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            A BRIDE'S DECEPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      When Uncle Gabriel dies, Sadie Salinger and her sisters find themselves owning a detective agency. Complete with a case ready to go. Adelaide’s come up with an idea. Masquerading as a madame and a lady of the night. Sadie’s the one who has the gumption to pull off the ruse, so it’s settled. She and Adelaide will go to a mining town to solve the mystery Uncle Gabriel left behind.

      

      Larson Donaldson’s not a lawman anymore, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t need to eat. Of course, he does, so he gets himself a job as private security for a madame and her sportin’ woman. He’s never had a job quite like this one. Then again, he’s never met a woman quite like Sadie Salinger.

      

      Things seem fine until an attempt is made on their lives. That’s when he determines he needs to know the truth. He can’t protect the women when he doesn’t know what in creation’s name they're actually doing in this mining town.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Adelaide, Belinda, Sadie, and Josie Salinger all climbed out of the buggy, clutching their bags with sorrowful expressions on their faces.

      “I loved Uncle Gabe,” Belinda said in her usual quiet way, “but I never expected him to leave us anything in his will.”

      “Don’t set your sights too high,” Adelaide, the oldest sister of the bunch replied, cautiously. “He was a generous man, but I don’t expect much more than a couple thousand for each of us.”

      “A couple thousand,” Josie exclaimed, her eyes widening. “That’s more than I’ve ever had. I will be grateful if he leaves me five dollars if I’m very honest with you, sisters.”

      The other girls agreed as they stepped up to the entrance of the lawyer’s office.

      Their uncle Gabriel had died one week previous. The funeral had been held, and his casket laid to rest in the deep, cool ground. The sisters had been living together in their family home without either of their parents for eight years. When their mother gave birth to Josephine, whom they affectionately called Josie, she died of a hemorrhage. Their father had died in a mining accident when Adelaide was twenty. She had raised her three siblings after that, as they were practically adults by that time anyway. The youngest was fourteen—Justine.

      Adelaide had no trouble raising her sisters, as she had a practical, logical mind that worked well with managing things, such as finances and household tasks. They had a maid, but only because she was supplied by Uncle Gabriel. Adelaide would have to go through the books to find out what she was being paid and if they could afford to keep her on. It was okay, if not. She and her sisters knew how to fend for themselves. Despite the fact that their uncle had been taking good care of them for the last eight years, they were each working and making their own money.

      Adelaide had already been working when their father died, and she never gave up the position she held. There was no reason to. She and her sisters could have taken advantage of their uncle and lived off him, but they were responsible young ladies, and their father would have been spinning in his grave if he thought his daughters were taking advantage of his brother.

      Now that Uncle Gabriel was gone, they would have to contend with less. And that was perfectly fine. They didn’t mind working hard. They had jobs they loved—well, most of them did. Adelaide worked in the postmaster’s office and spent the rest of her free time at the stables down the street where people left their animals while they did jobs and ran errands in town. She loved horses. Her dream career was to take care of them, but their money had to go elsewhere.

      Belinda, who was a year younger than her older sister Adelaide at twenty-seven, was a dressmaker’s assistant. She constantly had bandages on her fingers from being stuck with needles to the point that her sisters teased her about being a human pin cushion.

      The third sister was Sarah, who was dubbed Sadie by their father, and the name never left her. She worked for a bank as the secretary to the vice president. She’d expressed her desire to get a different job at some point, perhaps to be a model in the local magazines, showing off the clothes they were selling. It was an intriguing idea that was encouraged by her sisters. She’d never gotten up the courage to go ask, though. So she still worked in the bank, being chased around the desk by a lecherous boss who refused to keep his hands off her. Sadie was a beautiful woman by all accounts. And though she knew it, she didn’t flaunt it.

      The fourth and youngest sister was Josephine. Josie was also a beautiful girl and took all her cues from Sadie. She was as vivacious and outgoing as her older sister and often expressed the desire to be in modeling, too.

      The four young women stepped into the office and looked around. Adelaide noticed the walls were grey, along with the floor and the frames of the pictures hanging on the walls.

      “You’re here.” Mr. Robinson, the lawyer, looked up at them with enthusiasm on his face. He was the only one in the office, as the practice was his and his alone. He stood up and held his hand out to the four chairs he had placed in front of his desk. “Please sit. This won’t take long. I simply need to make sure you understand the conditions of the will and what you will need to do to receive your inheritance.”

      “Sounds good,” Adelaide said, taking a seat. Her sisters followed suit, and they stared at the man, waiting for him to tell them what their uncle had left them.

      He shuffled through some papers while they settled in and then looked up at them with what could be nothing more than excitement.

      “So there’s not much to read here,” he said, dropping his eyes to the paper. “It seems your uncle has left you the entirety of his estate, split into quarters. The business in Sacramento, which is, I’m sure you know, only twenty minutes by wagon. He left a manual there with instructions on how the business is run. If you choose not to accept it, he has added a codicil that will close the business. However, he states that he is hoping you will.”

      “He left us everything?” Adelaide asked breathlessly. Uncle Gabriel had been an extremely wealthy man. “Even the gold mine?”

      Mr. Robinson nodded, smiling at Adelaide. “Even the gold mine. You ladies will never have to work another day in your lives.” He chuckled. “Except as private investigators.”

      The girls looked at each other with astonishment and excitement.

      They were going to be private investigators.
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      Sadie looked at the building as they approached. It looked somewhat like a house, but it was stretched out further in the back than most of the houses she’d seen. They’d been to their uncle’s office often. Although they had never stayed or gotten involved in his business, he had shown them how he ran things and let them look through his case notes. She realized he had been preparing them. He’d probably been meaning to leave the business to them the whole time.

      She and Josie were practically bouncing with excitement, both of them leaning forward. They’d discussed all night how anxious they were to get started. Neither of them wanted to remain in the job they had and were over the moon about joining their sisters in these new positions as private investigators.

      Sadie pulled on her skirt as she got down from the buggy so it wouldn’t get caught in the door. She hopped down and headed for the front door of the office.

      “It’s locked,” Adelaide called from behind her.

      Sadie turned to see her sister approaching with a key in one hand.

      “I’ll have to figure out what do to with this key, so it doesn’t get lost,” Adelaide murmured as she stepped in front of Sadie and pushed the key in the lock mechanism.

      Once they were inside, Sadie looked around like she’d never been in the place before. It seemed different now that it belonged to her—them. The front room was spacious. There were two rooms flanking the lobby. The door to the right had a sign on it that read “Office.” The other one read, “Lavatory.”

      “We have indoor plumbing,” Sadie murmured delightedly. She turned happy eyes to her little sister, Josie, who looked like she was about to come out of her skin. “We have indoor plumbing here,” she repeated in haste.

      Josie nodded. “I know,” she squeaked. “Isn’t it amazing? I think I’ll go wash my hands right now and use the toilet.”

      They both laughed. Their uncle had been the first person in Sacramento to get indoor plumbing and an actual flushable toilet. It wasn’t a common sight, though in the years after Uncle Gabe got his, several other wealthy folks in town had one installed. It was one of the more exciting things for Sadie, and she couldn’t wait to become used to having the toilet. She thought she would walk ten miles to get back to the flushable toilet instead of using an outhouse. The thought made her laugh.

      Instead of going to the lavatory, Josie followed Sadie as she went to the door of the office and swung it open to look inside. Their uncle had left everything neat and tidy. He had several sets of dresser drawers he used as filing cabinets, a large dark brown desk with nothing but a sealed envelope on the surface, a large office chair, and several bookshelves stacked with books of all kinds. Mostly nonfiction and having to do with the law.

      “He left us a note,” Adelaide said, stepping through behind Sadie, who moved forward a little to let her through.

      “Sorry,” she murmured. “I didn’t mean to be in your way.”

      “Don’t you think about it, my girl,” Adelaide said in a casual tone, not even looking at her sister as she made a beeline for the desk and the envelope, which she swooped up into her hand.

      Sadie glanced around the room one more time, admiring the black and white and red swirls of the rug on the floor. It brought some vibrancy to the otherwise dull office. There weren’t even any indoor plants, which Sadie thought to rectify in a short time. What was an office without nice flowers and some greenery?

      She stepped back out into the spacious lobby, which only held a row of five chairs on a clean hardwood floor. That was it. There was enough space for two dozen people to stand at arm’s-length around those five chairs. The walls were decorated with various landscape paintings, along with a row of paintings on one wall depicting the last five presidents.

      “I can’t believe Uncle Gabe left this to us,” Belinda said, her timid voice coming out so softly, so her sisters could barely hear her.

      Sadie nodded. “What an amazing man he was to do that. So generous.”

      Belinda gave her sister a cautious look. “Yes, but what do we know about investigating crime? What can we possibly do to hold up Uncle’s reputation?”

      “We are smart,” Sadie said confidently. “We will figure it out. I’ve got a mind that he saw something in us—at least one of us—that made him want to do this for us. I think we should thank our lucky stars and be happy about it.”

      Belinda gave Sadie a smile, but it was wavering, and it didn’t reach her eyes. It didn’t surprise Sadie that her sister was nervous about the venture. She was always that way, urging her sisters to be careful about everything they did. It came from a place in her heart, and they all knew it.

      At that moment, though, Sadie was a little frustrated with her older sister. Belinda was the careful one of the sisters, yes, but sometimes it would be nice if she would just step into the future and let it take her where it wanted without her trying to manipulate things for safety purposes. That attitude would keep her sister from having any fun in her life, Sadie was sure of it.

      “Let’s go see what the house looks like,” Josie said, pulling gently on Sadie’s sleeve. “I bet it’s set up for a man. We’ll probably have to make so many changes.”

      Sadie was also anxious to see what it looked like in the house part of the building. It was attached to the front office by a narrow hallway that wouldn’t allow more than two people side by side. She wondered about the narrowness of it as she and Josie went through to the door on the other side.

      The house area was not at all what the girls were expecting. Sadie’s eyes opened wide as she looked around. They’d visited the office many times, but they hadn’t gone back into their uncle’s living quarters. There was never a need for that.

      It was set up with neutral tones, and the classiness of it impressed Sadie. The furnishings looked soft and comfortable, all made of dark wood and a tan-colored fabric for the cushioning. The rug on the floor was also that tan color with large brown leaves scattered through it. The walls were decorated with various paintings, all classy and well-done. There were three additional bedrooms along with the main bedroom where their uncle had slept.

      All the rooms had been newly furnished. Sadie could tell by the untouched nature of it all. The furniture in the spare bedrooms didn’t look like they’d had time to collect dust. Uncle Gabriel must have been putting everything together while he was dying. Once the tuberculosis took his ability to do anything, he’d likely gotten other people to do the work for him.

      Pain swept through Sadie when she thought about how much Uncle Gabe had always done for them, how he had made sure their future was secure. What a wonderful man he had been.

      The kitchen was a master of modern opportunity. There was an up-to-date stove, a huge icebox bigger than Sadie had ever seen, counters lining the walls under hanging cabinets, an island in the middle with multiple drawers lining the side that faced the counters and cabinets.

      “We’re going to be eating good, I know that,” Josie said from behind her.

      The sisters laughed.

      “Uncle Gabriel thought of everything,” Sadie said with a contented sigh.
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      “Do you ladies want to hear what our dear uncle had to say?”

      Sadie turned to see her sister Adelaide had entered the house. She, too, stopped right after she stepped in, looking up and around her with wide eyes.

      “Oh my,” she commented breathlessly, “our uncle did have good taste, didn’t he?”

      She had been holding up the envelope and unfolded the letter which she’d taken out of it. She looked around at the walls, the floor, the furniture with admiration etched in her features. Her light eyes sparkled with wonder. She lowered the envelope and letter and strolled over to the door to her right, which she opened.

      “Aren’t the bedrooms lovely?” Sadie asked, sweeping her eyes around the living room, which was the first room one entered when coming into the house portion of the building. “And look at the amenities in the kitchen. We won’t be eating in any restaurants, that’s for certain.”

      “You are right about that,” Adelaide agreed, nodding as she turned to scan the kitchen, which was open to the rest of the house with no blocking wall. “I like these bedrooms, too. It seems so convenient that there are four of them, don’t you think?”

      Sadie gave her sister a knowing look, and a slow smile spread across her lips. “You think it was Uncle’s intention all along, don’t you?”

      Adelaide lifted her eyebrows, smiling back. “I’m not sure if it was all along, but definitely when we got old enough to start being around him. He must have seen something in us that made him want to do this.”

      “Well, we are his only nieces,” Josie pointed out as Belinda stepped quietly into the house and scanned it with wary eyes.

      “His only anything,” Sadie added with a soft laugh. “Poor man never had any boys to dote over.”

      “That’s probably why he doted over us,” Adelaide stated. “I’ll take this room here. You girls pick your rooms. They all look the same to me.”

      “Uncle’s room was bigger than the others,” Sadie said, “and personally, I think Josie should have that one because she’ll need at least two wardrobes to fit all the clothes she has.”

      Josie gasped and looked offended though Sadie knew she wasn’t.

      “How dare you?” Josie asked in a completely non-confrontational way. In fact, after she said the words, she went to the door to the largest room and stuck her head in. Pulling it back out, she added, “Yes, this room might be big enough to hold all my things. I will just set up a little spot in the corner for myself.”

      Her reaction made her sisters laugh.

      They all congregated at the table in the kitchen, which was set in between the kitchen and the living room on a small platform raised just a little higher than the floor around it. Sadie liked the setup. She felt like royalty, sitting at the long table, which only had four chairs but could easily have managed four more on either side of her and Josie. The two older sisters took the ends of the table.

      Adelaide spread the paper on the table in front of her. “Uncle says he loves us, of course. Or he did.”

      “He still does,” Belinda remarked in her soft voice. “He’s just loving us from Heaven now.”

      “Agreed,” Adelaide said to her sister in a somber voice, nodding. “He left this letter kind of like instructions, letting us know what he’s done and why.”

      “Why don’t you just read it to us, Adelaide?” Josie asked. “We want to hear it all.” She swept her eyes to her other sisters but settled them on Sadie, probably because she knew Belinda would just get flushed and probably not have a response. “Isn’t that right, girls? Don’t you want to hear it all?”

      Adelaide shook her head. “All right, all right. No need to get belligerent about it. I’ll read the whole thing to you.”

      “Well, the important parts, anyway,” Josie responded, making her other sisters look at her again. “If it’s long, you don’t have to read it all. I just want to know the important stuff. But I want to hear what he has to say, too.”

      Adelaide lowered the paper she’d picked up and stared at her sister for a moment. “Sometimes you make no sense to me,” she murmured, shaking her head and dropping her eyes to the letter again. “He says it is a sad day for you girls, I am sure, but you must keep your wits about you and remember that I am in a much better place now. I have been in a great deal of pain as of late, and I do not want you girls to remember me that way. I hope that you have found some peace with my passing, but if you haven’t yet, please know it will come. It took me a year or two to deal with the death of my brother, and that’s after losing my wife and both my parents. Years before him, in fact.”

      Adelaide looked up when Josie sniffled.

      When Josie nodded that she was fine, Adelaide continued.

      “I have every confidence that you young ladies will be able to handle my investigating business. I have left you a job to do first thing, as the down payment was already deposited, and the client has been made aware that you girls will be taking over. I have not yet begun on the case, so it will be yours from the beginning. However, I have made some notes in the folder to help you get started. There are also instruction manuals I wrote out for you—or rather had someone write while I dictated—so you will make the business as efficient as possible while still running it your own way. If you find something that you believe needs changing, which could very well happen since new inventions are coming out every day, you should do so. Do not fear disrespecting me because I did things a different way. Chances are I didn’t have the opportunity to use whatever newfangled contraption they come up with to make life easier for people in general, so if you see a chance, you jump for it. No tradition needs to be left in place when something better comes along. Please keep that in mind and do what you want to when it comes to the business.”

      Adelaide stopped when her voice cracked slightly. Sadie could tell the tone of her uncle’s letter had touched her sister’s heart. If anyone was perfect for running the agency and keeping things modern and up to date, it would be Adelaide. Her brilliant mind was constantly working out the details of different problems, subjects, topics, whatever was bugging her at the moment.

      “My reputation in California is solid. All of my previous clients are aware that I am giving the company to you four, and you will be as good as I was. Much better, I suspect. There are four of you, after all. If you aren’t better than me, maybe consider selling the business.”

      Titters went around the table.

      “I have every confidence that you can do this, my girls. You take care of yourselves and if you have any trouble at all or need any help, ask Mayor Carruthers. He will help you with whatever you need. He knew me well and is what I would have considered a best friend. I want you all to know I thanked God every day for letting me be a part of your lives. I am forever grateful, and now that I am hopefully walking beside Him in Heaven, I’ll be surely telling Him that every day of my existence. Until we meet again, my dear Adelaide, Belinda, Sarah, and Justine. I love you all.”

      Sadie knew why her sister had sniffed. Her own eyes had filled with tears. Memories came flooding back through her mind. She pressed her lips together. She was going to miss that sweet man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The girls went back to the office, and Adelaide went around the desk and sat down. Her sisters took a chair from around the room and dragged it to the center, so they were all facing Adelaide quite close to the desk.

      Sadie leaned forward to put her elbows upon it and lean.

      “Where do you think the new job is going to be?” Josie asked. “Did Uncle do jobs outside of Sacramento?”

      Adelaide looked up at her through slightly narrowed eyes. “I don’t know, but I think we’re about to find out.”

      Sadie pushed one hand through her blond curly hair, scrunching it slightly at the end to promote the style she was wearing it in. It was shoulder-length, fairly straight until just below her ears, where it began to curl and wave around her neck. One long strand had escaped and was in the front, resting on her chest in a ringlet. Barrettes kept any strands from falling into her eyes. Her heart slammed in her chest as she thought about the new job she and her sisters would be doing. It sounded fun and a little bit dangerous.

      Sadie always liked things that got her adrenaline running and her heart pounding.

      Adelaide searched through the drawers of the desk but didn’t see the telltale folder that would give them the information she needed. Finally, she pulled the middle drawer open and saw it staring up at her. “Here it is,” she said, pulling it out.

      Sadie had been getting slightly worried, wondering if her uncle had possibly forgotten to leave it out for them like he intended. She should have known not to doubt the man. He was brilliant. All the way to the end.

      Adelaide laid the folder on top of the desk and opened the cover flap. Sadie waited with bated breath.

      “The client’s name is May Bainbridge,” Adelaide said in a clear tone, her eyes down on the paper. “She is a 35-year-old female living alone in Deep Valley Mine Town.”

      “Where is that?” Josie asked. “Is that here in California?”

      Adelaide appeared to be looking for the answer and nodded after a few seconds. “Yes. It is. It’s ten miles from here, so that’s not bad. We can make that in the buggy easy.”

      “Ten miles isn’t much,” Sadie remarked. “I wonder why they didn’t just become part of Sacramento?”

      “Because it’s a mining town,” Belinda responded in a reasonable voice. “They live there so they can mine without having to make a long trip home after work every day. That’s a five-hour trip on horseback, you know.”

      Sadie blinked at her sister. “I didn’t know that,” she said simply. She turned her gaze back to her oldest sister. “Continue, sister dear. What is the job?”

      Adelaide gave her a warm smile. “We’re looking to solve the murder of her brother, May’s brother, Mickey. He dropped dead during a boxing match.”

      “What a callous way to say it,” Belinda breathed.

      Adelaide nodded. “That’s the way it’s written. I think because he probably was on his feet, and he dropped to the ground dead. It’s descriptive.”

      “It’s too descriptive,” Belinda noted but had a neutral look on her face.

      “So they didn’t discover anything in their initial investigation?” Sadie asked.

      Adelaide returned her eyes to the paper once more and continued reading. “Looks like there wasn’t an investigation at all. They assumed he died because he was boxing.”

      “Oh, so he was actually one of the boxers,” Josie said.

      Adelaide nodded. “Yes.”

      Sadie frowned. “So what’s the problem then? What did May hire us to do?”

      With her gaze still on the papers, Adelaide said, “She doesn’t think he died as a result of a punch. She told Uncle Gabe she believes it had to have been something else. There’s no way he would have died like that otherwise. She doesn’t go into a lot of detail here, but she does say she doesn’t believe it and wants us to find out if it’s true or not.”

      “What about the coroner’s report? Wouldn’t that have given her the answer?” Josie asked.

      “There doesn’t appear to be one. I guess because it wasn’t ruled suspicious, so they just didn’t perform an autopsy.”

      “Are you telling me he dropped dead as you say, and they threw him in a box and buried him in the ground?” Sadie was disgusted by the very thought of it.

      Adelaide was quiet for a moment before looking up at Sadie. “The family has some money. I doubt they threw him in a box and buried him. They would have done so in a very respectful way. But no, I see nothing that looks like a coroner’s report in this folder. I think they figured it happened because he was boxing and got hit too hard and went down. May, the sister, wasn’t able to get them to change their minds.”

      “That poor girl,” Belinda murmured. “She must be going through hell right now.”

      “I’m sure she is. If she wasn’t completely alone then, she is now. At least, that’s the impression I’m getting.” Adelaide lowered the paper in her hand and looked up at her sisters. “There’s a place Uncle rented out there in the mining town for us to stay in, so we won’t be in a boarding house. Uncle says to go in undercover, according to this top sheet here.” She lifted it and held it up so they could see it.

      Sadie spotted her uncle’s signature at the bottom, and it made her heart flip in her chest. He’d been such a support to her and her sisters, just the sight of his handwriting and knowing he had touched the pen to the paper to put it there made her miss him terribly.

      “How do we go in undercover?” Belinda asked. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “Sure you do. Going in as something other than what you are. Meeting people as someone else, so they won’t know who you are or suspect why you’re really there.”

      Belinda’s eyebrows shot up. “You mean lie. Perpetrate a deception.”

      The sisters looked at Belinda.

      “We have to go undercover, so people won’t know we are investigating and clam up,” Adelaide said in a logical tone. “We may have to lie to accomplish that, but it’s not the same as lying to cover up something you’ve done wrong. We’re doing it for the greater good. It’s not the same, and I’m sure you will agree that God forgives us for that. We have to do the job right, don’t we? It won’t break your moral code to do this under these circumstances, will it?”

      “I don’t know,” Belinda remarked, her voice low. She looked down at her hands, which she was kneading in her lap.

      Sadie watched her sister’s face, feeling sympathy for the woman. She was the opposite in nature than Sadie. Belinda was quiet, subdued, liked to read, didn’t want to have much adventure or excitement in her life. She could only imagine what her sister was thinking about all this. They probably weren’t great thoughts.

      Belinda grimaced. “It’s still lying. I hate it. I don’t know if I can do it. I’ve always been a terrible liar, you know that. I won’t be able to keep the secret. It will get out and ruin the whole thing.”

      She sounded absolutely miserable, and Sadie couldn’t help getting up to go to her and give her a hug around the shoulders. When she pulled away, she was grateful to see Belinda smiling at her.

      “You’re going to do fine, sister dear,” Sadie said. “You’ll play a non-speaking part in the play, okay?”

      As she returned to her seat, Belinda quipped, “So you’re relegating me to play the tree?”

      The sisters laughed.

      “Only if it isn’t a talking tree,” Sadie replied, laughter still in her voice, “because talking trees give information they shouldn’t be giving.”

      Their laughter continued.

      Sadie hadn’t seen all four of her sisters laughing and talking like this for several months—not since the Christmas season. That was four months ago. In the meantime, they’d been living their lives as usual, all four of them single women still desiring but not looking for marriage.

      .
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      “I think I’ve come up with something we can use,” Adelaide said after they’d discussed the new case for among themselves ten minutes.

      “Do tell,” Sadie said excitedly, sitting forward and gazing at her sister. She was ready. Deep Valley Mine Town was at the base of the mountain range nearby, known as the San Fernando Mountains. A huge river snaked its way through that mountain range, creating foliage, trees, and fauna that looked like it should be in a much more lush, beautiful country. Sadie had been that way only once or twice while traveling with her father, and she was too young to remember most of it. But she had flashes of memory of the place and could remember thinking how tremendously beautiful it was.

      “As you ladies might know,” Adelaide began, “Deep Valley Mine Town is where Uncle Gabe’s gold mine is located. It’s on the south end of the mountain. That’s how May came to know of him. I’m just summarizing what I’m reading here.” She lifted the paper. “So he had friends in that town, but chances are high they won’t know who we are because we haven’t been there as adults. We’ve only been a few times. Uncle always came to us.”

      Sadie nodded in agreement, moving her eyes to her sisters, who also nodded.

      “So anyway, I think our best bet to find out what really happened is to not let anyone know who we are, and Belinda, since you have a problem with it all, you can stay here and mind the fort. Is that okay with you?”

      Belinda’s eyes opened wide. “But we just moved here, and I don’t know anyone. I don’t want to be alone.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” Josie offered. “I’d like to get to know Sacramento a little better. Our country house didn’t give us a very good idea of city life, and I want to know what it’s all about. You never know, maybe I’ll find a nice man to look after me.”

      “You try that,” Adelaide said in a teasing voice, “but we’re going to have to approve of him, or he will have to go.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Right out the door with the scoundrel.”

      Even Josie giggled at the idea of her sisters tossing a grown man through the door by his belt buckle and collar.

      “I’ll stay here if Josie is here,” Belinda remarked, her relief obvious in her voice. “I just don’t want to be by myself. Thank you, Josie.”

      Josie nodded. “I think it will be good for both of us to get settled in while our sisters take care of this business.”

      “That’s settled then,” Adelaide said with a satisfied nod. She moved her eyes to Sadie, who was already looking at her. “You and I will go to Deep Valley posing as a madam and one of her girls. I’ll try to avoid hiring any other girls while there. I’ll make excuses, so I don’t have to and always say you are booked for the next week or two weeks because we are new in town.”

      “So you are the madam, and I’m the girl?” Sadie asked, wondering if there was a good reason for it to be like that and not the opposite but not saying so.

      Adelaide nodded. “Yes. I thought that would be better because I’m older, and you are prettier than I am.”

      Sadie flushed, not expecting the compliment. “You think so?”

      Adelaide snorted. “Sadie. Of course. Don’t act like you aren’t. I’m not saying I’m ugly so let’s not start a lecture on my merits, all right? You are younger, blond while I am a brunette, you have a nice figure while I’m a little on the tall side and you have eyes that draw men in. I’ve seen it happen even when you didn’t. Pa always said I would have been the boy if things had been different. I’m glad I’m not a boy.” Adelaide shivered at the thought, making her sisters break out in giggles.

      “Okay, I give in,” Sadie said, basking in the glow of all the nice things her sister had said about her. “I’ll be the girl as long as I don’t have to act like the girl.”

      “On some occasions, you will need to be flirty,” Adelaide said. “Do you think you can handle that?”

      Sadie couldn’t remember the last time she’d been flirty. She was friendly, she liked to smile, and she liked to talk to people. She enjoyed making friends and meeting new people. But she wasn’t an active flirter because she didn’t want men to get the wrong impression of her.

      “I think I can give it a go,” she responded, grinning.

      “Good, good. The reason why I chose this profession is that we will have a chance to meet more people—unfortunately—but yet we will still be able to find out information without attracting notice.”

      Sadie nodded. That was true. “Good thinking, Adelaide. Good plan.”

      “I’m also putting in an ad for a bodyguard. We need a man with us. I don’t want any of us to be hurt.”

      “Also a fine idea. Does Uncle have a house out there? I know we’re staying in a different one because there’s no way everyone under the sun wouldn’t know who we were if we stayed there.”

      Adelaide nodded. “That’s right. He’s got a mansion in the county near Deep Valley but hasn’t lived there in several years. He’s been renting it out to a large wealthy family, and I think they are still there. So we wouldn’t be able to take it even if we wanted to.”

      “What’s going to happen to that property?” Belinda asked curiously. “Is it ours now?”

      Adelaide moved her gaze to Belinda. “Everything is ours, so yes. But I don’t want to disturb that family. I have instructed the lawyer in charge already to tell the family nothing will change, and they should only change the name on the checks they’ve been writing.”

      The question that immediately came to Sadie’s mind was asked by Josie. “Whose name are they making their checks out to?”

      Sadie waited anxiously to hear whom Adelaide had assigned to that property. She hoped it wasn’t her. She didn’t want the country mansion. It was beautiful, a wonderful place to live, to be sure. But it was quiet, isolated, and had a touch of loneliness about it that Sadie still felt to that very day, even after only being there a handful of times at the very most.

      “I thought you should be the one to profit from that property, Belinda,” Adelaide replied, giving Belinda a soft smile. “I thought you’d like the place.”

      Belinda blinked at her sister, clearly in shock. “You’re giving me the Deep Valley mansion?”

      Adelaide shrugged. “I don’t see why any of the others of us would want it. I enjoy the city life, and our two younger sisters both want adventure and excitement, don’t you, girls?”

      Both Sadie and Josie shared a glance and then nodded vigorously.

      “You would like the place, I think,” Adelaide went on. “And someday you might want to move there and live there permanently. I want that to be your decision, so I also asked the lawyer to draw up a new deed with the property solely in your name. No one could ever take it away from you then.”

      Belinda looked like she was going to cry. Sadie couldn’t help wondering what Adelaide had set up for her and Josie, if anything. It was a special circumstance since they all knew Belinda wasn’t a good fit for lots of action and drama and danger. She was a woman who liked to keep herself to herself.

      “Thank you, Adelaide,” Belinda said breathlessly. “I like that idea.”

      “But you can’t do anything with the place until we finish our undercover job, okay?”

      Belinda nodded. “That’s fine. Yes, that’s fine. I want to get used to being here, too. I do want to work with you girls. I really do. But I want a desk job. I think that fits me best, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” All three sisters said the word at the same time. They shared humorous glances with each other, and all four laughed together.
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      Larson Donaldson was just walking past the postmaster’s office when young Jack came running out.

      “Mr. Donaldson. Mr. Donaldson. I have a message for you, sir.”

      Larson stopped walking and spun around to take the paper from the young man.

      “What is it?” he asked, his eyes falling to the folded piece. He flipped it with his thumb just as the boy answered.

      “A job offer!”

      Larson nodded and looked at Jack with a smile. “It’s about time, I reckon. Thanks, Jack.”

      Jack flashed him the biggest grin he’d seen in a long time. “Just doing my job, sir. Good luck.”

      “Thanks again.” He saluted Jack with two fingers against the brim of his hat as Jack whirled around and disappeared back into the postmaster’s office.

      He read the short note, written in a woman’s hand, leaning slightly to the right, which indicated the author may have been left-handed. Intrigued by that alone, Larson read through the short note.

      Mr. Larson. Please accept our offer of a possible job position with Wagon Wheel Justice. We saw your advertisement in the newspaper and are anxious to begin. Please respond asap.

      The note gave him an address that wasn’t far from where he was right at that moment.

      Thrilled that the ad he put in the paper was actually seen, and someone responded, he turned on his heel and headed for the address.

      Larson had no idea what Wagon Wheel Justice was or what kind of business they did. He’d been looking for a job for two weeks and was beginning to be short of cash, so he was definitely about to find out. His advertisement had described him as a jack of all trades. He could do literally anything he put his mind to except perhaps being a doctor or someone with a profession that took years of training. When it came to using his hands, however, to fix and repair, he could tackle any job. He was also a large man and could do protection and security. In addition, he was extremely smart, having tackled books from a young age just so he could absorb as much knowledge as possible. This trait hadn’t paid him in money often, but it meant that he was comfortable in most situations and was able to use his intellect not only for conversation but also for negotiation and debate purposes.

      He was what many called a drifter. He typically didn’t stay in one place for long. He wanted to see as much of the country he lived in as he could.

      When Larson got to the building that was on the note, he stopped on the sidewalk and stared at the house. It looked a little familiar, but he didn’t know why. Like he’d passed by and wondered the same thing years ago. The large sign hanging over the front porch had a huge canopy draped over it. He couldn’t see what it said to help jog his memory.

      Regardless of how strange it all seemed, he needed the job desperately and pushed himself to go to the front door and find out what it was all about. He wasn’t the intimidated type. He was more the intimidating type. He had nothing to be afraid of. Especially since he was certain it was a woman who had sent the invitation to interview.

      By the time he lifted his hand to knock on the door, he had decided this would likely be protection and security work. He couldn’t see a woman hiring him for any other reason.

      He knocked and waited patiently for the door to be opened.

      “Good morning,” he said, taking off his hat and bowing at the waist. Just as he’d suspected, it was a woman who answered. “I’m Larson Donaldson. I believe you sent me a note to come by for a possible job?”

      The woman nodded. When she smiled, her entire face lit up. She had shoulder-length blond hair kept back in what even he considered pretty barrettes. But the barrettes couldn’t match the prettiness of her face when she smiled at him. She jutted out one hand to him, her fingers stiff.

      “I’m Sarah Salinger. You can call me Sadie. Everyone does.”

      “Larson… oh, I already said that.” He laughed as he shook her hand, and she joined him.

      “Yes, yes, you did, didn’t you. Please. Please come on in.” She stepped away from the door to give him room to pass. He noticed when she looked up at him admiringly when he went by her. He hoped he was giving her that same look. “Follow me to the office, please. You’ll be talking to Adelaide… Lancer. Adelaide Lancer. She’s my boss.”

      Larson gave her a slightly confused look. The way she said it made it sound like she wasn’t a boss at all. But what else could they be?

      “May I ask what type of job this will be?” Larson asked, offering up a bit of conversation to pass the time.

      “It’s a security position.” The woman’s reply made Larson’s chest tighten. He’d been right. Not that he minded. Security was the easiest position, in his opinion.

      “Adelaide will have all the answers you need to your questions,” Sadie answered.

      Larson was beginning to have an even stranger feeling about the job he was stepping into. He tried to weigh the amount of danger he was in, and he didn’t see any at all. This was a smaller woman by his side with a fine figure and a pretty face. Her boss—the one he’d been working for, as well—was a woman.

      Larson didn’t care about that stuff, but he knew a lot who did. It would be a nice change for him. But whether they were women or not, his senses were tingling, telling him something was off.

      He entered the office to see a taller, stockier woman sitting behind the desk. She was also pretty but not nearly as much as the one who had let him into the room. He turned to get one last glance of her before moving to sit in a chair in front of the desk.

      “Mr. Donaldson?” the woman said. “I am Adelaide. There’s no need for last names here, so do you mind if I call you Larson?”

      Larson gave her a warm smile. “You can call me anything you like as long as you don’t call me late for dinner.”

      Adelaide let out a stunned guffaw. She nodded, her entire face scrunched up by his bid at humor. “I like that one,” she said. “I’m going to use it, I think.”

      “You go right ahead. I can’t say it’s mine. I can’t remember where I heard it, but I didn’t make it up.”

      Adelaide responded in a lighthearted sarcastic tone. “I’m sure you’ll make up plenty of phrases people will say for years and years to come.”

      Larson gave her a grateful look. If every workday was like this, he would definitely take the job if offered to him.

      He sat down in the chair and set his hat on his lap. “So please, tell me about this job you have for me. Did I come recommended by anyone?”

      “Unfortunately, we only saw your ad in the paper. I’m very curious if you would be interested in doing some security work for us.”

      “You and your friend out there?” Larson replied.

      “There are two other women involved in this,” Adelaide said. “My s… assistant and I are going out of town. We need security. Are you up for that kind of task?”
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      Sadie stood at the door, watching her sister interview Larson. She was immediately attracted to him and hoped it wasn’t because she’d been sheltered for so long. Adelaide had told her to beware of sudden feelings like that, as they could be dangerous.

      So, she kept an open mind. But the longer he sat there and conversed with her sister, the hotter she felt, and she knew why her body was having that reaction.

      Larson Donaldson was an extremely attractive man. He had deep-set blue eyes surrounded by dark lashes to match his wavy dark hair. It was almost black, but Sadie could see it was brown when the light from the window struck it just right. She’d noticed his eyes were blue by the same tactic.

      Right then, she was gazing at his profile, listening to him talk to Adelaide about the job.

      “Yeah, I can go to Deep Valley for the job. I’ll be watching over you and one of the girls you have here?”

      Adelaide nodded. “Yes. This one.” She gestured to Sadie at the door.

      Sadie’s body lit up with tingles when he glanced over at her. She gave him a shaky smile. He was eyeing her like he didn’t believe anything they were saying.

      “She’s a sportin’ woman?” he asked, his voice filled with doubt.

      Sadie flushed from her head to the bottom of her neck. Her heart fell into her stomach.

      “Yes,” Adelaide replied quickly when it was obvious Sadie wasn’t capable of speaking. “She doesn’t have to be on duty all the time, does she? Besides, we haven’t even started out there yet.”

      Larson took his eyes from her, and Sadie felt a rush of cool air as her body relaxed. Still, he seemed extremely skeptical when he talked to Adelaide. “Okay, no, of course not. But it really looks like you haven’t set up shop here yet. I see all the books and bookshelves and everything here in the office, but there’s no sign outside, which means you’ve just come to town. Why aren’t you setting up here instead of Deep Valley?”

      Sadie wanted to hear how her sister got out of that one, so she stared at Adelaide expectantly. Without hesitation, Adelaide said, “For that very reason. Deep Valley will have more frequent regular visitors instead of taking a chance that one of those men will go to a different shop for other girls. We are only going as an experiment anyway. To gauge reception, you see.”

      Sadie had to admit, Adelaide sounded convincing. Her voice never wavered, and she looked back at Larson with the same neutral expression on her face she’d maintained the entire time.

      Larson sighed, blowing through the narrow space between his lips loudly. “Well, I need the job, and I do like to travel, so I’ll take it if you’ll have me. I’m an honest man, I won’t hurt either of you, my hand to God, and I will protect you and keep you secure, just as the job title describes. I don’t charge a whole lot, and I’m willing to work and live beside you if necessary to make sure you are comfortable and don’t feel in danger.”

      Sadie was hoping beyond hope that he would be hired. She moved her eyes to Adelaide and waited, wanting to bounce on her toes and tell her sister to hurry up. Adelaide, for her part, was scanning the man from the waist up, as that was probably all she could see. Sadie was looking at him from the side and could see it all. His dark brown boots, his lighter brown trousers with matching blazer. He was a gentleman with little or no means. That’s what struck her about him right away. He held himself like he had a lot of money, even though his pockets were bare.

      “We’re planning to leave tomorrow evening and make the five-hour trip by horseback. We have a wagon that will carry our supplies. The terrain is not rough, and your horse should suffice unless you want to bring a wagon of your own, which is, of course, up to you.”

      Adelaide stopped, and Sadie slid her eyes to the man.

      “You will hire me, then?” he asked.

      Adelaide nodded. “I think you would do well as protection for us. You are taller than me, which is always a good thing, and you look very strong. You also sound like a man with some common sense who won’t fly off the handle when you are confronted.”

      “No, ma’am, I won’t.”

      “You also don’t sound like you will be judgmental because of what me and my girls do. That is also very important.”

      “Well, you know, most men with a pulse have used the services of someone in your profession at one point or another.”

      Sadie felt a little sick to her stomach. She wondered if he was telling the truth or if he was just trying to show support. He didn’t sound at all confident when he said it, and it didn’t sound like a confession to her, though many might have taken it that way. She was glad Belinda wasn’t in the room to hear it.

      Larson shifted in his seat and suddenly looked uncomfortable. Sadie cleared her throat, staring at her sister, who was giving Larson a look of disapproval and probably didn’t even realize she was doing it. Adelaide’s eyes flipped to Sadie when she made the noise, and Sadie lifted her eyebrows swiftly, jerking her head just slightly.

      Adelaide seemed to understand the gesture. Her body relaxed along with her face. “Yes,” she responded. “I’m sure you all have. If you would please come back tomorrow after you have packed what you want to get. We will leave around three to reach Deep Valley by eight. That way, we can all just go straight to sleep and start tomorrow.”

      “Do you have accommodations in Deep Valley already?” Larson asked curiously.

      “We… don’t, no,” Adelaide responded as she headed around her desk to sit on the edge like Sadie had seen her uncle do so many times before. “I mean, nothing permanent. I have rented us a house for one month. By then, we will know if this is a venture we want to undertake. If not, we will be returning here for the duration.”

      “Then maybe you can set up here in town.”

      Sadie wondered why Larson was so set on getting a place there in Sacramento. Why would a man who travels all over want them to set up permanently in Sacramento?

      “I’ll go start getting my stuff together,” Larson said, standing up.

      Adelaide did the same thing and looked up at him with relief on her face. She held out her hand again.

      “Thank you for accepting the job, Larson. I think we’ll all work just fine together.”

      “Yes, we will.”

      They shook hands, and Larson passed by Sadie, nodding and giving her a charming smile that made her legs go weak. She maintained her stance, though, and didn’t fall faint. He was finally well past her, and Sadie reached out to grasp onto a desk nearby, blowing out the air she’d been subconsciously holding. She hoped no one had noticed, but Adelaide had.

      “Are you all right?” she asked Sadie.

      “Not really,” was the response. “I think I’ve been struck by an arrow from Cupid.” She rested the back of one hand against her forehead and closed her eyes. “I’ve been hit. God help me, I’ve been hit.”

      Adelaide had lifted herself from the tabletop and was now approaching, laughing at the same time.

      “You’re much too dramatic, my darling. I’m glad you like my decision. He should be certain about his feelings, too. Don’t rush into anything. Cupid’s arrow only works when the recipient really wants it. That goes both ways, but that’s not the point.”

      Adelaide laughed. “Let’s go get a bite to eat.”

      .
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      Sadie looked up at the tall building in front of her. She wasn’t highly impressed. It looked like it might be leaning to the side just a bit. In reaction, she tilted her body to match it. She ran her eyes from the roof to the porch floor.

      “Does it look like it’s about to topple over to you?”

      Adelaide came up beside her and Larson on the other side, carrying two bags with him.

      “You know, I think you’re right,” he said, awe in his voice. “It is leaning, isn’t it? I don’t think we have to worry about it toppling over, but it’s like our own leaning tower of Pisa, isn’t it?”

      “Just waiting for that place to fall on its side and kill everyone in it,” Adelaide said, shaking her head as she reached out with one gloved hand to unlock the door after stepping onto the porch.

      Sadie felt a little out of place in the clothes she was wearing. It was a pretty dress, sure, but it pushed out her breasts, exposing more cleavage than she was used to, and was quite tight around the waist. She’d thought she wasn’t going to be able to breathe in it, and, truth be told, she did feel her breathing was a bit labored.

      There were plenty of good things about the dress, too, though. It was made of the softest fabric Sadie thought she’d ever felt. It was a dark color of green that brought out her natural complexion and made her glow. She had on short matching gloves with white lace attached at the wrist. Her bonnet was also matching and had tremendous white feathers attached. Every time Sadie moved her head to the left, she saw them briefly before they moved out of her view.

      She had also applied color to her lips and cheeks, as Adelaide told her to do. The sisters already wore just a bit of color to enhance their looks, but she’d never used anything on her cheeks before. She was very self-conscious about having pink cheeks all the time. Did she look like she was always blushing? That wasn’t what she wanted.

      The three went in and moved slowly around the first floor, mentioning this and that. It seemed like she kept bumping into Larson, who had taken a different route around the first floor. Every door she was going out of, he was going in, and vice versa.

      The third time it happened, he stopped abruptly and caught her by the arms, which surprised her completely. “You are going to run into me one of these times,” he said, his voice low and amused. “And I think I make more of a solid wall than you do. You might want to watch where you’re going.”

      She gazed up at him, wondering if he really thought she minded running into him—or almost running into him—on a regular basis. She wouldn’t mind running into him every morning for the rest of her life.

      The thought embarrassed her, and she dropped her head, moving out of his arms.

      “I apologize.”

      He turned to her when she was moving back out into the hallway. She only knew because she could tell he was facing her when he spoke his next words.

      “Don’t apologize,” he said. “I don’t mind. I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, but after saying that, he turned away and went into the kitchen area she’d just left behind. It didn’t have the same amenities as the one in Sacramento, but she hadn’t expected it to. The only disappointment was that she was back to the outhouse and heating up water for a bath.

      But she was working, and she couldn’t expect more when she had a business to help run. With the amount of money in their coffers, they really didn’t need to continue on the investigating business. But Adelaide had been right from the beginning. It wasn’t what Belinda sought from her life, but it would definitely make for some fun and adventurous stories to tell the grandchildren when they were old enough for the other three.

      “I’m going up to look at the rooms,” Adelaide said, coming up beside her in the hallway. “You want to look up there with me?”

      Sadie looked askance at her sister. “You think the stairs will be safe? This place could really use some work, Adelaide. We’ll have to hire a handyman right away.”

      “I can do all that kind of work, too. Fix the steps outside and the places where mice have eaten through the floorboards and the trimming.” Larson’s voice.

      Sadie hadn’t heard him come out of the room behind her. She spun around and looked up at him. He was scanning the place with observant eyes but flicked them to Adelaide when she practically scolded him.

      “No, you won’t. We don’t want you distracted from the job at hand. You are here for security, and you can’t be working on the house and protecting us at the same time.”

      Larson lifted his eyebrows, taken aback by her vehemence. “All right, all right,” he said in a complacent tone. “I was just offering.”

      Adelaide grinned at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I just want to make sure me and my si—my girl here are safe and sound at all times.”

      “Don’t you worry,” Larson replied reassuringly. “I won’t let anything happen to either of you. I’ve done this kind of work before and have been told I’m a very observant person. I promise to keep you safe.”

      Adelaide and Sadie shared a glance. Sadie knew her sister was confident in Larson, and in the very short time they’d known each other, she could agree with that confidence. He was straight-laced, a straight shooter who wouldn’t bring or allow any harm to them.

      The three went up the stairs to the second floor, with Adelaide and Sadie side by side while Larson pulled up the rear. At the top landing, the stairs split so that one was going up to their right and the other going up was to their left.

      Adelaide took the right, and Sadie took the left. She felt a bit of an adrenaline rush when Larson came up the steps behind her instead of Adelaide.

      There were three doors along the corridor Sadie was walking down. She could see over the railing to the first floor below, more specifically the stairs she’d just come up, and if she looked across the way, she could see Adelaide walking toward the three doors on her side of the building.

      Each room held a small bed, a dresser, a tall mirror, and a plain rug on the floor. There were no embellishments at all as far as plants, pictures, or flowers.

      Sadie wasn’t impressed with anything she’d seen yet. But it was a temporary shelter, and that’s what they needed while they did this task.

      Adelaide joined her.

      “I think I’ll have to make a visit to the local shops and start getting things for this place,” Sadie said, looking at her sister. “Are you coming with me?”

      “We are all going, dear,” Adelaide said. “We do need to fix the place up, and I will look for someone to do some repairs while we’re there, too. Larson, you need to come with us, all right? I want you to keep us in your sights at all times. I don’t know if we will be well-received here and don’t want to put my girl in trouble. All right?”

      “You’re the boss,” Larson replied with a smile that made Sadie’s heart melt. She glanced at her sister to see if Adelaide had the same reaction, but the woman’s face was solemn as deep thoughts ran through her mind.
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