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About the Author

Andrew and Ben Lonnigan, brothers and private investigators, have accepted an important case—to reunite the long-lost DuBois daughters with their rightful inheritance. Abducted from their childhood home in New Orleans when they were three and two-years-old, Jo and Charlotte were adopted by separate families.
Andrew heads north to find Josephine Tatum—a pants-wearing, spitfire veterinarian who challenges his mind and captures his heart. Ben travels south to find Charlotte Ryan—the financial mind behind her father’s ranch, with a sweet disposition and, unfortunately, a fiancé.

As the sisters journey toward destiny, Charlotte must guard her heart against Ben, a man too daring to ever return her love. And Andrew must hide his feelings from Jo, a woman determined to carve her own path. While the foursome battle feelings, they must also war with a villain from the sisters’ past, one with the will and the means to destroy everything the DuBois daughters hold dear.
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For my boys who make mischief and hold the world on their shoulders...

Mick, Eric, Scott, Mitch, Patrick, and Eddie

Frankie, Thomas, Barry, Gary, Brian, Ben, Marc, and Scott

And for the 2017 Houston Astros...

I wrote this book while I watched y’all earn history.
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Chapter One
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January, 1882

Pike’s Run, Texas

Ben Lonnigan studied Mary Swanson, noting her expression seemed more desperate than hopeful. Some tendrils of hair had escaped from her bun, and she pushed a graying strand behind her ear. When she linked her fingers in her lap, the merciless grip turned her wrinkled knuckles white with her worry. He shifted in the chair across from her and cleared his throat, steeling himself against the tears he feared she might shed. As soon as he’d clapped eyes on her, he’d read the upset in her, and that always made him wary. Sad ladies were a conundrum he wanted to help but never knew how to handle.

His twin brother, Andrew, had the same trouble, but always seemed to be more adept at soothing a distressed woman. At the moment, Andrew sat behind his own desk in their shared office located on the floor above Dawson Realty and Attorney Services. Their own shingle proclaimed Ben and Andrew to be private investigators. They’d recently opened and had had steady business since September, but no one had come to them with the amount of emotion that Mary had.

Andrew found paper and pencil. “Start from the beginning.”

She cleared her throat. “I should like to hire y’all to find my former charges, Josephine and Charlotte DuBois, sisters from New Orleans.”

“Why do they need finding?” Andrew asked, seemingly unmoved by Mary’s pale cheeks and trembling fingers.

“Because they’ve been missing for seventeen years,” she stressed. “I don’t know what became of them, if they’re alive, if they’re together.” Her breath caught. “When they were first taken,” she continued, her voice shaky, “we hunted and searched, all of us, the whole household, for weeks.” She raised helpless hands. “But we found nothing. It was like they disappeared to nowhere. No one saw a thing.”

Andrew’s brow furrowed. “I need you to fill in some holes here. Were you a nanny?”

“Yes, for Beau and Sophie DuBois. They were killed in a carriage accident. A broken axle.” Her chin lifted. “But if you ask me, I think they were murdered. The driver never would’ve overlooked such a thing. He died in the same tragedy so couldn’t explain. Charlotte and Josephine were supposed to have gone with their parents, but Charlotte was ill, and we decided both girls shouldn’t attend the garden party. The entire family would’ve died if not for that last second change.”

Ben leaned forward. “And who do you think murdered their parents?”

Her brown gaze turned hard. “The executor of the estate, Gaylord, Beau’s younger brother. But he didn’t get everything outright. It went to the girls, and all decisions had to go through a law office. He went livid at the reading of the will. Firing people, yelling at respectable businessmen, making demands of the staff at all hours.”

“And the night the children disappeared?” Andrew prodded.

“They were taken. From their beds.” She let out a shaky breath. “Four days after their parents’ deaths. They didn’t wander off on their own as some suggested. The back door had been wide open, and they did have a history of slipping past me and escaping to play near the lily pond. And some of the servants mentioned having to chase off a swarthy, unsavory character earlier that same day. Someone had caught him lurking around the hen house. People thought this trespasser might have grabbed the girls, but that isn’t what happened. I know it. Gaylord took them. I don’t know what he did with them, if he k-killed them, but I’m certain he is responsible for their abduction.”

“How did he benefit from their disappearance?” Andrew folded his arms over his chest as he leaned back in his chair.

Some color had returned to her cheeks. She lifted her hands, a helpless gesture. “He didn’t. He couldn’t. At least not right away. I’ve kept in contact with some of the maids at the DuBois estate, and the girls’ maternal aunt, Mrs. Thomas. Gaylord eventually did get control of everything, but it only transferred to him five years ago. The law had declared the girls d-dead at that point.”

Ben glanced at his brother then back to the woman. Why would a man go to the trouble of ridding himself of children when he would have to wait so long for the money? Had Gaylord DuBois been that stupid? Or perhaps he hadn’t known the truth of the will until after the girls went missing. After the death of Beau and Sophie DuBois, killing their children would have been highly suspicious and foolish. But, if he hadn’t murdered them, what had he done instead?

Ben watched Mary, noting how her graying, brown hair framed a pale complexion that held some wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and around her mouth. She worked as a maid at the Royal Hotel in town, and Ben had known her most of his life. She wasn’t someone with whom he’d spent any time as she kept to herself, but she was as much a fixture of Pike’s Run as anyone else.

A twinge of fear lurked behind the determination in her gaze. “Do you think we don’t believe you?” he asked her.

“No one else did,” she countered. “Well, some members of the staff agreed with me, but no one of substance would listen. I think they were afraid of Gaylord.” She gripped the arms of her chair. “So was I, but that didn’t stop me from accusing him outright when we couldn’t locate the girls. It got me thrown out on the street. I needed work, but I couldn’t stay in New Orleans. I ended up here. I had to give up my quest for justice for Josephine and Charlotte because I had to get away from Gaylord.”

“You were afraid he’d hurt you?” Ben guessed.

She nodded. “But now he’s dead. I had a letter from one of the maids who still works there. He died three weeks ago, and I felt safe in coming to y’all.”

“And you want us to find them,” Ben filled in, though it had already been said. This would be the toughest task they’d ever received if they decided to take it on. Seventeen years was a long time. People moved. Died. Forgot. He ran a hand through his black hair then locked gazes with his brother.

A mirror image looked back. They were the same height. Three inches over six feet. Same build. Lean and broad of shoulder. But different in demeanor.

Andrew was the quieter one, the calmer one. The one given to caution and thought. Ben was livelier, quicker to laugh and more ready for a good time than his mother cared for.

Silent communication passed between them concerning Miss Swanson’s request. It would be difficult, but something about the situation called to Ben. And he could tell it was the same for Andrew. Was it because the missing girls were sisters?

“We’ll take the job,” Andrew answered.

A rush of breath escaped Mary. “I’ve been saving money for a long time, hoping one day it would be safe for me to hire someone to find out what happened. I’d lost faith. Then when you boys, people I've known for years, opened, I felt providence might be on my side. I know y’all can do this.”

“We’ll need your help,” Andrew told her.

“Anything. Here.” She lifted the locket she always wore from around her neck. She opened it carefully as she spoke. “This was Sophie DuBois’ necklace. I took it before Gaylord tossed me out. It has pictures of the girls.” She showed it to Ben.

Ben studied the tintypes. Tiny, unsmiling, but easy faces looked back. The girls were adorable, and something tugged at his heart as he considered their images. He passed it to Andrew. The sisters would be much older now. Ladies. Grown and possibly beautiful. If Ben and his brother found them, the arduous task might be well worth the work. Sometimes the rewards in their business were really nice. Ben smiled to himself as Andrew studied the images.

“Josephine is twenty now, and Charlotte is nineteen. They were born on January second and third, only twelve months apart.” She let out a shaky breath then sniffed.

Ben hoped to God she didn’t cry. A tearful woman tied him in knots, and all he wanted to do was embrace the lady and punch whomever had hurt her.

As Andrew looked at the sisters, he said, “We’ll need you to write down the names of every person who worked in the house, their routines and anything you remember about them from personality traits to their history. Tell us everything you know about the DuBois family, where the house is, who their lawyers were, other family members, anything. We’ll need a plan of the home, the corridors, rooms and even whatever areas the servants used. And we need to know who you were suspicious of that worked on staff.” He clicked the locket closed.

Mary’s eyes became wide, eager and earnest. “I can do this. I’ve forgotten nothing.”

Ben’s chest tightened, while Andrew gave her a sympathetic look. “That’s good,” Andrew replied.

After she took several pieces of paper from Andrew, she went to the table under a window that looked out over Main Street. Ben turned to his brother, who lifted his brow in silent question. Ben just shook his head then stood. “I’m gonna let Ma know we’ll be late for supper.” It would take Mary some time to give them what they needed.

Andrew nodded.

Ben grabbed his hat and coat from the peg near the door then left. He shrugged into his outerwear once on the landing. He went down the side steps, his mind on the job ahead. It was a large task, one he wasn’t sure they could handle, but how could they have said no?

* * * *
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CLOUDS BLOCKED THE Sunday afternoon sun as Andrew assessed the outside of the DuBois mansion in the stately community known as the Garden District. The area dazzled the eye with its many, columned estates and extensive grounds. Majestic Live Oaks sprawled, Spanish moss swaying from their massive branches. Willows shaded glassy ponds.

The DuBois home was a Greek Revival, and Andrew noted the white walls gleamed, the black shutters glistened and the panes in the windows shone like diamonds. The wind picked up, cutting through him as he stood in the gravel sweep, and he frowned at the eerie feeling.

Ben whistled low at the structure before them. “Think they’ll let us stay here?”

Andrew spared his brother a glance but didn’t reply as he studied the wide front porch. Tall evergreens rose from clay pots flanking the black double doors. Brass knobs winked at him.

With a hop to keep warm, Ben inquired, “You’ve seen enough?”

Andrew nodded. Whoever remained in service to the DuBois family kept the place in pristine condition. But perhaps Gaylord DuBois had demanded it. With that thought, Andrew went up the steps to the porch then lifted the knocker and let it bang down.

“God bless the Southern Pacific,” Ben said in a breezy tone as he stepped up beside Andrew. “Got us here in half a day.” Now that trains ran several times a day through Pike’s Run, they had better choices for travel.

Andrew jostled his bag as he hooked it over his shoulder. “I’m glad we didn’t have to bring our horses.” The care of the animals would have slowed them down. Waiting for the porters to unload them would have taken more time than Andrew wanted to give, and he’d also wanted to avoid stabling them in an unknown livery in a crowded city.

A man in a fancier suit than Andrew had ever owned answered the summons. 

“May I help you?” A southern drawl accompanied lifting, gray eyebrows. The man gave Andrew and Ben’s denims, Stetsons and wool coats a onceover.

“Andrew and Ben Lonnigan to see Alistair Lindsey.”

“What is your business?” the servant questioned.

Andrew had no intention of stating the reason for his presence on the porch and in the cold. He raised his brow. “Are you Lindsey?”

The man lifted his chin. “I am.”

“Mary Swanson sent us.”

Mr. Lindsey’s face went pale. “Come in,” he rasped.

The butler led Andrew and Ben to his small office at the head of the servants’ quarters. Ben noted the sparse area contained a desk and one chair. Tidy account books perched on a shelf, and a cabinet that had seen some wear but shone from polishing stood against the back wall.

“I can’t believe this,” Mr. Lindsey commented for the third time as he gestured for them to enter. “Mary hired you to search for them?”

“She’s eager to find the girls,” Ben replied, focusing on the elder gentleman only after he’d assessed every corner of the space. 

Mr. Lindsey shook his head while he remained in the corridor. “It’s been so long. I don’t know how you’ll manage it. I’ve done everything I can to forget that horrendous night and the weeks following it.” He rubbed his eyes. “God. The desperation. The searching. I was so damned afraid we’d find them and they’d be...” He couldn’t finish. He fell silent for several moments. “What makes you think you can accomplish what we couldn’t? Especially after all this time?”

The question deserved an answer, and Ben shared a look with Andrew.

Andrew spoke, the one to usually diffuse tense situations. “We hope we can succeed. We have doubts, but Mary is a friend, and we’re going to do the best we can.”

The butler scrubbed a hand over his face then nodded. He related his recollection of the girls’ disappearance, and while his retelling came hard and stilted, the old man had forgotten nothing. “I’ll bring you those who were here then so you may question them one at a time. All will be impatient to have their turn.”

Ben wished the questioning didn’t have to interrupt the servants’ work, but the interviews were important. They were closing the house, waiting for word from a group of lawyers if Mrs. Thomas, a maternal aunt of the missing children, would be the inheritor. But even if the lawyers of the DuBois estate named a recipient for the DuBois fortune, if Andrew and Ben found the girls, Josephine and Charlotte should still get everything. According to Lindsey.

It took a few hours to talk to everyone, and in that time, nothing anyone said gave a clue to what had happened or who had taken the girls. The last servant left, closing the door with a grateful nod.

Ben’s head pounded, and he rubbed his temples then pinched the bridge of his nose. “I didn’t hear anything that’ll point us in the right direction.”

Andrew pushed to his feet. “Me, neither.”

Lindsey opened the door. “That’s everyone but the housekeeper. If you want to talk to her, I’ll have to take you to her.” 

“Mrs. Kirkpatrick?” Andrew asked.

The man nodded. “She doesn’t work anymore. She can’t. She’s gone blind.” He gestured for them to follow.

Many chambers lined the corridor, probably rooms for other servants, Ben surmised. When they reached the end of the row, their escort knocked, and a weak voice bid them to enter. An elderly woman, probably close to eighty, sat in a rocker. She pushed it slowly, her face drawn and resigned, her hands gripping the edge of a blanket that lay over her legs.

Ben wondered if she expected death to come for her any second.

“Thank you, Lindsey,” she said, her voice muffled with age.

“Ma’am,” he murmured.

“You go on and finish your duties,” the former housekeeper commanded. “I know how busy everyone is.” She turned her face toward Ben and his brother.

Could she sense where they were? Astonished, Ben said, “Thank you for talking with us, Mrs. Kirkpatrick.”

Lindsey quietly departed, closing them inside.

The room held only the rocker, a bed and a dresser that doubled as a washstand. “Welcome to my tiny corner of the world. However, in a few days, I’ll be leaving and moving in with my niece.” She cleared her throat and lowered her lashes.

“I know why you’ve come,” she continued, still pushing her seat back and forth, the creak a steady rhythm. “Three people have poked their heads in here, all agog with the news.”

Silence reigned for several moments, broken only by the squeak of her chair. “I suppose you have questions.” She smoothed her hand down the blanket.

“Would you mind?” Andrew asked. “We’re trying to piece together what happened. It’s a puzzle we probably won’t solve, but we’d sure like to try.”

The rocking woman faltered as she lifted her unfocused expression to them. “I-I’m...not sure what I’ll be able to remember.”

The comment wasn’t a surprise. In fact, he’d expected to hear it. However, she was the only staff member to say that. The abduction was almost two decades ago, but what Ben had realized in the last hours was no one had forgotten a damn thing about that night. Mary hadn’t, and neither had anyone else.

Ben shared a look with Andrew.

“Just answer as best you can,” Ben told her. “That’s all we require.”

She held still for a few moments before giving a slight nod.

But the lines in her expression showed hesitation. Hell. An elderly, blind female wavered at their request. If they had to press her to talk, Ben might get sick to his stomach.

Her voice scratched on her retelling, but she got through it. Her story of the girls’ disappearance was similar to everyone else’s. However, something about her demeanor told Ben she knew more, but how would they pull it from her?

“Do you remember what the girls were wearing?” Andrew prodded.

She sat straighter. “Their nightgowns, of course.”

“Anything else?” Ben thought he knew why his brother had asked the question.

“No.”

“What about their hair?” Andrew continued, pressing further.

She frowned. “They wore it down. They were sleeping.”

Her answer caused Ben to inhale slowly as he recalled a detail Mary had listed in her notes. Her nightly routine with the girls included putting their locks in braids. But not that final evening. Josephine and Charlotte had fussed too much, so Mary had left out the task. 

Ben shared a look with his brother. They’d caught Mrs. Kirkpatrick in a lie. Somehow, this woman was involved with the DuBois daughters’ disappearance.

Andrew cocked his head. “Didn’t Mary usually braid their hair for bed?”

The woman flinched and stopped rocking. “What?” she croaked.

Andrew looked at Ben then said, “Mary always braided their hair. She told us it helped morning preparations go quicker.”

“That’s right,” Mrs. Kirkpatrick amended. “Their hair was braided.”

Silence reigned for several moments. “That’s an odd detail to forget,” Ben said softly. “Especially since it always happened.”

Mrs. Kirkpatrick’s face tightened with fear.

“The only reason why someone would say differently,” Andrew continued, “is if they’d seen the girls after Mary had put them to bed.”

A tremble started in the woman’s hands. Her fingers worried at the frayed edge of her lap quilt.

“Mary told us she’d had a hard time getting Josephine and Charlotte to settle and skipped the braids,” Andrew finished the explanation, his tone knowing.

Mrs. Kirkpatrick paled.

Disgust rolled in Ben’s gut. How could this be the person who’d taken the girls? And why had she done it? Would they have to force this woman to confess?

“Why don’t you tell us what really happened that night,” Ben tried, hoping the secret was harder for her to keep than it was for them to find.

“And we should remind you, we aren’t the law,” Andrew added. “Which means we won’t arrest you for what you say.”

She swallowed. The light in her eyes turned sad, grieved. The tension left her shoulders. “I took them,” she admitted, her voice scratching on the confession.

Ben’s gut twisted.

“Gaylord DuBois knew...something...about my past. And he...” A tear slipped over her cheek.

“He threatened you with exposure if you didn’t help him?” Ben finished for her.

She nodded. “I had to do it.” She said it so softly, Ben knew she hated the excuse and didn’t believe it absolved her.

“What did you do with them?” Andrew asked gently.

After letting out a slow, deep breath, she said, “I...He swore they wouldn’t be hurt. I believed him because, well, it made what I chose to do easier to stomach.” She shook her head as if nothing could excuse her actions. “Gaylord ordered me to take the girls to a man on the street corner. I gave him an envelope with money from Gaylord.” She placed trembling hands on her cheeks. “I don’t know what happened to them after that. I swear it.”

“What about the man? Who was he?” Ben hoped she could identify the bastard. And if he’d hurt the DuBois daughters, Ben would make sure he met the wrong end of a rope.

She turned her open but unseeing gaze onto Ben. “I’m not sure who he was, but I saw him once. Later. Much later, in fact. I knew it was him. I can remember every nuance about him.” She let out a slow exhale. “I’d gone to town. A shopping excursion on my day off. He walked into an office building. Cullen Lassiter, Attorney at Law.”

* * * *
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TWO DESKS SAT IN A cluttered room in a shabby office off of Canal Street. Andrew studied the space as he waited with Ben to meet Cullen Lassiter, Attorney at Law. His partner, Charles Dougherty, had gone to fetch him. 

Ben reached out and picked up a letter opener shaped like a gavel. He tested the point for sharpness. His brother had to fiddle, almost always. Which was why he liked card games that usually got him into trouble. Andrew eyed his brother’s movements while they waited, keeping silent and not urging him to leave items alone. Ben’s curiosity was just as important as Andrew’s quiet observations. Both made them excellent trackers and stellar investigators.

“Dougherty likes snuff,” Ben said.

Andrew didn’t know how he’d figured that out until his brother leaned down and blew on the blotter. The fine dust rose in the air. “And they need a maid,” Andrew said.

After a few seconds of silence, Ben said, “Luck must be on our side. A seventeen-year-old mystery, and we already know who took them.”

Andrew frowned as they hadn’t interviewed Lassiter yet. Knowing who had abducted the girls didn’t mean they’d find them.

“Or is it fate?” his brother prodded.

Ben could be trusted to keep up a running commentary even when one wasn’t needed. What was the point in questioning their good fortune?

“Does it matter?” Andrew asked in response, leaning over in his chair to see that someone had shoved files between standing cabinets. Who could run a practice with such mess?

“No,” Ben tossed the letter opener back onto the desk. “But I sure as hell didn’t expect to be this far into it in less than two days.”

“We haven’t found them yet,” Andrew pointed out. “This man may not give us anything.”

Heavy treads sounded in the hall, making Andrew fall silent. A man, probably in his middle fifties, entered. His gray beard and equally gray eyes reminded Andrew of a fox. 

“Gentlemen,” the new arrival said. He chose to stand with his hands linked behind him. “I’m curious as to why I’ve been specially requested.” The gleam in the man’s eye indicated a healthy amount of greed and arrogance.

Andrew despised such people. “We’re looking for some folks whose disappearance you helped orchestrate.”

Lassiter’s gaze went hard. “I beg your pardon?”

“We’ve come for information on Josephine and Charlotte DuBois,” Ben explained, his tone carrying a relaxed vein.

A scoff rang from the attorney. “You can’t be serious?”

“We are,” Andrew replied.

Lassiter’s posture went rigid. “I never went near those girls. I wasn’t connected to that family either by relation or business.” 

Andrew studied him. Ben kept quiet, allowing Andrew to work, to assess. Lassiter remained sturdy, looking as if his spine would crack at any moment. Several seconds passed before Andrew rose.

Lassiter flinched.

With his palms held out, Andrew said, “Why are you fearful? We aren’t gonna hurt you.”

“You do, and you’ll have the influential people of this city rain fire on your heads,” Lassiter hissed, spit coming from his lips and staining his steely composure.

“What a threat,” Ben drawled, reclining. “Reveals we’ve got the right fella.”

“Tell us what you did with those girls,” Andrew demanded, thinking of the tiny faces inside the locket in his bag. This might be the most important job of their lives, restoring a family to its rightful place.

“I did nothing,” Lassiter insisted, shaking his head too sharply.

Andrew took a step forward, while Ben gave a controlled chuckle.

Lassiter backed up. “I didn’t, damn you.”

With a narrowing of his eyes, Andrew moved closer.

“Just tell us,” Ben cajoled, his tone easy. “We won’t hurt ya. Promise.”

Lassiter’s gaze flicked nervously between Andrew and his brother. “I can call out for my partner.”

“Sure,” Ben continued, circling his hand in a lazy gesture. “Let him come on in here and witness your cowardice.”

“I’m no coward,” Lassiter declared, keeping his eyes on Andrew, who took another step.

Lassiter banged up against the file cabinets. He glanced at his desk drawer, and Andrew suspected he kept his gun there. Andrew’s were holstered at his waist.

“I’ll draw on you faster than you can blink,” Andrew declared with a fierce whisper.

The attorney’s lips trembled. His strict posture threatened to collapse. “I...I did them no harm.”

Andrew waited.

A swallow. A desperate glance. “I drove them to the Female Orphan Asylum in Baton Rouge,” he rasped. “I don’t know what happened to them after that.”

The confession hung in the air. Andrew waited, allowing it to sink in, testing its truth.

“I swear to God and the Holy Virgin that is what I did,” Lassiter said, his gaze pleading with them to believe him. “They were supposed to die with their parents.” He swallowed again. “When they didn’t, Gaylord couldn’t risk suspicion, so he had me leave them at the orphanage instead. He paid the Superintendent to stay quiet and to get them adopted quickly.”

After a few seconds, Andrew removed his hands from his hips.

Ben stood. “Thank you,” he offered with a grin. “Nice talking to you.”

“You might wanna find a new city to work in,” Andrew warned him. “We aren’t the law, but we know a sheriff who’ll believe every word we say.”

The attorney sagged against his cabinets as Andrew and Ben walked out. Baton Rouge would be their next destination.

They stopped off at the DuBois home to alert the servants about what they’d learned, choosing to keep the identity of Lassiter quiet. Exposing him would mean Mrs. Kirkpatrick’s part might be discovered, and Andrew wasn’t prepared to send an ailing, blind woman to prison. Ben hadn’t said as much, but Andrew knew his brother felt the same.

Lindsey wished them Godspeed and promised to tell the lawyers the DuBois daughters might be alive. Ben assured the man they would let him know what they found, if anything, in Baton Rouge.

When they boarded the train heading west, Ben hunkered down in his seat and gazed out the window. “Maybe it’s destiny,” he said abruptly.

“Huh?” Andrew dusted off his jacket before sitting down on the bench.

“You didn’t agree with me when I called it luck or fate.” Ben shoved his hands into his coat pockets.

“So now it’s destiny?”

Ben shrugged.

“Who’s destiny?” Andrew queried, leaning his head back against the edge of the bench. “Not ours.”

The statement made Ben pause to think. “It could be. This could be the case that makes business boom.”

Andrew let out an exhale. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Once Ben fell quiet, Andrew could be alone with his thoughts. With his mind on what they might uncover in Baton Rouge, the train lurched into motion. If they found the sisters, that didn’t guarantee a happy ending, but he hoped for one. For the sake of all the people who’d gone through the horror of losing two little girls, he had to believe it would all work out.

* * * *
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MOONLIGHT SHONE ON the immaculate floorboards of the office of the Superintendent of the Female Orphan Asylum in Baton Rouge. Andrew and Ben had seen the space in the day, finagling an interview with the pinched-lipped, sour-faced, impeccably organized head of the home. A few questions about the length of her tenure had told Andrew she was the person who had taken payment to keep quiet about the DuBois daughters. Since Gaylord had paid off the woman, Andrew had doubted she’d tell them anything, not wanting to incriminate herself. Instead of asking about the DuBois daughters, they’d questioned her practices, saying they intended to open a similar establishment in Texas.

She hadn’t believed them, but it hadn’t mattered. All they’d needed was to see her office, because breaking in and going through her files was the only option for gaining information.

The cabinets behind her wide desk had locks. Ben made short work of them while Andrew lit the lantern sitting on a shelf. He kept the flame low. All sleeping quarters were upstairs, and Andrew had to commend the woman for captaining an organized home. He hoped she’d created a loving environment, especially since the DuBois girls could have lived here for several years before being adopted. Hell, they might never have found a family to love them. The thought punched him in the gut, and he found himself aching for people he didn’t even know. 

This job yanked on his heart more than any other ever had. Failing to restore the DuBois girls to their rightful place would be a damned crime. They should have the legacy their parents worked hard to build. They should know the servants who ached to see them. And, most importantly, they should have the chance to develop a friendship. It bothered him that they might have been split up. They might not even remember each other, they’d been so young. Chances were they didn’t even know each other existed.

Ben tripped the detector and pulled out the first drawer slowly, but Andrew doubted there’d be a grind or a squeak in the gears. Still, they needed to be cautious. Andrew held up the lantern.

“They’re alphabetical,” Ben noted.

They found the “Ds”, but there was no DuBois.

Andrew frowned while Ben cursed softly.

An idea struck. “She probably wouldn’t reveal their last names. She’d known they’d been abducted. She wouldn’t want anyone else to learn who they really were.”

“Maybe there’s a drawer for children with unknown last names?” Ben whispered.

They searched, pulling out bins as quietly and as carefully as they could.

“Here,” Andrew called in a hushed voice. He’d located files with only first names on them. His pulse leapt when he found one labeled Josephine. He withdrew it quickly.

“Charlotte,” Ben whispered, yanking it from its spot.

As the flame glowed just enough for him to read, Andrew discovered valuable information. Several lines contained in the file detailed that five days after her abduction, a family named Tatum from Waxahachie had adopted Josephine. They hadn’t taken Charlotte, he realized. He lowered the papers and glanced at his brother, who still perused the papers in his hands.

“Her new parents adopted her a week and a half after she arrived. A family named Ryan. A rancher near Brownsville.” Ben looked up, his harsh expression readable in the orange light.

They’d been separated.

The unspoken truth made Andrew’s gut clench in anger. Without words, he and Ben put the files back. Thoughts ran rampant through Andrew’s mind, and he blew out the flame after Ben had relocked the cabinets.

They left the way they’d come, moving carefully, though quickly, to the kitchen and the back door. Once outside, the chill did nothing to curb Andrew’s anger. With strong, fierce gaits, he and his brother headed back to the fence that surrounded the bricked structure. They jumped up and grabbed the top rail, hauling themselves over in sync then landing on the ground without a stumble.

Andrew felt safe in speaking. “They were separated,” he ground out. 

“Damn.” Ben’s heated curse bit through the chill.

“They may not remember each other,” Andrew continued. “And worse, they may not even know they were adopted.”

“They were young, so, no, they probably don’t know unless their parents told them.” Ben put his hands on his hips. “My mind has conjured a picture of them being pulled apart.”

“Mine, too.” Andrew let out his own curse and rubbed the back of his neck. “We’ve gotta keep going. This is too damned important.”

“But we need to tell Mary what we’ve discovered. See what she wants us to do. And we promised Lindsey we’d let him know what we find, as well.” Ben shook his head then tugged hard on the lapels of his coat. “Damned if I know how I tell the adoptive parents I’m an investigator with proof of a sibling and a fortune.”

After letting out a slow breath, Andrew said, “We’ll get letters of introduction from Mary and others. It’ll be fine. We have to do this.”

Ben nodded. “Once we have what we need, I’ll go south?” he queried, speaking of the Ryans near Brownsville.

“I’ll go north.” Which meant, after gathering needed items and informing all parties of what they’d learned, they’d be splitting up, something they’d never done.

“We’ll meet up in Pike’s Run with the lost DuBois daughters,” Ben said. “Hopefully.”

“Yes.” Hopefully.
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Chapter Two
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“Come here, you scrapper,” Josephine Tatum commanded as she herded the hog into a corner of the paddock. His leg was most assuredly healed now, and her client would be glad and surprised. And probably relieved. Mr. Sealy could rest easy on two counts; she’d saved his breeding pig, and he wasn’t proven a fool for trusting a female with its care.

As she squatted, crouching down and getting ready to pounce, she made eye contact with the beast. The pig snorted, its ears twitching as it backed up. She held the rope loosely, wishing she was more adept at throwing a lasso. She practiced often but hadn’t quite mastered the skill.

She waited another second then jumped toward the animal. The hog squealed and darted away. Her gloved hands slipped along his wet skin, and she landed in the mud.

Grumbling about the recent rain, she rose to her feet then scraped off the muck on one side of her neck. With a sigh, she turned toward the hog and glared at it. It snorted and rooted in the sludge. Didn’t the beast know she was trying to get it home safe and sound? It was Wednesday afternoon, and she’d promised Mr. Sealy she’d return the beast to him by suppertime. The animal had healed well, but she still had to walk him into Waxahachie.

She gripped her rope tightly then started forward, determined to catch the thing. She went for the pig once more and again landed in mud. The mire slushed into her boots, caking her pants and shirt. With a groan, she rose to sit on her haunches then tossed her braid over her shoulder. She’d lost her hat. Laundry wouldn’t be fun tomorrow.

“Like some help?”

The male voice startled her, and she twisted around. A fellow on horseback peered at her from outside the paddock. His gaze took in the scene, roving over her and the irritating hog. She’d been so focused, she hadn’t heard him arrive.

She rose to full height, not trying to do anything to improve her appearance. It would be pointless, as the mud had gotten everywhere. “Afternoon,” she replied. She didn’t know every person in Waxahachie, but she felt certain she would have remembered him if introduced.

He nodded at the animal. “Havin’ trouble?”

“A little. I guess I allowed him to get too comfortable here,” she said, studying the newcomer carefully. “He doesn’t want to leave.”

“Are you the ‘J. Tatum’ on the sign at the end of your lane? You offer veterinary services?” he asked.

“I do and I am. Josephine. But folks call me Jo.”

The stranger gave her a polite smile, adding to his handsomeness. Dark hair swept across his forehead from beneath his brown Stetson. A strong jaw showed off tan skin despite the season. His coat emphasized his broad shoulders, and he sat high over his horse’s head, so he had to be tall. Probably over six feet.

“Andrew Lonnigan,” he replied. “From Pike’s Run.”

“I’m not familiar with it.”

“It’s south, near Houston. I don’t think it’s as big as your town.”

Which was probably why she’d never heard of it. “Did you need some assistance with livestock?” she questioned, wondering why he’d taken the time to come down the lane unless he needed something. His horse looked healthy.

“I’m not seeking your services,” he answered. “I’m lookin’ for your pa.”

She frowned. “Is he expecting you?”

“Not at all. I’ve got some questions for him.” He waited expectantly.

Jo prided herself on her instincts, and she felt this man, whoever he was, had no ill intent toward her father. He had piqued her curiosity, though, but Mr. Lonnigan didn’t seem as if he wanted to share his business with her.

“Tell you what,” he said after silence had greeted his comment, “I’ll help you catch that hog if you give me his address.”

She twitched her lips. He would be able to find her father without her assistance, but she needed to corner the darn animal. “Deal.”

He gave her a nod then dismounted. After tying his horse’s reins to the paddock, he opened the gate and walked in. Jo couldn’t take her eyes off him. He was, without doubt, a perfect example of the male species. The pleasure of looking at him far outweighed enjoying a shot of prime whiskey.

“Wanna hand me the rope?”

With a mental shake, she gave him the length of hemp and watched while he formed a lasso. “You’ve done this before?”

“Do I look like a man who works in an office?” he rebutted as he formed the sliding knot.

“Appearances are never good indicators of a person’s capabilities.” She couldn’t help the confident tone. His gaze whipped to hers, and the directness of the light glowing there heightened her interest even further. 

“No arguments here,” he answered.

She made no reply.

“You chase him, I’ll rope him,” he commanded her.

Since she couldn’t spend the rest of the afternoon trying to snare the animal, she agreed with the plan. She’d told Mr. Sealy she’d have his hog home before the evening meal. Besides, it was cold, and she’d hung her coat off a post after the first time she’d landed in the muck. Getting the mire out of her shirt and pants was one thing, but her coat was another matter.

She went toward the animal, and he paused in his rooting to watch her. She darted in his direction, and the pig squealed, dashing off. Mr. Lonnigan threw his lasso and had him roped in two seconds. He pulled tight, and the hog reared backward.

After he handed over the leash, he said, “There you go.”

“Thanks.” She assessed his expression, wondering why he seemed so easy in the presence of a woman veterinarian in men’s clothing. If he wasn’t going to question it, she wasn’t going to bring it up.

He lifted his brow. “The address of your pa?”

She nodded at the lane. “He owns the apothecary in town. Third Avenue.”

He tipped his hat. “Thank you, Miss Tatum.” Before turning to go, he glanced at the hog and back at her. “Need help cartin’ him?”

“I’ll be fine.” And she surely would be. This animal wasn’t going to get the better of her any longer. And she was definitely going to practice roping for an hour before bedtime. Every night.

“All right then. I appreciate your time.” He left the paddock, mounted up and rode off.

She watched him lope down the lane toward the main road where her sign sat at the intersection. The sprawling oaks shading either side stood in competition with the man’s strong form. Andrew Lonnigan.

She wished she’d learned more about him. He was the first person she’d come into contact with who hadn’t had a snide remark, word of caution or tone of shock upon discovering a female veterinarian who wore pants. And drank. Not that she’d shared her love of whiskey with the stranger.

With an exhale, she shook her head then led the hog out of the pen. She tied him up in the lean-to beside her cabin. She would wash quickly before heading into town. The last thing she needed was the busybodies dashing off to tell her mother her “mad” daughter had been seen in public covered in pig slop from head to toe.

She walked into her simple, one room cabin and went to the pump at the sink. After filling a basin with water, she carried it to her dressing area. While the liquid would be freezing, the room had grown warm from the fire in the stone hearth. She removed her boots, gloves, socks, pants and shirt, putting the sodden mess in a basket next to her dresser. Once she’d also taken off her chemise and drawers, she scrubbed from her skin the dirt that had managed to ooze under her clothes.

She thought about the stranger who’d lassoed Sealy’s hog. What questions did he need to put to her father? Edward Tatum owned an apothecary. Perhaps someone had fallen ill, and Mr. Lonnigan sought his expertise. She laid the rag over the lip of the basin once she’d finished then patted herself dry with a linen towel.

The fire crackled and burned, its cozy warmth a nice presence. She pulled out a drawer and fished for a clean set of clothing. The material of her fresh shirt brought a frown to her face. She recalled the day her mother had caught her turning the old dress into a button-down fit for a man.

The fight that had followed had made the house quake. Her mother wanted her married. Married and chained up. Jo refused. Not because she didn’t want to fall in love and possibly tie the knot, but she would only walk down the aisle on her terms. She wanted a man who could accept her plans, who would support them.

And she would only wed someone if he had no intentions of making decisions for her. She would control her life. She wanted a partner, not a master.

Her father glowered and grumbled over Jo’s belief system. He was no help against her mother’s lectures and machinations. Jo couldn’t count the number of times her mother had tried to force her into a courtship. Those trials had been unpleasant, to say the least. Felicity Tatum wouldn’t be deterred no matter how much her daughter begged or cried. She had no shame whenever her manipulations had been made plain.

Despite her parents’ protests and schemes, Jo had continued with her plans. At seventeen she’d begun a correspondence with Mr. Thorpe, a professor at the American Veterinary College in New York. When her mother had discovered the detailed notes, she’d been livid. She’d demanded the post master not deliver any mail to Jo without her knowledge.

The embarrassment Jo had felt had forced her to take charge. She’d been eighteen by that time and old enough to accept her own mail. She’d marched to the post office and declared that Felicity had no right to open or inspect her correspondence. The post master had agreed. Much to Jo’s surprise and relief.

So, her studies continued. Her weekly letters with Mr. Thorpe had resumed, and for a small fee, he’d patiently shared experimental results and his expertise concerning the care of animals with her. Of course, the man didn’t realize a female student benefited from his teachings, but Jo didn’t feel ashamed by the lie.

After a few months, Jo had felt comfortable advertising her services. Mrs. Zachary, an older woman living on the outskirts of Waxahachie, had hired Jo to heal her cat. The poor animal had hurt its paw, and the wound was quite ugly, making the feline ill. It had been Jo’s first case, and thank goodness Mr. Thorpe had just written to her about how to properly stitch a wound and the merits of disinfection. 

Jo had carefully stitched the cat then sat with it for three days while she kept the wound clean. Mrs. Zachary had cried a wealth of tears when her pet had revived. She’d sung Jo’s praises to any who would listen, proclaiming her immense gratefulness for Jo’s expertise.

The woman’s willingness to support her efforts in becoming a veterinarian had surprised Jo, and when the woman had passed away, Jo had been heartbroken. They’d grown quite close over the last year, even spending Sunday dinners together.

Still, Jo had been shocked beyond speech when the woman had left her homestead to her. The news had made Felicity furious, and her father had objected profusely when Jo moved out. But they’d had no recourse or way to stop her from going. She’d been eighteen. The place was hers.

So, for the last two years she’d fought for all the business she received, leaning heavily on word of mouth. Some laughed at her, some shook their heads in disgust and gave her a wide berth, but some braved their wariness and hired her. Jo could handle the uncertain folks because they sometimes gave her a chance to prove herself.

She was making a living, and she would keep going regardless of the pain it caused her parents. She loved them. She did. But they didn’t understand her. She didn’t blame them for it and recognized their want for grandchildren, but she wasn’t a breeding horse. And she wouldn’t be beholden to a husband.

After she’d dressed, she put out the fire then left the house to retrieve her coat from the post. She swiped off the couple of patches of mud then shrugged into it. Once bundled up, she untied the hog and set off for town, lugging the healthy animal along.

* * * *
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ANDREW TROTTED DOWN the main road of Waxahachie, comparing it to Pike’s Run and finding his destination larger and more bustling with activity. The streets supported several brick buildings, some that rose three stories high. Carriages passed him by, and people tipped their hats or waved hello. He found Third Avenue without trouble and hitched his horse to the post outside the apothecary shop.

The brass plaque named the proprietor as Edward Tatum. When Andrew had ridden in and seen Miss Josephine Tatum’s sign, he’d thought he’d already found the family. As he’d come upon a figure wrestling with a hog, he’d first thought the form was a boy. But when the grunt had revealed the wrestler as female, his tongue had glued to the roof of his mouth.

Thankfully she hadn’t seen him immediately, and he’d had a few seconds to recover from his shock. He couldn’t afford for the woman to be angry with him, since he had information of an extremely sensitive nature to impart...if her parents allowed him the opportunity.

Before his departure from home, he’d agreed with Mary and Ben to reveal their purpose to the parents first in order to discover if the sisters knew of their adoption. Now he entered the shop of Edward Tatum, the recessed, dark blue door, flanked by two windowpanes, sticking when he tried to open it. But he administered one good push, and it gave way. After allowing his eyes to adjust to the change in light, he found a service counter placed in front of a long line of shelves and cubbyholes.

A man stood behind the surface, glasses on the end of his nose as he read a newspaper. His partially bald head lifted to see who’d arrived. “May I help you?”

Andrew stopped in the middle of the shop, assessing the small area to discover if anyone else lingered within. A closed door along the back wall promised a possible storeroom. No patrons ambled about, preparing to make a purchase. “Are you Edward Tatum?”

The man set the sheets down and straightened his posture. “I am. And you are?”

Andrew rolled his shoulders. “I’m a private investigator from Pike’s Run near Houston. Name’s Andrew Lonnigan.”

Mr. Tatum made no reply, but his gaze turned apprehensive.

With his palms splayed outward, Andrew continued, “I have letters of introduction. One from my brother, who’s the sheriff there, another from our local judge, Roderick Talbut, and a third from a lady named Miss Mary Swanson. May I hand them to you?”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “That’s fine.”

With deliberate movements, Andrew withdrew three letters from his inside coat pocket. He took the necessary steps to reach the counter then placed the messages on the surface. “I’d like to meet with you and your wife about a delicate matter.”

Mr. Tatum looked from the envelopes to Andrew. A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Why don’t you tell me what it is you want?’

If the older gentleman preferred to learn the news now, Andrew wouldn’t argue. “I don’t need anything, sir. I was hired by Miss Swanson to find Josephine DuBois.” He watched Mr. Tatum for signs of recognition.

The man paled. “That’s my daughter’s first name.”

Andrew nodded. “You adopted her, didn’t you?”

A loud swallow, then a trembling hand hovered over the letters. He paused. “What makes you say that?”

Andrew hooked his thumbs in his belt loops, bunching his coat at the bottom. “You found her at the Female Orphan Asylum in Baton Rouge. I read her file and spoke to Miss Swanson, who knew her before you found her. I’ve already met your daughter on my way in to town. Thought her sign pointed to you, sir.” He cleared his throat and continued. “Miss Tatum appears to be the right age. And even though she had mud all over her, I saw her blonde hair clear as day and her whiskey-colored eyes. Just like she was described to me. Didn’t catch the dimples yet.”

Mr. Tatum closed his eyes then opened them. “You can’t tell her,” he pleaded. “We’ve already lost her to her harebrained ideas, you can’t take her from us completely. Who is this Miss Swanson? Why did she hire you to do this?”

Andrew realized that while the man may not know his daughter had an inheritance, Mr. Tatum might remember that she had a sister. Josephine had been adopted first. Surely Superintendent Wallace would have asked the Tatums to take both girls? “To reunite her with what’s left of her family.”

Shame colored the man’s cheeks. “What’s left of her family?” he croaked out.

Pity grew inside Andrew. He wished he had good news for the father. “Her maternal aunt still lives, and there is a whole houseful of servants who love her, as well.”

The man blanched. “Servants?”

“Your daughter is wealthy. Her father was a shipping tycoon in New Orleans, and when he and his wife were killed in an accident, her uncle became her guardian. He had her abducted and paid someone to take her to the orphan home.”

Mr. Tatum’s eyes widened at the tale. “My God,” he breathed. He then tripped over his feet to reach the exit.

Andrew took two hurried steps after the man, thinking the apothecary intended escape, but the harassed father locked his door instead and turned the sign to ‘closed’. He set his forehead on the cool glass for a few moments then carefully drew the shades.

Andrew moved his hand to the gun strapped at his waist.

Slowly Mr. Tatum faced him, his cheeks so white Andrew feared he might pass out. “Josephine was abducted?”

“Yes,” Andrew murmured.

The man leaned against the door and placed a hand over his eyes.

“And...” Andrew waited until he had Mr. Tatum’s attention. The man’s slumped posture indicated Andrew shouldn’t mention the rest. But how could he not? “And,” he continued, “she has a sister.”

Mr. Tatum’s face hardened.

Andrew said no more, understanding the man recalled the information. Had he witnessed the girls’ separation? Was it as ugly as Andrew feared?

Silence reigned for several minutes. Some footsteps came from outside near the entrance, but the customer paused then retreated.

“That was one of the worst moments of our lives,” Mr. Tatum finally rasped.

Andrew made no comment. What was there to say? He was sure the event had burned itself into the man’s mind. Andrew hadn’t been there, and he’d had his own troubling visions of what must have occurred.

More seconds passed. Andrew drifted away and leaned an elbow on the counter as the pharmacist stared into space. Andrew waited, trying to guess what the man might say and do, what he might demand. He was glad they’d spoken to Miss Swanson to ascertain her wishes concerning what to do if the girls didn’t know they’d been adopted.

The nanny had sobbed with relief that her “sweet charges” might be alive. Andrew had confirmed that Gaylord was behind the abduction. He’d also carefully revealed the housekeeper’s involvement, which had prompted Mary into a state of speechlessness. After the information had sunk in, Mary had agreed with Andrew and Ben to leave the ailing woman alone.

A musing had arisen, however, of whether the girls knew they’d been adopted. After much thought on Miss Swanson’s part, she’d made the decision to tell the parents everything and allow them to determine if it would be in the girls’ best interests to reveal their history. While Miss Swanson wanted to see her former charges, see them healthy and happy and close once more, she had no desire to disrupt their lives.

So, Andrew stayed silent and didn’t sway Tatum to make a decision right then. Besides, the man would probably want to speak to his wife.

Finally, Tatum shoved away from the door. “I’ve got to discuss this with Felicity,” he said gruffly, his throat thick with emotion. “Will you allow that?”

“Of course. I won’t say anything to your daughter.”

The man swallowed and nodded, his gaze showing some relief. “Where can I find you?”

“I’ll be at the hotel just a ways down from here.” He hadn’t checked in yet, wanting to get his business conducted first. “Take your time. I’m not due back immediately.” He nodded at the letters. “Those are yours to have. Hopefully the note from Miss Swanson will help you determine what to do.”

Mr. Tatum made no comment, only shuffled to the side so Andrew could take his leave. Andrew gave the man one last look then stepped into the cold.

* * * *
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THE BRIGHT SATURDAY afternoon sun did nothing to lessen the cold. Jo shivered as she pushed through the swinging doors of the saloon then hopped up on a stool at the counter.

“Afternoon, Jo,” the bartender said. He wiped down the surface with a towel. “The usual?”

“Please.” She
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