart raced frantically. His eyes darted to the door and then to Luke, who had obviously also heard the shot. The sound of screams coming from another car alerted them that something had gone terribly wrong.

      “What’s going on?” he yelled out, pushing Mattie off him. “What did you do?”

      “Franklin.” Mattie was calling out to her brother. “Franklin. Franklin!”

      “I’m right here, Mattie. Come on. Come to me. I’m right here.” He sounded as panicked as his sister.

      Dylan caught sight of them lurching toward each other. Franklin grabbed Mattie’s hand, and he pulled himself up to his feet first and then his sister after.

      “We have to get out of here, Mattie,” Dylan heard the young man hiss. “We have to get out of here now. They will find us. But we have to get out of here.”

      “What about Lauren?” the young woman cried tearfully. “We won’t know—”

      “Come on. No more. Don’t say anymore. We have to get out of here.”

      Dylan had, by that time, pushed himself to his feet. He held out a hand to Luke, who grabbed it and was on his feet a second later.

      “They’ve got the right idea,” Luke said quickly, watching as the two younger people ran through the door into the small corridor outside, glancing to the left and running to the right. “Let’s get out of here. I’m not losing my life or my money to some lowlife train-robbing bandits. Come on.”

      Sounding like the young man Mattie had called Franklin, Luke opened the door the rest of the way, as Mattie and her brother had only opened it halfway. He looked to the left and the right. Dylan came up behind him, sticking his head out as well.

      The screams of the other passengers were coming from the left. There were a few more gunshots. Dylan hoped and prayed they were just warning shots. He didn’t want to believe anyone was actually being shot because that would mean the girl and her brother were responsible for the deaths of those passengers. They had been the ones to stop the train. They had let the bandits on.

      “You got your gun on you?” he asked Luke.

      “Pffft. Of course, I do. I wouldn’t not have ‘em on me when I’m traveling. You didn’t bring yours?”

      “I didn’t.” Dylan didn’t care for guns. He valued the one he had for protection but was not a gunslinger by any means. He would rather stab with a pen than a sword.

      “We don’t have time to just stand here pontificating,” Luke hissed urgently. “Let’s go.”
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      Adrenaline pumped through Mattie’s body as she and her brother raced down the narrow corridor toward the end of the car. At first, they heard a lot of screams and gunshots. Now, there was quiet, and that could only mean that the men were making their way through the cars, taking everything they could from the passengers. They would soon get to the car she and her brother had been riding in, and she didn’t want to confront them there. The likelihood that they had Lauren with them or would take Mattie and Franklin straight to her was nonexistent.

      What have I done? she thought frantically as Franklin yanked the door open and hopped out onto the metal connecting bridge to the next car.

      He turned abruptly and grabbed her hand. “Come on. We know Trumperton is just a few miles that way. We need to go there. That’s got to be where they are at. Maybe they have Lauren with them.”

      “Okay,” Mattie agreed, letting Franklin pull her to the edge of the gangway. It looked further to the ground than Mattie thought when she’d first boarded the train and realized the platform had been just the right height to let them on the train easily. She stared down at the grassy patch below them. There were only a few feet of land before a sharp ravine going down further than she could see. There was a long gap in between where the land ended
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