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Pairing prospective lady Pinkerton detectives with rough and ready agents? What could possibly go wrong? 
Archie Gordon, head of the Denver Pinkerton office, has been tasked with hiring female agents.
The problem? They need to be trained by existing agents while solving cases. Alone and unchaperoned. In 1871.
The solution? Have each pair marry temporarily, for the duration of the case. If Archie can convince his reluctant agents and the even more reluctant women to agree, that is.
One thing is certain; it won't be dull. And the couples might even find love on the road to adventure - if they don't kill each other first.
www.PinkertonMatchmakers.com

Or, hang out with us on Facebook at:
www.facebook.com/groups/PinkertonMatchmakerReaders


      [image: image-placeholder]
The Pinkerton Matchmaker by Christine Sterling (Book 1)
An Agent for Lucy by Amelia C. Adams (Book 2)
An Agent for Wilhelmina by Sophie Dawson (Book 3)
An Agent for Regina by Marianne Spitzer (Book 4)
An Agent for Claudette by Christine Sterling (Book 5)
An Agent for Audrey by Laura Beers (Book 6)
An Agent for Victoria by Katie Marie Clark (Book 7)
An Agent for Cecily by Marie Higgins (Book 8)
An Agent for Charity by Patricia PacJac Carroll (Book 9)
An Agent for Diana by Rebecca Connolly (Book 10)
An Agent for Arielle by Parker J. Cole (Book 11)
An Agent for Anna by Amelia C. Adams (Book 12)
An Agent for Evelynn by Marie Higgins (Book 13)
An Agent for Delilah by Katie Marie Clark (Book 14)
An Agent for Delaney by Sophie Dawson (Book 15)
An Agent for Darcy by Laura Beers (Book 16)
An Agent for Arabella by Patricia PacJac Carroll (Book 17)
An Agent for Brielle by Parker J. Cole (Book 18)
An Agent for Alexandra by Rebecca Connolly (Book 19)
An Agent for Laurel by Lynn Donovan (Book 20)
An Agent for Opal by P. Creeden (Book 21)
An Agent for Rosalie by Laura Beers (Book 22)
An Agent for Claudia by Marie Higgins (Book 23)
An Agent for Emily by Amelia C. Adams (Book 24)
An Agent for Rilla by Sophie Dawson (Book 25)
An Agent for Sabrina by Patricia PacJac Carroll (Book 26)
An Agent for Josie by P. Creeden (Book 27)
An Agent for Clenna by P. Creeden (Book 28)
An Agent for Annie by Lynn Donovan (Book 29)
An Agent for Magdela by Caroline Clemmons (Book 30)
An Agent for Penelope by Christine Sterling (Book 31)
An Agent for Esme by Amelia C. Adams (Book 32)
An Agent for Alexina by Laura Beers (Book 33)
An Agent for Frances by Marie Higgins (Book 34)
An Agent for Savannah by P. Creeden (Book 35)
An Agent for Evangeline by Patricia PacJac Carroll (Book 36)
An Agent for Adelaide by P. Creeden (Book 37)
An Agent for Marianne by Christine Sterling (Book 38)
An Agent for Ruby by P. Creeden (Book 39)
An Agent for Marla by Lynn Donovan (Book 40)
An Agent for Camille by Parker J. Cole (Book 41)
An Agent for Danielle by Parker J. Cole (Book 42)
An Agent for Lydia by Caroline Clemmons (Book 43)
An Agent for Scarlett by Marie Higgins (Book 44)
An Agent for Pearl by Christine Sterling (Book 45)
An Agent for Serafina by Lynn Donovan (Book 46)
An Agent for Ulyssa by Patricia PacJac Carroll (Book 47)
An Agent for Genevieve by Marlene Bierworth (Book 48)
An Agent for Liana by Linda Carroll-Bradd (Book 49)
An Agent for Jocelyn by Lynn Donovan (Book 50)
An Agent for Brutus by Parker J. Cole (Book 51)
An Agent for Amery by Laura Beers (Book 52)
An Agent for Hazel by P. Creeden (Book 53)
An Agent for Cynthia by Amelia C. Adams (Book 54)
An Agent for Zennia by Patricia PacJac Carroll (Book 55)
An Agent for Hope by Marie Higgins (Book 56)
An Agent for Dixie by Linda Carroll-Bradd (Book 57)
An Agent for Judith by Caroline Clemmons (Book 58)
An Agent for Julia by Marianne Spitzer (Book 59)
An Agent for Lorelle by Michele Pollock Dalton (Book 60)






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

Even though this book is a work of fiction, the Pinkerton Agents and their exploits were very real.  
Allan Pinkerton, a Scottish immigrant, and Edward Rucker, a Chicago attorney, started the North-Western Police Agency in the early 1850s. It later became the Pinkerton Detective Agency. 
Established in the U.S. by Allan Pinkerton in 1855, the Pinkerton National Detective Agency was a private security guard and detective agency. Pinkerton agents were hired as bodyguards and detectives by corporations and individuals. They actively stopped strikes and illegal operations, guarded train shipments, and searched for Western outlaws such as the James and Younger gangs. 
Pinkerton agents were known to be tough, yet honest. For the most part, they followed local and state laws. However, a few were known to be ruthless. Local law enforcement didn't always approve of having an agent involved since they could investigate more thoroughly than the sheriff. Going undercover gave the agents greater leeway for investigations but could also lead to corruption and violence. 
Crime increased as the West became more settled, and local authorities were occasionally overwhelmed. Pinkerton agents were often hired to track down the worst of these criminals. Unencumbered by state or local boundaries, the agents followed and pursued their quarry where the clues led them. 
The Pinkerton Agency was also one of the first companies to hire women. Kate Warne led the way for the women agents that followed her. 
As the caseload grew, new offices were established nationwide, with the main office in Chicago, Illinois. 
This series was written with these heroic men and women in mind, but does not reflect actual cases or activities of the Pinkerton Agency.
These fictional stories celebrate the men and women that braved danger, found love, and brought their own brand of justice to the Wild West.

      [image: image-placeholder]According to the agency’s records, Allan Pinkerton's agents were required to comply with a specific code of conduct while working for the Pinkerton Detective Agency. 

The Pinkerton Code


	Must not have an addiction to “drinking, smoking, card playing, low dives, or slang."

	Accept no bribes

	Never compromise with criminals.

	Partner with local law enforcement agencies.

	Refuse divorce cases or cases that initiate scandals.

	Turn down reward money (agents are well-paid).

	Never raise fees without the client’s pre-knowledge.

	Keep clients appraised on an ongoing basis.
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The Denver Tribune Editorial
Saturday, April 22, 1871
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Regina Caulfield was busy packing her trunk to return home after her last college course. She was leaving early to avoid taking another dull session that wouldn’t do anything to further what she wanted to do with her life. She blew a lock of her deep brown hair out of her eyes and folded another blouse. After taking classes in nursing and teaching, she realized she didn’t wish to make either a career. Nor did she wish to return home to her father, stepmother, and five half-siblings. Her mother had died giving her life, and her father avoided her because she reminded him of having lost the love of his life. Worried he could never raise a girl child on his own, he’d married his second wife a few short months after Regina had been born. His second wife was a shrew, but he hadn't known it until it was too late; she'd given him a child a year for five years—three boys and two girls.  
Regina didn’t hate her years at the boarding schools she had attended since she was eight, but she did hate spending summers and holidays at home. Until she was fifteen, some of that time had been spent with her maternal grandparents. Regina had learned to ride astride so she didn’t have to use the ridiculous sidesaddle they had insisted she use at school. While there, she had access to books on science, warfare, mystery, and subjects never broached in the fancy boarding school for young ladies. Her grandfather had taught her how to shoot a rifle and handgun. Her grandmother had introduced her to the safety measure of the small Derringer she kept in her pocket. When she was sixteen they had died from consumption within a few months of each other, and Regina had been forced to spend entire summers at home.
Her dislike of spending the summers at home was only surpassed by her stepmother’s hatred of her. Regina's photographic memory unnerved her stepmother when she would share facts she had learned from her grandparents’ books with her family. Her stepmother didn’t believe Regina and thought she had made the facts up to make herself seem smarter than she was. At least they had sent her to comfortable boarding schools, and she had received a good education—until her seventeenth summer. 
The stable boy loved to tease Regina, insisting on calling her Gina which she abhorred. She warned him that if he called her Gina again, she would shoot him. He had laughed and asked her for a kiss, calling her lovely Gina. She had pulled her Derringer—the last gift her grandmother had given her and she shot him. It had only been a flesh wound in his upper arm, and she had told him she had intentionally shot him in the arm. If he called her Gina again, she would make him regret it. 
The noise had brought her father and stepmother running. Enough cash had kept the police out of the situation, and Regina had been sent to a stricter boarding school. It wasn’t the hellish situation for which her stepmother had hoped. Yes, gone were the fancy single or double rooms, and she had to live in a large dormitory instead. Yet, being so close to so many different girls gave Regina a new understanding of life. Not all the girls had come from the same wealth as she, but they weren't well-behaved angels either. She had discovered the excitement of the dime novel from one of her friends and wanted more than anything to be a U.S. Marshal, but she knew that would never be. Being a sheriff in a small town would have made her happy, but she knew that only happened in the stories she read. 
She flung her last piece of clothing into the trunk, slammed the lid, and dropped onto her bed, dreading having to return home to her father and the shrew. Regina knew her father would do his best to force her to marry some rich, dull idiot who would expect her to have many babies and host teas and boring dinner parties. 
Her thoughts were broken when Christina, one of her roommates, rushed in with a letter from a lawyer. Regina—who was lovingly called Reggie by her friends—worried about what it might contain. Perhaps her father was letting her know she was no longer welcome to return home.
She opened the letter hurriedly, reading it twice before just sitting there, staring at the words. Her maternal grandparents, it seemed, had left her an inheritance, one her father could never touch. The monthly allowance would be enough for her to live comfortably whether or not she worked. The bulk of the inheritance would be given to her on her thirtieth birthday to invest in a seamstress's shop or boarding house to take care of her for the rest of her life. If she married, she could access the funds sooner. 
What should she do? She remembered having a conversation with another student who had said the Pinkerton Detective Agency in Chicago occasionally hired women. Could she? Would she? No, not in Chicago. It would mean she would have to go home—surely her stepmother would have her committed to an asylum. She needed to go elsewhere. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Regina was too excited to sit still on the short train ride home. She asked the carriage driver to take her to the bank where she accessed her first allowance payment, taking some in cash and most in a bank draft. Regina was told how to transfer the payments to a bank in another city before she hurried to her father’s home. 
She flew into the house, hugged each of her siblings, greeted her father, ignored her stepmother, and rushed to her room. Regina pulled out a trunk and filled it with things that had belonged to her mother: jewelry, trinkets, journals, and the family Bible. She took some warmer clothes but left most of the frilly garments her stepmother had thought appropriate for a young lady. 
Regina closed the trunk and called for the butler to take it to the waiting carriage before she hurried back down the stairs, faster than she had rushed up them. She stopped in her tracks when her father called her name. She smiled and told her father she was leaving and would write when she had settled down. Her stepmother insisted on knowing where she was going. Heaven forbid she should do anything to embarrass the family.   
Her brown eyes flashing with excitement, Regina shrugged, straightened her bright blue hat, answered, “On a secret mission,” and she ran toward the carriage, leaving a stunned father and startled stepmother in her wake. She hoped to make it to the station in time to catch the three o’clock train to Denver. 
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Regina blew out a long, relaxing breath as the train pulled away from the station and she watched Chicago disappear behind her. She doubted her stepmother would allow her father to send the butler or one of the stable hands after her. Her stepmother’s usual admonishments of Regina’s behavior had surely taken enough time for Regina to catch her train; she imagined her father was still trying to settle his insufferable wife.  
She made sure to chat with the ticket agent to be sure he’d remember her and that she had bought a ticket to Salt Lake City. She asked questions until he appeared frustrated. Finally, he told her she could ask the conductor any other questions she had. She smiled and slipped the ticket into her reticule, knowing that if her father did send someone to follow her, they’d head to Salt Lake City. While they searched—if they searched—she’d spend two relaxing days in St. Louis before heading on to Denver. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Regina watched the scenery change to farm fields and meadows, silently thanking Christina for sharing the dime novels that had helped Regina in her subterfuge. Her family would never think she knew enough to buy a ticket for one city and leave the train before she arrived only to change direction to avoid being found. She fought back a grin, knowing that, once again, she had been able to confuse her family. 
She’d have to change trains in Missouri, but Regina didn’t care. She would eventually arrive at her destination and find her way to the Pinkerton Detective offices. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Regina drifted off to sleep only to be awakened when it was time to leave the train. She found a nice hotel near the train station. It wasn’t the best in town in which to stay which is why she had selected it. If her father had sent someone after her, they’d never think to look for her there—her father and stepmother knew a Caulfield would only stay at the best hotels, eat at the best restaurants, and wear the most elegant fashions. Regina was a Caulfield, but she was smart, too. 
She checked into the hotel using the name Jessica Green.  
Regina spent the next two hours to stretch her legs, visit the local mercantile, and buy a simple, dark brown day dress with tiny, pink flowers scattered about on the skirt. She also found a bonnet to match. No one would ever imagine Regina Caulfield wearing a simple day dress, but it worked perfectly for Jessica Green. 
She hurried back to the hotel to change into the dress and had a meal in a charming café near the train station before returning to the station to buy a ticket to Denver, leaving two days hence. Her plan was working—the station manager who sold her the ticket hardly paid her any attention. Regina was sure he hadn't recognized her as the young woman who, just a few hours earlier, had asked him to store two of her trunks until she had caught her next train. 
Regina smiled as she strolled back to her hotel. She decided to buy a newspaper, knowing that even her father couldn’t have placed an article about a missing daughter in the short amount of time since she had left Chicago; she was curious about the news in St. Louis. 
She settled back into her room and glanced through the thin paper. There wasn't much in it of any importance to her. There were some articles on politics; a few ads for stores; a doctor offering a mail order, new, cure-all tonic; the Pinkertons were hiring female detectives—What?
Regina gripped the paper in both hands and read the editorial a second time, feeling a slow smile spread across her face. This was her destiny. Her dream was about to come true. 
She read:

Female agents to join the National Pinkerton Detective Agency. 

Regina continued to read. 
The Denver office of the National Pinkerton Detective Agency, located at 427 Chain Bridge Drive, Denver, Colorado Territory, is seeking adventuresome, able-bodied, and intelligent female recruits to apply for positions as private investigative agents. Applicants chosen will train with an existing agent, and after their first case, the new agent will become a full-time agent of the Pinkertons'. 
Regina read the article a second time to make sure she understood it all correctly. The agency was offering paid training, transportation, appropriate attire, and accommodations. 

Inquiries and a letter of introduction, including qualifications, should be mailed to Mr. A. Gordon at the address mentioned above. Personal interviews will occur at the offices on Chain Bridge Drive during the week of May 16, 1871.

Regina couldn’t believe her eyes. May sixteenth was only two weeks away. She was only a short train ride from Denver. She didn’t need any paid training or other amenities. She had her inheritance. All she needed was the chance to prove herself. 
What if dozens of women arrived on May sixteenth? She certainly wasn’t going to wait until May sixteenth. No, Regina decided, she needed to get to Denver and the offices of Mr. A. Gordon as quickly as possible.  She’d leave for Denver the day after tomorrow, as planned, and apply in person at the offices. 
Regina dropped back onto her bed and smiled at the ceiling. This was her chance. She would make a list of her qualifications and purchase new stationery so her application would be perfect, and she would hand deliver it. 

      [image: image-placeholder]As Regina drifted into a peaceful nap, Luke Tucker stormed into the Denver Pinkerton office, newspaper in his hand. He strode straight to Marianne’s desk and set the paper down as gently as his ire would allow. “So, it’s true—we’re really hiring female agents, and all this talk about partnering them with other agents means that I’ll have to try to solve a case with a woman tagging along.” 
Marianne looked up into Luke’s blue eyes flashing with fire and smiled. “Calm down, Luke. If Archie assigns one of the newly-hired female agents to you, it will be because he thinks you’ll work well together. He hasn’t received any replies yet since the editorial only appeared this morning.”
“I’m not complaining about female agents—I love females, you know that. It’s just that I’m not sure I can work with one.”
“Oh, we all know how much you love women, Luke,” Marianne seemed to fight back another smile.
“That was a long time ago. Another life. Another me. I don’t gamble anymore, and I don’t…well…umm…I don’t. I’m not sure how this is going to work out.” Luke dropped into a nearby chair.
“Luke, I didn’t mean to bring up your past. It doesn’t have anything to do with who you are now. You still catch all the ladies’ eyes, and you'll never stop charming them. That doesn’t mean you’re still Tuck the Gambler. Besides, your past has helped to make you who you are today. 
"Don’t worry about the female agents. Archie isn’t excited about this, either. He may only hire a few or maybe none at all.”
Luke knew Archie had planned to hire several women. He asked, “Do you think we’d be lucky enough not to have any females working here?”
Of course, Marianne knew that Archie planned on hiring several women, but Luke looked so forlorn that she stretched the truth a bit. “That’s up to Archie, but you know how particular he is with his agents. They will have to be extraordinary young women.”
“Maybe he’ll ask for our advice when he decides to hire them.”
“Archie ask for advice before making a decision?” Marianne raised her eyebrows in question.
“I suppose not, but he might. This is a new situation.” Luke stood, walked over to the small stove in the corner, and poured himself a cup of coffee. He turned to Marianne and asked, “Would you like a cup of coffee?”
“No, thank you. Honestly, Luke, I wouldn’t worry about all of this. You know how important this office is to Archie. He’s not about to do anything that’ll cause trouble or bring embarrassment to the agency, the office, or any of his agents.” Marianne tapped her pen on the desktop as she spoke. 
Luke leaned back in the ladderback chair, sipped his coffee, and stared off into the corner before bringing his attention back to Marianne. “All right. I know Archie would never do anything that wasn’t in all of our best interests. I’ll just have to trust him on this, and you, as well—Archie thinks he runs the office, but we all know who helps guide him.”
He winked at Marianne before placing his cup in the small tub next to the stove. Luke left the office feeling better about the situation. Luke would wind up doing whatever Archie asked of him, even and if that meant partnering with a female agent. He'd rise to the occasion, but he'd do so grumbling and moaning.   
As Luke and Marianne continued with their day, Regina enjoyed her nap dreaming of solving the most impossible crimes. 
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Regina arrived in Denver, excited and ready to apply for a position with the Pinkerton Agency. She knew she couldn’t arrive at the offices too many days in advance. Perhaps a week prior would do well. She decided on May tenth, six days before the date posted in the paper. Regina hoped her eagerness would show her enthusiasm.  
The morning of what Regina hoped would be the beginning of her new life dawned bright and sunny. She dressed in a dark green dress suitable for Sunday wear but not too overstated. She twisted her hair sensibly up, covered it with a simple matching hat, and strolled down to the dining room for breakfast. Regina felt a bit too nervous to eat a large breakfast, so she ordered tea with biscuits and honey, knowing if she didn’t eat anything she might faint from excitement. Not that she’d ever fainted before, but she didn't want this to be the day to start.
Regina had arranged for a carriage to pick her up at nine in the morning the previous evening. The desk clerk assured her it would be a short ride to Chain Bridge Drive. The clock on the lobby’s fireplace mantel seemed to slow time to a crawl. Finally, Regina's carriage arrived— right on time—and she stepped in, sat, and did her best to calm her fluttering stomach. Yes, it was a good idea to eat, Regina thought as the carriage rolled down the street. She would need the strength. 
In the few short minutes it took to arrive at the offices of the National Pinkerton Detective Agency, Regina changed her mind three times about her decision to have eaten. She took a deep breath and stepped from the carriage to stand on the street and stare at the house in front of her. 
The carriage driver asked, “Ma’am, are you all right?”
“Oh, yes,” Regina stammered. “I will be in a moment.” She did her best to smile at the concerned carriage driver.
The driver tipped his hat, wished Regina a good day, and drove off. The regular, soft clomping of the horse’s hooves as they rode off pounded like wild drums in her ears—or was that her heart?
“Calm yourself, Regina,” she muttered and took another deep breath. Her heart slowed, and the drumming left her. She gripped the small briefcase that held the letter she had carefully written, explaining her education and her abilities and climbed the stairs to the front door.
Another decision presented itself as Regina stood on the wide front porch. Should she knock or just step inside? It was an office and people usually just entered, but the house made it seem more private, so she opted to knock.
An attractive young lady with luminous, reddish-brown hair, dressed in a dark brown skirt, cream blouse, and jacket to match the skirt answered her knock. “Please, come in. I’m Miss Chapman. Please have a seat. Would you care for a cup of tea?” Miss Chapman’s soft voice asked.  
“No, thank you,” Regina replied as she took a seat on one of the chairs in front of the desk behind which Miss Chapman had stepped. 
“What can I do for you?” Miss Chapman inquired, smiling brightly.
Regina felt immediately at ease. “I came to apply for one of the female agent positions.”
“Oh, dear,” Miss Chapman said, biting her lip and frowning. “I’m afraid you’re nearly a week early. The paper said May sixteenth. I can give you an early appointment on that day, say….ten in the morning?”
Regina’s crestfallen face must've touched Miss Chapman, as she explained, “We set the date to give women across the country a chance to send us letters. I didn’t expect any to show up in person. If you wrote a letter, I will give it to Mr. Gordon for his consideration.”
Regina nodded, removed the letter from her briefcase, and unfolded it. She handed it to Miss Chapman and said, “I hope this is adequate.”
Miss Chapman glanced at the letter. She raised her eyebrows a bit. “You are accomplished. Did you come all the way from Chicago just to apply for this job? You certainly traveled fast if you did.”
“No, I was planning to come here when I decided I’d had enough schooling in subjects in which I had no interest. My heart lies in learning detective work. I would be happy being a sheriff or U.S. Marshal, but the odds are they’d laugh at me. I believe Kate Warne opened a door for female agents, and I want to be part of it.”  
“That she did. I can’t say whether or not Mister Gordon will hire you, but I am impressed by your letter.” Miss Chapman reached into her desk. “This is the application form we need filled out for your appointment. Please bring it back with you on the sixteenth.”
Miss Chapman handed Regina the application, and Regina fought back the urge to shout her happiness. She smiled, thanked Miss Chapman, and assured her she’d be back on the sixteenth. She tried not to dance as she stepped out of the office and onto the porch.
Regina hurried down the stairs and nearly ran into a tall man whose blond hair fell into his deep blue eyes. Regina stopped quickly and stammered, “I’m sorry. I’m in a hurry.”
“Can I help?”
“No, I need to find a carriage back to my hotel.” She looked up the street.
The handsome man pointed down the street. “You can usually find one near the corner by the café. I would be happy to escort you.”
“No, thank you,” Regina responded. “I’ll find it.” 
She hurried down the street in the direction the man had suggested.

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke stood on the street, watching the woman to assure she'd arrive safely. To be honest, he enjoyed watching the lovely lady as she walked away. When she disappeared around the corner, he turned to walk up the stairs to the agency door and strode into the office.
“Good Morning, Luke,” Marianne said.
“Good morning. Who was that lovely woman that just left?”
“She’s one of the applicants for the female agents. She’s extremely bright and personable. If Archie hires her, don’t flirt with her—she’ll be a fellow agent,” Marianne advised.
Luke smiled. “She might be an agent, but she’ll never be a fellow.”
Marianne raised her eyes to meet Luke’s and shook her head. “Luke.”
Luke raised his hands in defeat. “I know. Best behavior. Remember the Pinkerton code. Be a gentleman. You do know that I can do all three and still admire the loveliness of a woman.”
Marianne laughed. “You, Luke, are the only one who can say that and get away with it.” 
Luke bowed. “Thank you, ma’am, I do try. Do you suppose all the female agents will be as lovely?”
“Lucas Tucker, you know as well as I do that agents are hired for their abilities and not their looks.”
Luke stared down at his boots and nodded, but then he raised his head, a broad smile crossing his face. “Yes, I know that, but couldn’t you persuade Archie to choose the prettiest of the best applicants? It would make life easier if the ladies coming and going through this office were all lovely to look at.” 
Marianne squinted her eyes at Luke and asked, “Did you need something, or did you stop in solely to inquire about the lady you saw leaving?”
“I do have some information for Archie but seeing that woman was definitely a plus. You know her name, don’t you?”
“Of course,” Marianne replied. “It’s on her letter of inquiry.”
“Well?”
“Well, what?”
“What’s her name?” Luke asked feeling frustrated. 
“You know as well as I do that personal information isn’t shared unless it's needed for a case. Archie might not hire her. If he does, you'll be introduced, I’m sure.” Marianne shifted the papers on her desk to hide Regina’s letter from Luke’s roaming eyes.
Luke leaned forward a bit and stared at Marianne. “If he doesn’t hire her, will you tell me who she is and where she lives? She might need someone to console her.”
Marianne slowly lifted her head to meet Luke’s gaze. “You are incorrigible. If you weren’t one of our finest agents, I’d…um…I’m not sure, but I’d think of something.”
Luke threw back his head and laughed. “I’m sure you would. Just remember: there’s nothing in our code of honor that says we can’t admire a young lady or speak to one. Just because Archie is such a stick in the mud doesn’t mean we all have to be.”
“Archie is no such thing. He’s only working hard because he’s dedicated to his job,” Marianne insisted. 
“And you’re dedicated to Archie. I hope he realizes what a gem he has in you,” Luke said.
Marianne blushed at the compliment and held out her hand. “Give me the paper you have for Archie and leave before he hears you.”
Luke complied and bowed before leaving the office and a smiling Marianne behind.
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Regina found herself fighting anxiety as she stood on the porch of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency at precisely three minutes before ten on May sixteenth in her new burgundy walking suit. She said a silent prayer that she would answer all the questions correctly and make a good impression. What surprised Regina were all the other young women arriving and crowding together on the porch behind her. What should she do? Miss Chapman had told her there was no need to knock, but with so many young ladies, she didn’t feel right just walking in.  
She knocked, and an attractive young woman who introduced herself as Pearl opened the door. She ushered them inside, and Regina made her way to Miss Chapman’s desk.
Miss Chapman looked up from her desk and said, “Good morning, Miss Caulfield. Please, come in and take a seat. Mister Gordon will see you presently.”
“Thank you, Miss Chapman. I brought my application,” Regina said, and she handed her the application.
“Please, call me Marianne. Everyone does, and if you’re hired, we’ll see a lot of each other." To the group of women, she said, "Please, ladies, have a seat. I will call you when it’s your turn to meet with Mister Gordon.” 
Marianne took Regina’s application and left in a swirl of skirts on her way to Mr. Gordon's office. She returned a moment later to usher Regina into his office. 
“Miss Caulfield," Marianne began, "I would like you to meet our head agent, Mister Archibald Gordon. Archie…um…Mister Gordon, this is Regina Caulfield.” 
Archie flashed Marianne a quick scowl and then smiled at Regina. “Please, take a seat, Miss Caulfield.”
Regina sat, and she heard the door close quietly behind her. She watched as Mr. Gordon read her application through.
“I see you decided to leave college before finishing your final year. Would you please explain why?” Archie asked, laying the application on his desk.
“I felt as if I'd learn more than I needed if I stayed. My stepmother convinced my father that a school where I could learn nursing and teaching would be best, but I do not wish to work in either field. I read the textbooks for the final semester and didn’t think I would be happy in either position,” Regina explained.
“You read the entire textbook for each class? Why?”
“To gain whatever knowledge I might need and tuck it away for when I needed it.”
Archie nodded. “You list having a photographic memory as one of your best talents. Surely, you have a good memory, but not a photographic one. People with that talent are extremely rare.” 
“That is what one of my teachers told me. Although I could correctly recite the answer to any question they might have asked and memorize complete passages, they had their doubts.”
“I see,” Archie said. He glanced at the far wall. “Did you do a lot of reading while in school?”
Regina dropped her head. “I need to be honest: I was able to complete any assigned classwork easily and did spend quite a bit of my free time reading, but not the type of books the school would have thought proper for young ladies.”
Archie raised his eyebrows. “What, exactly, did you read?”
Regina blushed. “Dime novels. My best friend, Christina, bought or borrowed nearly every one she could find in town.”
“Then you haven’t read any of Jules Verne’s work?”
“No, but I have heard of him. I prefer my adventures to take place in the West, with sheriffs and U.S. Marshals.”
Archie looked at her as if he was wondering how truthful she'd been about her abilities. If he deemed her untruthful, he'd never hire her, no matter the quality of her credentials. He reached behind his desk and handed a large book to her. “Please," he said, "open the book to any page. Read it and then hand it back to me.”
Regina shrugged, took the book, flipped it open, scanned a page, and handed the open book back to Archie.
“All right,” Archie said. “Please, tell me the gist of the page you read.”
“I’d prefer to tell you exactly what I read.”
“Certainly. Go ahead,” Archie sat there, reading along with Regina who mesmerized him by reciting the entire page, word for word. 
When she was done, Archie handed the book back to her and said, “Try it again,” as if her performance had been a fluke.
Once more, Regina flipped the book open, read the page, handed the book back to him, and recited what she'd read.
Archie leaned back in his chair and said, “I do believe, Miss Caulfield, that you would make a good agent. Of course, you would be trained by one of our existing agents, have a place to stay, and be given a small wardrobe for your first case and a small stipend.”
“I understand. We all need to learn, but I'm staying at a local hotel, I already have a considerable wardrobe and an inheritance to support me.”
Archie cleared his throat. He clearly had not expected that as her response. “Yes, I see. You can work that out with Marianne, my secretary. We do have accommodations for all of our new female agents.”
“That’s acceptable. I just didn’t want to cause you any undue expense. Thank you, Mister Gordon. I will do my best not to let you or the agency down.” Regina held out her hand.
Archie shook his newest agent’s hand and dismissed her.
He was impressed by her education, abilities, personality, and dedication. Now, who to partner her with? Perhaps he should interview all the women and then decide, but something about her ability to memorize entire pages as soon as she read them brought Luke to mind. The former gambler was successful in his former career because of his ability to remember which cards had been played in previous hands. While he played as honestly as anyone who could remember those types of details, he was accused of cheating and barely escaped with his life after a night of gambling in St. Louis. Turning his talent into a helpful asset when becoming an agent along with his sharp mind and woman swooning good looks make Luke a formidable agent. Yes, he might do well with Miss Caulfield. Archie made some notes on Regina’s application and set it aside. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Regina wanted to jump for joy, scream, giggle, laugh, and send a telegram to her stepmother just to let her know her stepdaughter was now a Pinkerton Agent, and that she’d never be able to bully Regina again, but she managed to hold her emotions in check. She was, after all, an agent of the country’s finest detective agency, and as such, she needed to act dignified. The telegram could wait until later.
Regina waited until Marianne had escorted the next woman into Archie’s office and returned to her desk.
Marianne smiled at Regina. “Since you are still here, I assume Archie has hired you.”
Regina returned the smile and nodded. “Yes, he did, and I’m excited. He told me to discuss my wardrobe and living accommodations with you.”
Marianne explained that for training purposes, all the new agents needed to stay in the accommodations the agency provided. Regina was free to wear her own things if they were respectable. "Given your manner, I can tell I didn't need to add that, but Archie virtually insists upon it," she told Regina. 
“You don’t know my stepmother,” Regina whispered. “Nothing I've owned since she married my father would be considered anything but extremely proper, and to be honest, I prefer it that way.”
“Excuse me,” Marianne said after a young woman scurried past her desk and out of the office, “I need to escort the next applicant to Mister Gordon’s office.”
Regina nodded. “Of course.” She hadn’t met the young woman who apparently hadn't been hired, but she did feel for her. If Mister Gordon hadn’t hired Regina, she didn't know what she would have done. She'd been given the chance to do what she'd dreamed of and hoped for ever since she'd read her first dime novel, not to mention the article about Kate Warne, Pinkerton's first female detective. 
Marianne returned to her desk, and she and Regina continued their conversation. Regina assured Marianne she would return to her hotel only to gather her things before settling into the home where she and the other new lady detectives would reside. She rose to leave just as another young woman approached Marianne’s desk. From the smile on her face, Regina knew she must have been hired. She hoped to get to know her while sharing accommodations. 
Marianne waved at Regina as she left the office and began to speak to the second new agent wondering if any of the ladies would return if they knew that had to marry their agent-trainer. That was Archie’s problem Marianne thought as she greeted the young woman standing by her desk. 
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Regina mumbled to herself as she pulled on her blue traveling suit. She put on her favorite blue hat.  
If she had to get married, she might as well look nice, but she didn’t like the idea. Imagine having to get married just to travel together and solve a crime. It was ridiculous that she still had no idea who her groom would be. 
They had met all of the male agents and learned a lot from each of them. Regina just hoped she could live up to the Pinkerton's reputation of excellence. 
Each of the men had had a distinctive personality, and she enjoyed meeting each of them—except possibly Luke. The man was handsome beyond words, and he knew it. Maybe that was a part of his agent persona. He was the man everyone liked and women loved. Regina snorted, catching herself before she laughed out loud. Yes, Luke Tucker was someone she’d avoid. 
The other female agents were in the process of dressing and primping for their weddings. Regina still wasn’t convinced how you could marry someone, travel together to solve a case, and then have the marriage annulled. For propriety’s sake, indeed. It seemed more ludicrous than anything else. She shrugged as she gazed into the mirror and adjusted her hat. If it were protocol, she supposed she'd have to accept it, but she didn’t have to be happy about it. Not that she expected to be sent out on a case alone the first time, but if she and her male partner abided by the code of conduct, there wouldn’t be the need for marriage. Mister Gordon was just looking out for her reputation, she supposed. It would be a small price to pay to earn her status as an official agent. 
Regina’s thoughts turned to Arielle Bradford, her new friend, Arielle Bradford. Her soft accent always brought a smile to Regina’s face. Their love of literature drew them together, but their outlook on life and adventure had bonded them. Like Regina, Arielle had thought of arriving early before the date in the paper, hoping her determination would help her achieve goal of becoming an agent. Neither of them knew if it had or not, but there they were, newly-hired agents in training—and about to be married. 
“Are you ready?” Arielle asked. 
“As much as I can be. I hope these assignments don’t last for months, and I can get back and have this marriage annulled as quickly as possible,” Regina confided. 
Arielle nodded and linked her arm with Regina’s as they strolled toward their futures.
The two women looked around the large room full of men and women. Tables with food and beautiful white cakes stood against one wall. Archie was at the front of the room, talking to Judge Hotchkiss who was there to assure the legality of the proceedings, though Archie was going to perform the marriages. 
Regina stood quietly near the back of the room and watched her new friends get married, one by one. She thought they'd forgotten about her or she somehow hadn't made the grade after all when she heard Mister Gordon say, “Have I forgotten anyone?”
She took a step forward and waved her hand. “Ah, Regina. Yes, I remember you. I have you with Luke Tucker.” Archie looked around the room. “Where’s Luke? He was here a minute ago.”
Luke walked out from behind the other couples, cleared his throat, and straightened his tie. “Ma’am,” he said, reaching for Regina’s arm.
“Don’t touch me,” Regina snapped.
“But…we’re getting married,” Luke stammered.
“It doesn’t matter,” Regina whispered. “It’s in name only, and don’t get any ideas about an after-wedding kiss. If you try, I’ll shoot you.”
“Shoot me? Surely, you don’t mean that,” Luke said, raising his eyebrows. 
“I most certainly do,” Regina asserted. “I always carry the Derringer my grandmother gave me.”
“Always?”
She nodded. “Always.” 
Luke dropped his hands to his side and took his place next to Regina, careful not to get too close. 
Archie began the simple ceremony. It was short and quick. Regina answered when it was her turn and bit back a smile when she heard Luke force the words she knew he didn’t want to say. After they'd been pronounced man and wife, Luke took a chance to look at his new wife. She wasn’t scowling at him, and he thought he saw her trying to hide a small smile. 
Regina saw the other couples talking and laughing, and she supposed she should try to get along with Luke since they were partners and married. She turned to speak to Luke just as Bronco lifted Claudette to spin her around. Somehow, they bumped into another agent, sending him tumbling into the table with the beautiful cakes Pearl had made for them. 
Regina took several steps backward to avoid the mess of cake and frosting as it crashed to the floor. Marianne’s shocked expression matched what Regina felt when she saw Pearl’s hard work destroyed.
Regina’s eyes opened wide when she saw Bronco grab a handful of cake and throw it at Luke. Her new husband threw a handful of cake back, missing Bronco but hitting Elizabeth squarely on her chest. Chaos ensued as more couples became the targets of flying cake. 
Regina stepped away and across the room to avoid getting her dress soiled. She hid a laugh behind her hand as she watched her new husband. Perhaps there was more to Luke Tucker than the ladies’ man he portrayed. Surely, the agency had seen the best side of him, or they wouldn't have hired him. If she could manage to keep him at arm’s length, they just might get along. 
Archie shouted, “Enough,” making Regina jump. He had to repeat it twice, but the male agents finally stopped cavorting on the cake-covered floor and rose to their feet. They filed out to change clothes, but Archie stopped Luke for a moment to speak to him. Luke nodded and continued on to his quarters to change.
Marianne asked Regina if she was all right since she was still standing in the corner, staring at the mess as she appeared to fight back laughter.
“Yes. I’m trying not to get any cake on my dress. Look, Arielle and Caleb saved the ham and cheese. I wonder, should you feed the men after they acted that way?” Regina stifled another laugh.
“I’m not sure. Men will be men, but today they were little boys. I suppose it was a way to break the tension. I need to help the ladies change into clean clothes. Do you need a traveling suit?” Marianne asked.
“No, thank you. This one will do nicely,” Regina assured her. 
When Marianne left, Regina offered to help Pearl clean up the mess, but Pearl refused, saying she didn't want Regina to mess her clothes on her wedding day. 
Regina watched Archie look over the room and shake his head. She wondered if he was second-guessing his idea of sending married couples out to solve cases when the men could resort to such silliness so easily. Silly or not, it didn’t change the fact that Regina was an agent of the National Pinkerton Detective Agency, and she’d be working a case with Luke, and maybe the next time, or the time after that, she’d work a case on her own or with one of the other new female agents. 
She found a clean chair and decided to sit and wait for Luke to return. It had been an exciting few days, and she was pleased with her decision to send a telegram to her father explaining that she had moved to Denver and was gainfully employed. She doubted if her father would come after her or send one of his employees. He knew she wouldn’t return and all he might do is—
Oh, no! Regina thought he might hire someone to look for her. The logical course of action would be to find someone in Denver to hire—someone like a Pinkerton detective. 
She needed to speak to Archie.
Regina stood and looked around the room to see if Archie was still close by when Luke returned, dressed in clean clothes and shiny boots.   
Luke approached Regina cautiously and said, “You look perplexed. Is something wrong?”
“I’m not sure. There might be. I need to speak to Mister Gordon before we leave.” 
“Archie asked us to stop by his office before we leave so you’ll get your chance. Something about our assignment has changed. He wants to speak to us both,” Luke explained.
“All right,” Regina answered. “Are we going now?”
“Yes. We should so we don’t miss our train,” Luke held out his arm and then pulled it back.
“It’s all right, Luke,” Regina said. “As long as you’re a gentleman, I won’t shoot you. Just don’t touch me without permission.” She took his arm and smiled. 
Luke smiled back as they walked toward Archie’s office hoping she’d always smile at him that way but wondered how he could keep from touching his new wife.
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Luke held the door open for Regina as they entered Archie’s office.  
“Please, sit down, Miss Caulfield…um…Missus Tucker,” Archie stammered. 
As Regina sat, she smiled at Archie, “Please, call me Regina. I don’t plan to be Missus Tucker any longer than necessary.”
Archie nodded. Luke raised his eyebrows but took the seat next to his partner wife. She was dressed impeccably, and her dark brown hair was pulled neatly back in a stylish but functional bun. 
Luke wondered what was wrong with being Missus Tucker. There were worse things she could be. Being forced to marry didn’t sit well with him either. Why did she have to be so beautiful? Couldn’t Archie have found ugly women for agents? 
Archie began, “You received your first assignment, but I need to change it and send you two on an urgent case instead. It’s a case of a delicate nature in Wyoming that I want the two of you to investigate. 
"First, I received a letter from a young woman in a small town who insists their school teacher, a Miss Abigail Stegler, was abducted. The evening was fairly dark, heavy clouds covered the moon, and no one in town believed that the schoolteacher was abducted by a man reported to have been Red Conroy, a hired gunslinger from the small town of Treefall, approximately fifty miles south.” Archie handed the letter to Regina. 
She scanned it, the details of which would, no doubt, now be a part of her photographic memory, and handed the letter to Luke. Regina glanced back at Archie. “Why won’t they believe the young woman? She’s a preacher’s daughter, and she'd seen the gunslinger in town before. She sounds reliable. They don’t believe her because she’s a woman, which is unfair. How could the men in town believe the teacher left with a strange man without taking her belongings? Are the men in that town intellectually unsound or heavy drinkers?”
Luke stared at his wife as she spoke to Archie. Intellectually unsound? Did people really speak that way? At that moment, he decided his wife was smarter than him. 
Archie responded, “You make a good point, Regina. People will believe what’s easiest, and if they don’t have the resources or inclination to search for an abducted woman, it’s easier to assume she left of her own accord.”
Before Luke had a chance to say a word, Regina continued, “The preacher’s daughter says the man who abducted her friend is from another town. It might be best to start in that town and see if we can find him and hopefully her, too. He may lead us to her.”
Archie nodded. 
Luke, feeling his frustration grow, grumbled, “Well, Missus Tucker, do you have a plan as to what else we should do?”
Regina’s eyes snapped to Luke, and she frowned. 
“Wait,” Archie said, “there’s more. Here’s another report of a possible problem in the same town where the teacher might have been taken. It has to do with the printing, selling, and shipping of illicit books.” He once more handed the report to Regina who scanned it before giving it to Luke.
Regina said, “When I was in school, we heard a lot about the possibility of illicit material being transported to larger cities. There is talk back East that they might pass a law making it illegal to mail any literature of an illicit nature. This discussion of banning the materials has been going on for some time. A Mister Anthony Comstock has made it an important mission in his life. He is quite passionate about the issue, and I heard he might have plans to travel to Washington to try to have the use of the mail service for illicit materials made illegal. Is that what we’re investigating?”
Luke continued to stare at his wife. Where had she learned these facts? She was most definitely smarter than him, he decided. 
“What does one have to do with the other? If it isn’t illegal to print and sell the books now, why bother with a report?” Luke asked. 
“Possibly nothing,” Archie answered, “but it seems strange that these two incidents happened in or near the same town. Some might say it’s a coincidence, but as you know, I don’t believe in them. I feel as if there might be a connection. It’s up to the two of you to find that connection and the teacher.” 
“We can do that,” Luke insisted.
“What would you do to investigate either case?” Archie, no doubt curious as to whether he had done the right thing in hiring female agents, asked Regina. 
Regina thought for a moment and answered, “I think the key is the gunslinger, Red Conroy. If he works in or around the town of Treefall, we might find our missing teacher there. The best place to find a gunslinger is the saloon. I can sing and play the piano, and Luke tells me he used to be a gambler. I could get a job as a saloon entertainer, and Luke could do whatever it is he does. We might also hear talk about the illicit press while we're at it—drunks often talk without thinking.”
“Press? Who said we were looking for a press?” Luke inquired, staring straight at his wife.
Regina stared back. “How do you produce books without a press? If we find the press operator, he might lead us to the books. If we find Red Conroy, he might lead us to Miss Stegler. It’s common sense.”
“Now, wait a minute,” Luke interjected, “don’t I have any say in how we work this case?”
“Of course,” Archie answered. “What would you do, Luke?”
Luke shrugged. “I suppose I’d look in the saloon for this Red person. I just don’t think Regina should be in the saloon.”
“What?” Regina said. “I thought I was hired to work cases that were delicate or needed a woman’s touch—this case certainly meets the requirements. I can get closer to the girls at the saloon and ask questions you never could. 
"What did you expect me to do while you investigated? Stay in a hotel room and embroider a sampler?” Her brown eyes bore into Luke’s, and he was at a loss for words. 
“Um…I…” Luke stuttered.
Archie nodded. “Regina has a good plan. Work out the details on the train and report back to me. One last thing: usually, I'd expect you to report to the local law and identify yourself as agents. From what I’ve read, the sheriff in Treefall is in someone’s pocket, but we just don’t know whose. Until you determine that, figure out a good cover story.”
Archie dismissed them with a word of counsel. “You are partners; work together.”
“Mister Gordon,” Regina said, “before we leave, I need a moment to explain what might become a situation you may not like.”
“Yes,” Archie answered, steepling his fingers and listening intently.
Regina explained her circumstances about the possibility of her father hiring a Pinkerton agent to look for her. 
Luke laughed out loud. “A Pinkerton agent looking for another agent! Only I could end up with a wife that’d put me in this predicament.”
Regina scowled. Before she could answer Luke, Archie said, “Her concern is a valid one, Luke. 
"If any information comes into the office about you, Regina, I’ll handle it. Don’t allow this personal worry cause you to lose focus with your case.”
“I won’t. Thank you, sir,” Regina answered.
Archie nodded, and Regina took in a deep breath. 
Luke closed Archie’s office door behind him and Regina, and he hurried over to Marianne’s desk. His usual dazzling smile was replaced with a scowl. “This is all your fault," he told Marianne. "Archie wouldn't have put Regina and me together without your help. 
"I suppose you think this is funny—she took over in there, and I didn’t get a word in. She planned our entire case, or at least, as far as she could. How am I supposed to run this case with her along?” Luke demanded. 
“You’re partners. You need to work together. Regina is brilliant, and you complement each other. You’ll see how useful it is to have a partner that can work with you, and one that you can trust completely.”
“Trust? That remains to be seen,” Luke grumbled.
Marianne smiled, “She’s your wife. Of course, you can trust her. She’s also your partner. It’s essential that partners trust each other.”
Luke leaned closer to Marianne and whispered, “But she threatened to shoot me if I kissed her at the wedding.”
Marianne bit back a laugh. “Then don’t try to kiss her without her permission.”
Luke spun on his heel to leave, and he saw Regina standing by the door, impatiently tapping her foot. She was beautiful, but could he trust her? That might come with time. Female agents were new and untrained. Regina had a lot to learn but listening to her in Archie’s office had left Luke wondering who would be teaching whom and which of them would win the battle of wits. 
Luke strode toward Regina and watched the frown on her face turn into a beautiful smile when she looked past him to Marianne. “Thank you for all the help, Marianne. We’ll keep in contact,” Regina told the secretary.
“I know you will. Be safe and support each other,” Marianne suggested as Luke ushered Regina out the door.
Regina waved at Marianne as Luke hurried her out into the hall. 
“What’s your hurry?” Regina snapped. “I wanted to say goodbye to Marianne.”
“Women,” Luke mumbled. “Given the time, you’d begin talking about dress patterns and apple pie recipes. We have a case to investigate.”
“I’m more than prepared to start the investigation. I didn’t hear you offer a lot of suggestions in Archie’s office.”
“How could I when you took over the conversation?”
Regina shrugged. “I was only answering Archie’s questions. You certainly have a short fuse—I thought you were going to be a gentleman.”
Luke growled quietly and reached for Regina’s arm.
“Don’t touch me.”
“You’re my wife.”
“I’ll shoot you.”
Luke raised his hands in surrender and walked toward the front door.
Regina followed him. “Wait—I have to go back to my room to get something,” Regina said.
“Your bags are packed. We have a train to catch. You don’t need anything else,” Luke insisted.
“Yes, I do. I didn’t bring many evening gowns with me, but I do have two my stepmother insisted I buy last Christmas season. One is red, and the other is deep emerald green. Both are satin with lace embellishments. With a little creative sewing, both will make wonderful dresses for a saloon girl.”
“Saloon girl,” Luke stammered. “I told you that I’d decide what you’d do.”
“Yes, you did, but there's no way you can approach the girls at the saloon in the same way I can. We’re both professionals. We’ll work it out,” she said, leaving Luke stunned as he star after her.
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Regina and Luke settled into their seats for the train ride to Cheyenne Wyoming. The ride would be short, only slightly more than a hundred miles. Luke advised Regina that the train ride would be the easy part of their journey. Traveling to the north-west Wyoming town of Treefall by stagecoach would be more difficult. Regina wasn’t sure if he was trying to dissuade her from traveling and giving up her career, or if he was genuinely concerned about her comfort. One could never tell with Luke. He only had two expressions: delightful and severe.  
Luke turned to Regina and said, “Tell me something about you. As your husband, I should know about your life.”
“That’s true,” Regina agreed, and she began to tell him about being sent off to boarding schools, summers with her grandparents, her stepmother’s abominable attitude toward her, her father’s concern for her wavering between her marrying for love and marrying for what her husband might do for her father's business. 
Luke laughed out loud when she explained about shooting the stable boy. “You didn’t really, did you? Just for calling you Gina?”
Regina nodded. “My stepmother has the shrillest voice I’ve heard. She used to yell at me when she was angry, which was quite often. Her voice would grow louder, and all I’d hear is 'Gina' being screeched through the house. The first part of my name never reached my ears.”
“I can understand why you’d hate the name, but did you have to shoot him?” Luke looked her straight in the eyes.
“I warned him twice before. He laughed at me and grabbed for me, wanting a kiss. I told him, no, but he didn’t listen. I keep my promises, so I shot him. I aimed for the outside of his left arm which is exactly where I hit him. He was right-handed, so it didn’t cause him any problems working, and my father made him a generous financial offer not to call the police. I wasn’t arrested, the young man learned a lesson, and he never came near me again,” Regina explained while straightening the wrinkles in her skirt. 
Luke could understand her reasoning to a point. She was defending herself and didn’t have a fear of guns. That would help if she ever found herself alone and in danger, but she said she’d shoot him if he tried to kiss her after their wedding. She keeps her promises. He better not try to kiss her again. It was going to be difficult.
He smiled and asked, “Regina is formal—didn’t your friends ever call you Gina?”
“Never. They called me Reggie.”
“Um, can I call you Reggie?" Luke asked. “You call me Luke and not Lucas, after all.” 
“Hmm, maybe, but I like Lucas.”
“No,” he practically shouted. “I hate Lucas for nearly the same reason you hate Gina.” The scowl on his face led Regina to believe there was a sad story behind his feelings.
She turned in her seat, looked directly at him, and said quietly, “Did something happen when you were a child?” 
Luke nodded. “I was left on the doorstep of an Oklahoma orphanage when I was an infant—no note, no name, no nothing. They named me Lucas because L was the next letter in the alphabet which they used for naming abandoned children. I have no idea where the name Tucker came from. By the time I was old enough to wonder about it, the woman that had been the headmistress when I arrived had passed away. 
"The new headmistress had a habit of repeating your name three times when she reprimanded you, and she did that to me quite often. I heard, ‘Lucas…Lucas…Lucas,’ more times than I can count.”
Regina saw pain spread across his face, and she reached for his hand. “I’m sorry, Luke. I can’t imagine. That's worse than having to put up with my stepmother. At least I had my grandparents for sixteen years. 
"I promise to always call you Luke.”
Luke squeezed her hand; she didn’t pull away. “Why didn’t you stay to finish your last year of schooling?” he asked.
“I was bored,” Regina said honestly. “I remember everything I read, and I never answered a question wrong or failed to score perfectly on my tests. Each time I went home with a perfect report for my father, my stepmother asked me if I'd cheated. Once, she implied that I was giving favors to my teachers. The final blow was when she accused me of being a witch and said I must have practiced it at school. 
"My father sent me back to school after only two weeks at home last summer, and I was able to take an extra class. I vowed not to go back home this summer, but when I found out I didn’t have a choice, I decided to quit school and look for employment, but I received the letter from my grandparents’ attorney, and my life changed in an instant.” Regina drew in a deep breath and sat back in her seat, never letting loose of Luke’s hand.
She turned to Luke and said, “I wanted to be a U.S. Marshal or small-town sheriff, but I knew that would be difficult if not impossible, so I decided to try to join the Pinkertons. I was on my way to Denver when I saw the editorial, and I was thrilled.” She stared at the passing scenery through the window, hoping Luke didn’t think she was too impetuous to be an agent. 
“I understand," he said. "Growing up, I was teased by most of the older boys. Even though they were also orphans, most of them knew what had happened to their parents. I was the butt-end of a lot of jokes and made-up stories about the unwanted boy. All I seemed good for was to play poker with them so they could show me how good they were and how stupid I was. That’s when I realized I could remember each card that had been played. Eventually, I started to beat them. They, in turn, beat me physically, but I learned the game. 
"They left the home, and I played with the younger ones until I was sixteen and left. The headmistress made us work outside the home once we'd turned fourteen. I was given the job of cleaning horse stalls at various places around town. After two years, I decided I could make it on my own.”
Regina leaned closer while listening to Luke. He seemed so open and different than the confident man she thought she knew. “Where did you go?”
“To the next town over. I got a job swamping out a saloon. I was able to watch men play poker and saw professional gamblers play. After a while, I was asked to sit in occasionally, and that’s how I became a professional.”
The train whistle blew, and the brakes screeched. Regina saw the landscape slow, and a small town came into view. “We aren’t there yet, are we?”
“No, this is just one of the regular stops. We still have a ways to go.” 
Regina scooted a bit closer to him, still holding his hand, and she whispered, “So, tell me how you stopped being a professional gambler and became a Pinkerton.”
Luke smiled. “I survived being shot by an angry player who accused me of cheating. I wasn’t, of course, but he shot me anyway. I didn’t want to ever feel that pain again. After that, I decided to quit gambling, and I met Archie, and…well, here I am.”
Regina giggled, “You decided you didn’t like being shot, gave up gambling, and became an agent. Aren’t you worried someone will shoot you while you’re on a case?”
“It’s different, somehow. Facing an angry man who claims you've cheated is one thing, but knowing you’re fighting to help someone else is a good reason. Either way, I don’t relish the idea of being shot, but I’ll do what I have to do.”
Regina’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, Luke, I am so sorry. I've threatened to shoot you more than once. I had no idea. Please forgive me.”
“You’re forgiven. I suppose this could be considered our first marital spat. We could kiss and make up,” Luke said, the mischief in his eyes apparent.  
“Luke Tucker, you are hopeless. If we ever do kiss, you will have to come up with an excellent reason,” Regina said, and then she fell against him as the train lurched forward. 
She didn’t move for a moment, and Luke said, “I will do my best to come up with several good reasons and as soon as possible.”
Regina shifted back to her place on the seat, knowing she’d have to be careful around Luke. A few hours on a train listening to his life’s story, and she could feel the barrier between them shift. She liked him, which could prove more dangerous than any case they might be assigned.
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Regina slipped into a light sleep and was woken when the train’s wheels squealed as it began to slow. She sat up straight and scooted further away from Luke when she realized she’d fallen asleep and somehow her head had ended up on his shoulder. His broad smile told her he didn’t mind.  
“I’m sorry,” Regina said as she tugged down on her suit jacket. 
“Don’t be. You were tired, and I didn’t want to disturb you,” Luke assured, the smile never leaving his face. 
“Thank you.” Regina returned his smile.
“Well, I think we need to find a hotel. The stage doesn’t leave until tomorrow morning. It’ll give us some time to discuss our strategy.”
He must have read the look on Regina’s face to be curiosity, because he continued, “Don’t worry. We’ll get two rooms. We’re not supposed to be married when we reach Treefall, so we’ll start acting that way now. Since your father might have someone looking for you, just use the name Regina Tucker, and I’ll be Luke Smith. I usually change my name to Smith when needed. I’m used to it.” 
“I think that will work,” Regina answered. She took Luke’s hand when he offered it. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After checking into the hotel, they met in the nearly empty dining room for coffee and tea. Luke insisted they both have a slice of apple pie; Regina didn’t complain.
“Now,” Luke said, “this is an odd case. The urgency of an abducted woman is more important than any type of illicit printing operation.”
“I agree, but I don’t understand why we’re looking into the printing operation. Presses are protected by the Constitution to print what they wish,” Regina said before taking a bite of her pie. 
“Yes, they are, but there are limits. Archie pulled me aside when you ran off to find your dresses and explained the nature of the books being printed. Most are of a carnal nature which does not break any laws, however, disturbing books are making an appearance in the New York area. In the simplest explanation, they're written in textbook style with illustrations depicting aberrant behavior. A young woman was found murdered in New York, and when her killer was found, he said he'd followed the instructions in the book.”
“What?” Regina whispered. “Someone wrote a book on ways to kill?”
Luke nodded. “Yes, and while the book may or may not meet the legal requirements of breaking the law, we were assigned to see if we can find the source. The bookstore owner had a cellar full of illicit books and quite a few of these other books. He claims his brother in Wyoming wrote them, but for some reason, the brother stopped sending books. The man received a cryptic telegram from Cheyenne saying someone could supply similar books once his brother stopped sending them.”
“I understand, but what does that have to do with our missing teacher and Treefall?” Regina asked before sipping the last of her tea.
“Since the man was under arrest, the police interceded the telegram and sent one in reply, having the authorities in Cheyenne watch to see who picked up the reply. For some reason, there was a commotion, and the man rode off before he could be stopped and questioned, but his description matches that of—”
“Let me guess: Red Conroy.”
Luke nodded. “Yes, and he rode off in a direction that would take him back to Treefall.”
“Then there is an urgency. Miss Stegler could be in more danger than I thought. Thank you for sharing the information with me,” Regina answered.
“You’re my partner. I just wasn’t sure how to explain this to a lady,” Luke said sheepishly.
“As you said: we’re partners. Weren’t we hired because women can be useful in delicate situations? This definitely seems to fit that description, but as an agent, we’re also tough enough to know the facts. Please, don’t ever hold something back from me because you think it’s too difficult for me to hear.” Regina reached out and took Luke’s hand, hoping to assure him she could handle whatever he needed to share. 
“That’s a promise. 
"We should get some sleep, so we’re well-rested before the stage arrives," Luke suggested. "It isn’t easy resting on one.”  
“Don’t people usually try to get to know one another on the rides? Who and what are we supposed to be?” Regina asked. “Our cover story needs to start now.”
“I agree,” Luke answered. “Since Red Conroy seems to be associated with the saloon in Treefall—or he should be if he’s a gunslinger—then I'll need to be there a lot. I’ll go back to my best guise as a gambler. You’re my traveling companion.”
“Won’t that raise a few eyebrows?” Regina wondered.
“Probably, but we can’t say you’re my sister. If we both need to be undercover at the saloon, I don’t want to try to convince people that I’d let my sister work there. As for your reputation, it’s safe. We're married, and that’s why Archie wanted the couples to marry. Regardless of what you must do aside from becoming a soiled dove, you don’t need to worry about what people will say.”
“That’s a relief. I couldn’t do that. I’d shoot my first customer, and they’d hang me. Then our case would never be solved,” Regina said with a wink.
Luke laughed. This case might work out better than he expected.   

      [image: image-placeholder]Meanwhile, in the back office of the Magee saloon in Treefall, Wyoming Territory, Red Conroy was sipping whiskey and explaining to his boss, Liam Magee, that the next book should be ready for the press in less than a week.
“You know, boss,” Red said, “taking that teacher was well worth the scratches and black eye she gave me. She writes real good. She’s not happy about it, but the girls have her convinced she’s better off writing than working upstairs. That quieted her down some.”
“I’m pleased Miss Stegler is working out. If that squirrelly little writer hadn’t decided to try to run when he heard his brother was under investigation, we could still be printing without her. Are you sure none of the girls are going to say a word about her being in the cellar?”
“I’m sure. They know what happened to the writer and don’t want to be under the dirt with him. It’s keeping ‘em in line.”
Magee laughed and poured Red another whiskey. “You’re worth what I pay you, Red. You make sure they all stay in line, and we’ll get rich.”
Red nodded. “The teacher won’t write the instruction books for us. She screamed and sobbed when I made her read one, but the girls are supplying her with enough stories to get a lot of books done. Without having to pay that writer feller, you’ll make a fortune.”
“And you’ll make a smaller one if you keep her in line and writing,” Magee assured Red.
“It beats sleeping on the hard ground, eatin’ jerky and pemmican, and facing down every idiot who thinks he’s faster than me,” Red said. He slammed back his whiskey.
Magee added, “You better get back out front and make sure things run smoothly. Keep your eye out for anyone who looks suspicious. We don’t need another lawman coming through looking for our guest. It’s a good thing the sheriff was able to convince the last one she isn’t here.”
“Yeah, it’s funny how one lawman will believe another and just ride off. By now, people must be sure that our teacher did run off with some fella to get married. Makes it easier to keep her hidden.” 
“True, but you never know when someone might come nosing around. Keep your eyes open and listen to anyone talking about books or the missing teacher. We don’t need any trouble when things are working out so well,” Magee advised. 
Red nodded as he walked out of the office and toward the saloon’s main room. It was beginning to get busy, and he knew it’d be a busy night. Cowboys liked to drink on Saturday nights. The girls would be busy, too, but he needed them to occasionally check on the schoolteacher. For some reason, she didn’t seem to like Red, and he couldn’t figure out why. She seemed to dislike him ever since he'd brought her to the saloon, and he hadn’t hurt her, not even after she'd punched him in the face when he'd tried to pull her onto his horse. Women sure were strange. 
“Maisy,” Red called across the saloon. 
“Yeah, Red?” Maisy answered as she rushed to his side.
“You have teacher duty tonight,” Red explained.
“Aww, Red, I’d make more money up here with the cowboys,” Maisy argued.
“Magee said he’d pay you what you’d make plus a bonus. That teacher seems to like you best, and I need her to stay quiet with all the extra men in here tonight,” Red said.
Maisy shrugged, “All right. I can spend the evening with her. Maybe I’ll remember more stories for her.”
Red nodded as he watched Maisy slip quietly down the hall to the cellar door.
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Luke and Regina stood outside the stage stop, waiting for the stage to arrive. They waited with a drummer named Hayden who whispered a bit too loudly to Luke that he sold women’s underthings. When he asked Luke if he’d like to order something special for his lady friend, Luke scowled; Regina had to turn her back to hide her giggles. Ladies underthings, indeed. How could a man travel from town to town selling such things? Then Regina surmised the underthings had to come from somewhere. Back home, they'd come from the dress shop. Did they have dress shops in the wilderness? Certainly, Treefall was considered being "in the wilderness."  
Regina was excited to start their trip. She also wanted to see the catalog Mister Hayden said he had. It might pass the time, but she was sure Luke would never approve of her asking for it. 
Luke helped Regina into the coach. She straightened her brown skirt as he took the seat next to her.  
Mister Hayden smiled at her as he took his seat, and Luke scowled again. 
“Wait…wait,” a male voice shouted from outside the door. 
A middle-aged couple hurried to the door. The portly man helped a thin woman into the coach, and they sat down. The coach rocked from the added weight.
“Hello,” the woman said to Regina. “My name is Gretchen Collier, and this is my husband, Horace.”
“I’m pleased to meet you, Missus Collier. My name is Regina Tucker. Are you traveling far?”
“Yes, back to Treefall where we own the mercantile. Our son is watching the store while we visited our daughter and first grandchild,” Gretchen said, doing her best to straighten her hat.   
Luke leaned forward and held out his hand to Mister Collier. “Good morning, sir. My name is Luke Smith.”
Mister Collier shook Luke’s hand energetically. “Good to meet you. Please, call me Horace. Are you traveling far?”
“Montana,” Luke replied. “We may make some stops along the way to see the country.”
“You must stop in Treefall,” Horace suggested. “It’s a nice little town, and we love living there.”
Luke looked at Regina and winked. She smiled back and said, “It would be nice to stop in a town that others like and where we know someone.”
“You must, my dear,” Gretchen agreed. “It’s a lovely place.”
Regina wondered if it could be that easy. The nice couple wanted them to stop in the very town they needed to investigate. Maybe the rest of the town wouldn't see them as complete strangers which would make it easier to get information. 
“I like that idea,” Regina said. “By the time we get there, I’m sure I’ll want to get out of this stage.”
“That you will,” Gretchen said, “but we’ll have a chance when we spend the night at the Millers’. They own a stage stop about three-quarters of the way to Treefall. They’re a pleasant couple, and the food is good and always hot.”
Regina nodded and glanced at Luke who looked bored and unhappy. While she had been speaking to Gretchen, the drummer had begun to show his catalog to Horace. Perhaps he hoped to sell several items for Horace to carry in his mercantile. 
“Please,” Regina said, “tell me more about Treefall.”
“It’s been our home for twenty years,” Gretchen explained. “We opened the original store in a tent. We now have a two-story building with our living quarters on the top floor. It’s nicely painted, but some of the buildings are still plain weathered wood. We do have a café, a telegraph/post office, a newspaper office—but the paper closed two months ago, a hotel, a bank, a barbershop, a sheriff’s office, a doctor’s office, and of course, a church. It doubles as a school during the day and if needed, a meeting hall. Right now, our pastor is collecting money for a church bell. We had enough money to build the church with a steeple, but not enough for a bell.”
“How sad,” Regina said. “I do hope you get a bell soon. Does the church have an organ or a piano?”
Gretchen frowned and shook her head. “No, we can’t afford one, but we do sing loudly on Sunday mornings. The only place with a piano is Magee’s, but since the piano player moved on or died, I don’t hear it any longer. It's a good thing, too—he played that thing late into the night.”
“Magee’s?” Regina inquired.
“The local saloon,” Gretchen said, wrinkling her nose. “I wish it would close, but I do suppose it’s there to stay.”
Regina smiled. “I understand how that could be annoying.” 
Gretchen nodded her agreement. Regina was thrilled when she learned the local saloon had a piano. She’d ask for a job playing and singing in the saloon. It would be the perfect cover to find out about Red Conroy and the missing teacher. Now, if she could only convince Luke. She had a feeling he wasn’t going to be any happier than he was the last time she'd suggested something similar. 
Regina had learned quite a bit about Treefall by the time they'd pulled into the Miller’s stage stop. When she obtained employment at the saloon, she'd learn more from the working girls. 

      [image: image-placeholder]After a filling meal of beef stew, freshly baked bread, and cherry pie, Luke stood and asked Regina if she’d like to take a walk to stretch her legs. Regina readily agreed. It had been a long trip sitting, and she wanted to speak with Luke privately. 
They strolled far enough away from the building so as not to be overheard.
“I was impressed with how much information you got out of Gretchen,” Luke told Regina as they walked.
“You know, I didn’t do much. She enjoyed talking and telling me about her town. We’re fortunate she lives in the town we need to investigate.  I did find it interesting she said the newspaper office had closed. Do you suppose whoever owned it left the printing press behind and whoever is printing those books have taken over the office?” Regina asked as they strolled further from the stage stop.
Luke stopped and turned toward Regina. “I thought that myself. If those books are being printed in Treefall, a closed newspaper office would be the ideal setup. I just don’t know how the abducted teacher fits into all of this.”
“Maybe it doesn’t. The woman who hired us knew it was Red Conroy that had taken Miss Stegler. He must have been around their town at least a few times for her to recognize him. Maybe he saw Miss Stegler and wanted her. He could be holding her at a cabin or house somewhere away from the town,” Regina suggested.
“That’s a good possibility,” Luke agreed. “It just seems odd that he would abduct her from a town fifty miles away. She must have caught his eye. Miss Stegler must be quite a beauty.”
“Maybe, or maybe she was alone and vulnerable. You told me there aren’t a lot of women in this part of the territory—maybe he wanted a woman for…um…for, you know.” Regina blushed trying to figure out the correct way to explain her thoughts to Luke.
“I understand what you mean. Yes, women are scarce out here, and she wouldn’t be the first woman abducted for those reasons. We need to consider everything and every possible situation. There might still be a connection between the books and Miss Stegler. Archie doesn’t believe in coincidences, and maybe we shouldn’t think of them as separate events until we’re positive they’re not connected,” Luke said. “What do you think?”
“I agree. We should keep an open mind. What do you plan to do when we get to town?”
Luke thought for a moment. “Well, since I’m supposed to be a gambler, I think the best thing is to check into the hotel, get a bath and a shave, change into my black suit, and wander into the saloon.”
“I agree. If Gretchen is correct and they no longer have a piano player at the saloon, I might be able to get the job. You could find that out while you’re there. I've had several years of piano lessons, and I play well. I was also in the school choir. I don’t suppose the men want to listen to hymns, but my friends and I learned a few songs that the school wouldn’t have approved of,” Regina confided with a twinkle in her eye. 
“Each time we talk, I see a different side of you. Are you going to stay out of mischief while I’m at the saloon?”
“Of course. I plan to take that red satin dress with the black lace trim that my stepmother was sure would lure some man of means into proposing to me to help her society image and turn it into a dress I know the men in the saloon will love,” Regina said. She smiled at Luke.
Before he could respond, Regina continued, “Don’t worry—I won’t make it too risqué. My best friend, Christina, brought some dime novels, some sheet music with a few bawdy tunes that I remember note for note, and magazines with rather revealing fashions to school. I think I can fashion a dress that will appeal to saloon patrons but keep me looking like a lady.” Regina laughed out loud while Luke shook his head.
“Just imagine a can-can dancer," Regina continued, blushing. I think their dresses are more appropriate than one I assume might be worn in a saloon. I read somewhere that some girls only wear underthings.” She hurried away and called over her shoulder, “Just remember to refer to me as Reggie in the saloon.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Yes, Luke could see that "Reggie" would be more fun than Regina. He’d have to watch out for her. Reggie might make a good agent, but she seemed like a handful. He hoped she wasn't about to storm into a situation without thinking first.   
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The stage passed a lot of open range land on the way to Treefall, and Regina saw more cattle than she could count. The wide-open spaces, the wind blowing the grasses, and the stands of trees enthralled her.  
As the stage rambled on past a small copse of trees, a flock of large birds she couldn’t identify took flight. Regina tried to strain to see them, but they flew off before she had much of a chance. 
The landscape was vastly different than the buildings in Chicago or her grandparent’s farm. Her grandparents had some dairy cows, but they looked much different than the cattle meandering on the plains. Her heart ached for a moment, and she missed them terribly, but she was also grateful for the lessons she'd learned on their farm. She could ride, shoot for protection or food, cook, and do a variety of outdoor chores as well as keep house. 
Gertrude’s voice brought her back from her musings. “We’re nearing town now,” the older woman said excitedly. I can’t wait to see my son, but I already miss my daughter and grandchild.”
“I have five younger brothers and sisters, and I miss them, too,” Regina said. “The quiet moments, when they used to curl up next to me as I read them a story. Not as much when I remember how wild they can be.”
“Five siblings younger than you? Your hands must have been kept busy,” Gretchen said.
“No, I spent most of my school years in boarding school and my summers on my grandparents' farm.”
Gretchen’s face showed concern. “That doesn’t seem quite fair to be away from your family.”
Regina stated, “My stepmother—” 
Gretchen raised her hand, her palm facing Regina. “You don’t have to say anymore. I was raised by a stepmother. She could be difficult, but then, she was that way with everyone. My best friend also had a stepmother, and you’d never know she hadn’t given birth to her. She was the sweetest woman. I suppose it depends on the type of person they are before they take on the responsibility. Oh, look—you can see Treefall in the distance.”
Regina was grateful for the change in subject. She realized that if she began to speak about her childhood, she might give more away about her life than she'd wanted. Regina remembered her training, recalling that she should share just enough information. Too much only led to more questions. Regina looked at Gretchen, smiled at the excitement on the woman’s face, and craned her neck to see what Gretchen pointed out.
A town came into view as they came around a curve. It didn’t appear to be any different than those she’d seen on the stage ride from Cheyenne. They passed several small cabins and a few buildings Regina could only describe as shanties before they slowed to enter the town proper. 
Regina saw the church first, with its empty bell tower. It was a comfort to see that the residents worshipped each week, even in a town harboring a man with the reputation of Red Conroy. It meant there was hope that she and Luke would find Miss Stegler; not everyone in the town was a criminal. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke observed the town as they drove through it, but he saw things differently than Regina. He first noticed the saloon. It was well taken care of, painted white, and with "Magee’s" printed in bold letters with bright red paint above the door. The second floor had large windows he assumed opened for the soiled doves to call out to customers, the apparently shuttered newspaper office, cowboys spending a day away from the ranch, and a few well-heeled men carrying their guns in tied down holsters. One of them might be Red Conroy. Luke’s gut told him there were too many gunslingers in the one, small town and if the sheriff were in someone’s pocket, he’d bet it was Magee’s. 
Luke glanced at Regina and saw the look of excitement on her face. He remembered his first case and wanted to jump in with both feet to solve it immediately, but the old adage of one step at a time was something Regina needed to experience on her own. It wasn’t something that was easy to teach. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The stage stopped in front of the hotel, and all five occupants alighted. Gretchen hugged Regina and pointed across the road. “The mercantile is just across the way. Please, drop by tomorrow after you’re settled in and have tea with me.”
“I will do that,” Regina said. “I think I’d like to stay here and visit for a while. I’m a bit tired of traveling,” she lied, but she needed for Gretchen to believe she still had miles of travel ahead of her. “A soft bed, hot bath, and warm meals sound good for a few days or more.” 
“You get that bath and a good night’s sleep, and I’ll see you tomorrow,” Gretchen said. She waved and crossed the road to the mercantile with Horace following behind her, dragging a large, gray trunk. 
Luke walked up behind her and said, “Let’s check into the hotel and get something to eat at the café. We might hear something. People enjoy talking during meals.”
Regina smiled and nodded. “After you, Mister Smith.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke carried their bags into the hotel and arranged for two rooms. The clerk stared at both of them as they signed the register. “I have a room on the first floor for the lady, and you, sir, I can put on the second floor.”
Luke answered, “You’ll put us both on the second floor in rooms next to each other, and if at all possible, I’d like the room that looks over the street—I like to watch people.”
The clerk scowled but agreed, and he gave Luke the key to room 201 at the front of the hotel. Regina was to be in room 203. Luke picked up the bags and started for the stairs. 
“He thinks we’re up to something,” Regina said, suppressing a smile. 
“If he only knew,” Luke answered back.
Luke placed Regina’s bags in her room before leaving and then left to unpack his bags. “I’ll knock in about fifteen minutes, and we’ll go to the café.”
“I’ll be ready,” Regina said as she closed the door and surveyed the small but tidy room. She sat and bounced on the bed. It was surprisingly comfortable, and the small closet was adequate for her needs. She was pleased to see a mirror above the small washstand but frowned when she looked at herself. When had her hat slipped to the side? Her hair was loose, too. She quickly removed the pins, brushed her hair, pulled it back into a neat twist at the back of her neck, and replaced her hat. Regina splashed some water on her face from the bowl on the washstand, removing most of the trail dust, and she felt better. She was ready by the time Luke knocked.
They strolled out of the hotel under the desk clerk's glaring watch. “That man thinks we’re up to no good. I told you that when we went upstairs, but I think in the fifteen minutes since he saw us, he's let his imagination come up with more scenarios. Maybe he thinks we’re bank robbers or you’re the head of a rustling operation,” Regina said gleefully.  
“That could be, but he might think you’re a madam and in town to open a house of ill repute,” Luke responded, the mischief dancing in his blue eyes.
“If that were the case, I think he’d be smiling,” Regina said doing her best to hide her blush.  
Luke laughed. “You might be right. Let him think what he wants. It’ll keep him off-guard if he expects the worst from us.”
“As long as he doesn’t snoop in our rooms.”
Luke stopped and stared at Regina. He whispered, “You didn’t leave your badge and identification in your room, did you?”
She shook her head slowly. “I have them in my skirt pocket along with my Derringer.” 
Luke smiled. “That’s what I’d expect from my partner.” He pulled the café door open and allowed Regina to enter first. They found an empty table near the window and sat.
The chicken and dumplings special was delicious, as was the cherry cobbler. Regina was pleased they offered tea and not just coffee. They didn’t hear any useful gossip, but several friendly townsfolk greeted them. 
“People in this town are nice," Regina said. "I hope we’re wrong about the terrible things happening here. If a man like Red Conroy could abduct a woman right off the street, none of the ladies in town are safe.” 
Luke nodded his agreement. “Maybe I’ll learn more at the saloon tonight. I think we should head back to the hotel. I need to sleep for a couple of hours and head to the saloon about ten—men’s tongues are freer after they’ve had a few drinks—and I’ll start a card game. Men enjoy talking when they’re winning.”
“You’re going to cheat to let them win?” Regina asked.
“No, ma’am, but I'll be able to tell who might hold the best hand, and if it’s me, I can fold and let someone else win. I don’t believe that’s cheating, exactly.”
Regina smiled at Luke’s reasoning.
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Luke walked into Magee’s a little after ten. He noticed the piano was silent and had been shoved up against the wall in a corner. Perhaps Regina  could get a job playing it and find something out that might help their case. He still didn’t like the idea of her working in the saloon, but if he were there, he’d be able to take care of her.
He took in the rest of the saloon and noticed a man sitting on a high stool next to the bar with a shock of red hair. Luke assumed he might be Red Conroy and probably the bouncer. He could see that the man wore a two-gun holster and kept an eagle’s eye on the girls. A stocky man stood behind the bar pouring drinks. He’d find out soon enough if he were Magee, but he doubted it. The owner would most likely be in the back somewhere. 
Three young women flitted from table to table, whispering in some men’s ears and winking at others. Regina was right about the saloon girls’ attire, but then they weren’t dressed much differently from others he’d seen across the country. 
He strode straight to the bar and observed the men seated at the tables before ordering a beer. The barkeep greeted him with a, “What’ll ya have? You’re new around here.”
“Beer,” Luke answered. “Just passing through.”
The barkeep nodded and drew a beer, placing the mug on the bar in front of Luke. After dropping a coin for his beer, Luke lifted the glass, took a sip, and watched the patrons in the mirror behind the liquor bottles gracing the wall directly behind the bar. 
Luke noticed a table of men dressed better than the cowboys in their range clothes, playing poker, and he strolled over, beer in hand.
“Evening, gentlemen. Have room for another player?”
The men looked at the stranger dressed in a black suit and string tie. The one holding the cards nodded. “Sure if you want to lose some money, stranger, grab a chair.”
Luke did that. He held out his hand. “Luke Smith," he said. "Nice to make your acquaintance.”
The man introduced himself as Colby, a local ranch owner. The other three men offered their names, and Colby dealt the cards. 
After a little more than two hours, the table began to break up. Luke had broken about even, which was ideal. He hadn't made any enemies, and he was sure he’d be invited to play another night. What little information he gleaned he’d share with Regina in the morning. As he was preparing to leave, a short man with a pot belly and graying brown hair walked into the saloon from an area down the dark hall next to the bar. Judging by his dark suit, vest, and tie, Luke knew that it must be Magee. Maybe he’d get a chance to meet him if he asked about a job for Regina. 
Luke set his empty beer mug on the bar and asked the barkeeper if anyone played the piano. After hearing about the unfortunate demise of the previous player during a wild shootout in the saloon, Luke had second thoughts about suggesting Regina play, but he knew she was right—she could talk to the girls in ways he couldn’t.
He asked the barkeep, “Is the owner around? I know someone who might like to play that piano.”
“Yeah, that’s him at the end of the bar. Name’s Magee.”
Luke nodded his thanks and approached Magee.
“Evening,” Luke said. “Name’s Luke Smith. I might know someone who’d be interested in a job playing that piano. Heard you lost the last player.”
Magee held out his hand. “I’m Magee, the owner. Nice to meet you, Smith. What can you tell me about the fella who wants to play the piano?”
“First, it’s not a fella. Her name's Reggie, and she plays well. She sings, too.”
“A woman? Hey, that would be good. Bring her around tomorrow night, and we’ll see if my customers like her,” Magee said.
Luke saw the lust grow in Red’s eyes as he talked about Regina. He certainly seemed like the type to grab a woman off the street. Now, they needed to find where Miss Stegler was. 
As Luke entered the hotel, the night clerk—who Luke had yet to meet—looked up from whatever he was reading to greet Luke with a smile and nod. 
Regina’s room was quiet when Luke arrived. He hoped she'd sleep well. He walked into his room, stripped off his clothes and boots, and dropped down on the bed. It had been a long day. He immediately drifted off to sleep. 

      [image: image-placeholder]It was well past nine the next morning when Luke awoke. He dressed quickly and knocked on Regina’s door, but there was no answer. He went down to the hotel's dining room, but she wasn’t there. The disapproving desk clerk was on duty. 
“Did you see Miss Tucker this morning?” Luke asked.
He nodded. “After breakfast, she told me to tell you that she’d be at the mercantile.”
“Thanks," Luke mumbled, and he returned to the dining room. Regina would be all right with Gretchen and Horace while he answered his screaming hunger. Bacon, fried potatoes, and fresh biscuits with honey were on the menu, which would suit Luke perfectly along with several cups of coffee.  
With his hunger satisfied, Luke strolled across the road to the mercantile. Regina was nowhere in sight, but Horace was behind the counter. The rest of the store was empty.
“Good morning, Horace,” Luke announced happily as he walked through the door.
“Luke, welcome to my store. Come in. Regina's upstairs with Gretchen having tea, and talking each other's ears off, I suppose. Care for some coffee? I have a pot on in back,” Horace said.
Luke lifted his hand. “No, thanks. I just had three cups at the hotel with my breakfast.”
“Have a look around. You never know—I might have something you can’t do without,” Horace suggested.
Luke smiled as he walked around the decent-sized store. When he went back to the counter, he said, “Tell me—how big of an order did you place with that drummer?”
Horace grinned. “Not as big as you’d think. Most of what he offered wouldn’t sell here—not that the ladies wouldn’t like the lacy things, I’m sure, but they’d be too embarrassed to buy them. I told him he’d be better off in a larger town that had a women’s store. Women feel a bit uncomfortable buying their simple undergarments here, even when Gretchen helps them.”
Luke laughed out loud. “I never thought about that, but I'll be it makes life interesting.”
“That it does, my boy. That it does.”
“I took a walk around town,” Luke said, stepping closer to the counter. “You said the newspaper closed down, but the place looks clean, and I saw a light on in back.”
Horace shrugged. “Not exactly sure who or what they use it for now, but Magee owns the building. The paper never sold well, and the man who ran it shared the space with some author fella who came from somewhere back East. The author stuck around for a while after the newspaper man left town, but about two months ago, he just up and left. At least, we assume he left. He just wasn’t around any longer. People come and go in small towns.”
“Yeah, I suppose. It is a nice little town. I met Magee at the saloon last night. Seems to be an agreeable person,” Luke said.
Horace nodded. “I don’t get over there too often, but Magee doesn’t like to get his hands dirty. He has his man, Red, take care of problems with rowdy customers, and he keeps an eye on the girls. Magee doesn’t allow anyone to rough the girls up, if you know what I mean. Rumor has it that Red’s planted more than one difficult cowboy out somewhere beyond the saloon.”
Luke whistled. “What about the sheriff? Surely, someone complains when a ranch hand turns up missing.”
Horace leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I think Magee pays the sheriff to look the other way. If anyone in town has a problem, the sheriff is good at looking into it. He usually finds the person responsible for the trouble except at Magee’s. He lets Red handle the rough stuff over there.” 
Luke thought what Horace had said made sense.
“I suppose,” Luke answered. “Every saloon has a strong arm. I met Red last night. He reminded me more of a gunslinger than a hired hand.”
“He acts like one, too. He’s the only drawback to life here. He makes all the local ladies nervous with his slimy, overpolite manner and leers. Gretchen goes out of her way to avoid going anywhere near him if she sees him out and about.”
“That’s a shame. Treefall's a nice town, but a man the likes of Red Conroy can spoil its image mighty fast,” Luke said, hoping Horace would say more about Red or Magee.
“True, and I doubt he’ll move on as long as Magee pays him,” Horace added.
Before they could continue their conversation, Regina came through the curtain separating the store from the back room.
“Good morning, Luke. Gretchen thought she heard voices down here. Were you looking for me? I left word where I’d be with the desk clerk.”
Luke nodded. “He told me. Thought I’d come by and see if you’d like to take a walk around town again.”
“I’d like that,” Regina answered. After saying thank you to Gretchen and wishing her and Horace a good day, she left on Luke’s arm.
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Luke shared what he'd learned the night before with Regina as they walked through town. It was the best way to ensure privacy. Walls were thin everywhere, and you never knew who might be listening.  
“That's quite interesting about the newspaper. Do you suppose that's where they printed the books?” Regina asked. 
“I do, and it might still be in use. I saw a light on in the back of the office when I passed. I’m not sure what they might be printing since the author left town under unusual circumstances. Maybe they’re just using it for additional storage,” Luke suggested.
Regina stopped walking and looked up at Luke. “This may sound impossible, but if Magee was using the press with the author for a share in the profit of those books, and the author let town, wouldn’t Magee want to continue making money?”
“I suppose. What are you thinking?”
“He needs someone to write the books, and we’re looking for a missing teacher.”
Luke hissed. “That scum Magee had Red abduct Miss Stegler, and they’re forcing her to write illicit books.”
Regina nodded. “My thoughts, exactly.”
“Archie was right when he thought the two cases might be connected. I’d send a telegram, but Horace said the sheriff isn’t completely honest. He turns a blind eye to whatever Magee and Red do at the saloon. I could use a ruse we all use occasionally,” Luke explained.
“What?”
“I can send a cryptic message to my Aunt Marianne in Denver, mention I stopped here, and will soon be going on to visit the twins. Archie will understand that I mean I’m investigating both cases with some success,” Luke said, staring off into the distance. “Marianne understands that when we occasionally send messages to her we might call her sis or aunt. One former agent sent one to his mother, Marianne.”
Regina laughed. “She certainly is useful around the office besides her friendly helpful nature. Now, how are we going to get the information we need?”
“She is that. I doubt the agency would work quite as efficiently without her. 
"I spoke to Magee last night about you playing the piano and singing. He said you should come along tonight and try out. Did you alter your dress?”
Regina nodded. “Yes. It wasn’t as hard as I thought it’d be. I suppose I should thank my stepmother for insisting the neckline be a bit lower to entice the right man.”
Luke raised one eyebrow and scowled. “Just how risqué is that dress? I need to see you in it before we go to Magee’s. You’ll have to change there later. You can’t be seen walking on the streets in that dress.”
Regina twirled around and winked at him. “The dress is different from anything I’ve ever worn. It'll be interesting.”
Luke grabbed Regina’s arm. “Listen carefully, please. I saw the look in Red’s eyes last night when I asked about a job for you. He seemed eager—too eager—to have a new female in the saloon. That man is dangerous. You need to be alert whenever he’s near and even when he isn’t. I intend to be there at all times while you play, but things can turn bad in a heartbeat. Don’t let your guard down.”
The twinkle in Regina’s eyes disappeared, replaced by what Luke read as determination. “I promise," she said. "I want to find Miss Stegler and the connection, if any, to the book printing, but not at the cost of your life or mine. Please, remember that I need to act as if I enjoy what I’m doing if Magee hires me. If I appear to be laughing with the men in the saloon and playing a few bawdy tunes, it’s not the real me. It’s the agent me, playing the role I need to at the moment.”
Luke took Regina’s hand. “Let’s walk a bit more before heading back to the hotel. You have the right attitude, and I promise to hold in my jealousy.”
Jealousy? Why had he said that? What would she think? He told himself to ignore it, and she would, too, but Regina didn’t ignore it. 
She looked up at Luke and whispered, “You’d be jealous? Why?” 
Luke saw the mischief return to Regina’s eyes and he stammered, “I meant that I’d be protective.” 
“All right. I can believe that…maybe.” Regina grinned at Luke and continued walking.

      [image: image-placeholder]He’d get jealous? Regina thought. Be careful. He may drive you crazy, but he’s also the type of man that could steal your heart.
Regina and Luke ended their walk back at the hotel. They returned to their rooms under the desk clerk's watchful eye. Regina winked at the man who turned red and ducked behind the desk as if he were looking for something. Luke shook his head at the interaction. Yes, Regina would handle herself well at the saloon if he could only keep Red away from her. 
Luke stopped at the head of the stairs and said, “I’ll knock on your door in a bit to see that dress. We have to be sure it’s…uh…well, that it'll make Magee happy without sending Red Conroy into some sort of fit.”
Regina responded before disappearing into her room. “Don’t worry. I’ll be all right. Remember, if he touches me, I can always shoot him.”
Luke shook his head again, knowing the case would either kill him or entertain him. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Fifteen minutes later, he knocked on Regina’s door.
When she opened the door, his jaw nearly fell to his feet. She was the most enticing woman he’d ever seen. Her hair hung loose, past her shoulders. While the dress’s neckline was low, it hid what it was intended to hide, but Luke’s eyes were still drawn to Regina’s neckline. When he stepped back and saw that the dress came to just below her knees, he felt his own knees begin to buckle. She was a beauty.
“Come in before someone sees me like this,” Regina whispered.
Luke obliged. He stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. “You look beautiful. Can’t you make yourself less lovely? Red Conroy is going to try to claim you as his. Just tell him you’re my traveling companion. Hopefully, that’ll be enough to keep him away from you.”
“I don’t know how to change my looks. I think it’s the dress. You wouldn’t think I looked good if I wore a frumpy dress with a severe bun.”
“I think you’d look lovely wearing anything you chose,” Luke said. He cleared his throat and walked to the window. “You need to wear a regular dress and carry that one in a bag. Do you have anything else for your feet beside those walking shoes?”
Regina reached into a drawer and pulled out a pair of red satin slippers. “I made these from the fabric I cut off the bottom of the dress. My stepmother would faint if she knew I'd destroyed the dress she'd paid a small fortune for. Imported fabric and lace might work for Chicago society, but I’m not sure how well it will be accepted here.”
“Oh,” Luke stammered, “it'll be accepted here more than you know. Seeing you in that dress makes me think we should come up with another plan.”
“We can’t. Red Conroy abducted Miss Stegler, I’m sure of it. If we both pay attention, we might learn where she is before they tire of her or no longer need her and do away with her, and we can’t let that happen,” Regina asserted. 
“I agree. You should change and get some rest. They won’t expect us at the saloon until after eight. We can have a late supper and then see Magee. I told him you sing, too, and I suppose he’ll expect you to entertain the men. You do know a lot of popular tunes, don’t you?”
Regina looked at him, and he saw the glint in her eye. “Why, Mister Smith, are you trying to tell me that Magee wouldn’t appreciate me playing and singing Amazing Grace to his customers?”
“Don’t you know anything besides Hymns?” Luke asked. 
Regina shrugged. “Would 'Beautiful Dreamer', 'Little Brown Jug', 'Oh, Susanna', and the 'Valentine Polka' suffice?"
“Should be good for a start, but Magee might want some bawdy music. Can you do that?”
“Of course,” Regina said proudly. “I’m an agent of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. We know how to work under duress and not let anything stop us from achieving our goals.”
Luke wanted to pick her up and swing her around. Not only was she beautiful and smart, but she was also determined. He understood why Archie had hired her and paired her with him, and he wondered just how much Marianne had to do with it.
Luke took a step back and said, “Get some rest. I’ll knock about seven, and we’ll have supper before heading to Magee’s. I’m sure he’ll let you change there.” He slipped out of the room before Regina could respond. 
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Regina was nervous as she walked to the saloon with Luke. She had no doubt that she could entertain customers with her singing and piano playing, but how would she deal with Red Conway and Magee? She’d staved off enough unwanted suitors at dances, but these men were not gentlemen. It wasn't that all the gentlemen she knew acted as gentlemen should, but at least she'd been prepared for their advances. Red Conway carried two guns and apparently knew how to use them. He'd also abducted a woman. Magee was most likely a criminal. This would be a true test of her new-found employment, and she couldn’t fail. 
Luke held the batwing doors open for Regina as she stepped into the noisy saloon. Faces turned toward the newcomers and silence enveloped the saloon like a shroud when Regina walked in. Every eye was on her. Some smiled, some stared, and a few nearly fell off their chairs. Luke held her hand as they walked up to Red Conroy. “We’re here to see Magee.”
“Maisy,” Red hollered, “go tell Magee that Smith is here, and he's brought the lady singer.”
An attractive young woman attired in less than Regina usually slept in scurried past them and hurried down a hall alongside the bar. She returned quickly, and a few minutes later, Magee strolled out.
He stopped and looked Regina up and down. “She’s pretty enough, but can she play and sing?”
Luke nodded and led Regina to the piano. She gave him her coat and sat down to begin playing a rousing round of "Oh, Susanna". She sang along, and soon all the men in the saloon had joined her. They clapped and hollered when she'd finished.
“She can play and sing,” Magee admitted. “The customers seem to like her, but I don’t think she’ll attract business dressed like their wives. She needs to dress differently.”
“She brought a dress to change into,” Luke said.
“Maisy,” Magee said, “take the lady to an empty room where she can change.”
“Sure,” Maisy answered, and she led Regina up the stairs where she opened the door on an empty room.
Maisy entered and lit the lamp. “This is my room. Don’t take too long. Magee gets impatient. You can leave your things here. No one will come in. I’m Maisy, by the way.”
Regina smiled. “I’m Reggie. I’ll change quickly.” 
Maisy left her alone, and Regina changed as quickly as she could. She was grateful she'd brought a pair of black stockings with her when she'd grabbed her dresses before leaving Denver—at least, her legs would be covered. After donning her newly altered dress, Regina made sure her Derringer was strapped high enough on her thigh so it wouldn’t be seen. She slipped her feet into the slippers and took a quick look in the small mirror on Maisy’s wall before taking a deep breath and returned to the saloon.
Regina wasn’t exactly sure how a woman entered a room in a saloon, but it didn’t seem that it should be much different than the way she entered rooms at a dance. She descended the stairs slowly, smiling, and making sure she took each step carefully so she wouldn’t fall. She did have to admit to herself that the shorter skirt made her descent easier. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke’s heart nearly stopped when he saw her walking down the stairs. All heads joined Luke as they watched Regina descend the stairs. Her black stockings added a hint of mystery to her dress. Luke was pleased she hadn't walked down with bare legs. Would Archie have fired him for allowing Regina to place herself in this position or worse? Maybe he’d shoot him. At that moment, Luke thought that he deserved it. 
The men whooped and hollered as Regina finished her walk down the stairs. Red looked like he wanted to scoop her up and run off with her. Luke fought off the urge to walk up to the man and punch him in the nose for his thoughts. Regina was his partner, and he needed to protect her, but there was something more to it. He didn’t know what he’d do if anything ever happened to her. 
Magee met Regina at the bottom of the stairs, his hand extended. Regina took it, and to her credit, she resisted recoiling at the touch of the meaty, sweaty palm.  
“You look lovely Miss…?”
“Tucker but you may call me Reggie,” she answered, offering her sweetest smile. 
Magee nearly fell over when he saw th smile. He turned to the men in the saloon and announced, “This here lovely lady is Reggie, and she’s going to entertain you with singing and piano playing. I’m putting a beer mug on the piano. Be sure to let her know how much you appreciate her.”
“Thank you,” Reggie said.
“We can discuss a salary later if you do as well over the next few hours as you did with the first song.”
Reggie nodded and sat at the piano. She played a love song, and many of the men hummed along. Most were already half-way drunk. 
Luke found an empty table and sat. None of the men had been interested in playing cards which was fine with him. He’d just as soon sit and listen to Regina.
At midnight, Magee spoke to Regina, and she nodded. She hurried up the stairs, and Luke watched closely to be sure no one followed. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her walking back down in her coat. It was late, and Regina seemed to have decided that walking back to the hotel in her red dress and coat with Luke was safer than loitering in Maisy’s room, changing. She dumped the coins from the beer mug into her reticule and left with Luke.
On the walk back, Regina explained, “Magee said he’d pay me twice what the girls' average each night. He said I wouldn’t have to work upstairs. I told him that was good because I didn't like it when strangers touched me. He assured me that Red wouldn’t allow any of the customers near me.”
Luke tightened the grip on her arm and said, “I'll be there every night to make sure Red doesn’t touch you either.”
“Thank you.”
Luke and Regina hurried into the hotel, past the night clerk whose mouth dropped as soon as he saw Regina. Luke left her at her door and told her to get a good night’s sleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]She entered her room and lit the lamp. She had to admit that she enjoyed playing the piano again even if the music wasn't her usual or much to her liking. Magee had told her that the previous player had left some music behind that she could play the next night, and Regina wondered exactly what that would be. 
Regina reached for the pins holding her hair away from her face. She smiled at her image in the mirror, knowing her stepmother would have apoplexy if she saw her. Though she was dressed a bit more conservatively than the soiled doves at Magee’s Saloon, her crimson satin dress showed more of her than was proper, but that was her job. Playing the piano and singing would help her get closer to whoever was responsible for the illicit press and the abduction.
She let her curls tumble down her back, heard the two quick taps on her door, and the door open. Luke entered and stopped to stare at her. “We need to talk a bit about what the people in the saloon perceive about us,” he said not being able to take his eyes off the silky waves caressing her shoulders and back.
“They think I’m a singer and you’re a gambler. What else is there?” Regina asked, taking a step closer to him.
“They believe I want you as my woman, and they'll expect us to act that way. We need to practice kissing,” he explained. 
“Practice kissing?” she asked, scowling at him. “What kind of plan is that?”
“The men at the saloon expect us to be together. If I don’t show you affection, one of them might step in and try. We’ve didn’t even share a peck at the wedding. We need to practice so that we’re comfortable kissing each other,” he answered holding out his hand.
Regina took his hand and allowed him to pull her close. He kissed her gently at first, then deepened the kiss. Regina’s arms slid up his chest and around his neck involuntarily, and she kissed him with a passion she couldn’t explain. After several more kisses, he stepped back and whispered, “I think this will do just fine. If we kiss this way at the saloon, no one will doubt we’re together.” He spun on his heel and left the room.
Regina walked to the door and leaned her forehead against the cool wood, wishing he’d stayed. 

      [image: image-placeholder]On the other side of the door, Luke fought his desire to return to the room to kiss her again. She was his wife after all, but they were on the job. There was no time for emotions.
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Luke and Regina met for a late breakfast the following morning. Neither of them mentioned the kissing session although each of them wished they'd have another.  
Maybe, Regina thought, he’ll kiss me at the saloon tonight to show the other men I belong to him. 
I could kiss her again tonight, Luke thought. I need to let everyone know they can’t touch her. She’s mine, at least for now, and she might end up shooting someone.
“What do you plan on doing today?” Luke asked Regina before shoving a considerable amount of scrambled eggs into his mouth.
“I think I’ll visit Gretchen again. She's a sweet person and loves to gossip. Nothing bad, of course, but I’m learning a lot about the people in town from her. It may be useful, and I do enjoy her company.”
“I plan on exploring the town, visiting the shops, and just talking to people. You never know what information you can pick up from a general conversation,” Luke explained. 
Luke gave Regina a quick peck on the cheek before turning to leave the dining room. “Just in case someone is watching,” he said with a wink.
Regina touched her cheek, remembering his lips on hers the night before. She looked forward to having more kisses later when they were at the saloon. Regina cautioned herself that she should be holding tightly onto her heart, but she was losing her grip. She couldn’t fall in love with Luke. When the case ended, their marriage would be annulled, and if she loved him, it would break her heart. No, she wouldn’t fall for Luke Tucker. 
She crossed the road to the mercantile, hoping to enjoy a visit with Gretchen. Regina opened the mercantile door and saw Gretchen near the back of the store and waved. Gretchen spun on her heel and disappeared behind the curtain separating the store from the backroom.
Horace stood behind the counter trying to smile when Regina asked, “Is Gretchen busy? I’d like to visit with her.”
Horace cleared his throat. “Gretchen doesn’t wish to see you.”
“Why?” Regina was confused, and a little bit hurt.
Horace swallowed and shifted on his feet for a moment before answering. “This is a small town, Regina. People talk. It didn’t take long for your place of employment to become the gossip of the day this morning.”
“But I only sing and play the piano. I need to support myself,” Regina insisted, trying not to let the real reason for her working at the saloon slip out.
Horace shrugged. “Gretchen doesn’t see the difference, and neither do the women who were here this morning.”
Regina felt tears prick the back of her eyes. She knew she’d encounter many things while working on cases, but she never considered being shunned by someone she believed to be a new friend, let alone other people in the town. 
Regina fought back her tears. “Tell Gretchen not to worry. I won’t come in again. If I need something, I’ll send Luke, if that's agreeable to you.”
Horace nodded, and Regina turned, headed out of the mercantile, and walked back to the hotel, her head held high. She was a Pinkerton agent, after all, and not a saloon girl, but if people believed she was a saloon girl, she had to put on the appearance that their opinions of her didn’t matter. She needed to act as if she had met that kind of condemnation in the past and was used to it. Her manner had to show that, but it was hard. It was the first time, and it hurt coming from Gretchen, besides. 
Regina did her best to appear calm as she strolled into the hotel. She ignored the clerk and rushed up the stairs. She closed the door of her room behind her, and the tears began to fall. Regina gave in to the tears for a few minutes before washing her face. "Stiffen your back, Regina," she said to herself in the mirror. “Agents don’t cry. You'll get through this and be a better agent because of it. Next time you face this issue, it won't come as a surprise.” She nodded at herself and lay down on the bed to rest.  
She must have drifted off to sleep because the sun was quite low in the sky by the time she heard Luke’s tap-tap-tap on her door.
When she opened the door, Luke stepped in. “Are you all right? I stopped at the mercantile, and Horace told me what happened.”
“I wasn’t, but I am now. It came as a shock, but I know now that when taking on a role, I need to expect people to treat me as they see me and not as I am.”
“That is a hard lesson to learn. I should have said something to you about what to expect. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” Regina responded. “Some lessons have to be learned firsthand.”
Luke gave her an unconvincing smile, but he knew Regina had learned a difficult lesson today. “Let’s get supper and then we can head for the saloon. With luck, maybe one of us will learn something.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The saloon was crowded when they arrived. Regina slipped upstairs and returned as Reggie a short time later. She played the piano to the enjoyment of the crowd of men. Red made sure to saunter over and leer at her while he assured her that he’d watch her back. 
Red’s large dog followed him, dropped down next to Regina’s feet, and refused to leave when Red called her. “Stupid dog,” he snapped, and he went back to his spot at the end of the bar.
Regina finally took a break, much to the disappointment of the men who were humming and singing along to her tunes. Luke took advantage of the break to speak to her.
“Who’s your friend?” Luke asked when he saw the large, cream-colored dog with almond-shaped, deep brown, soulful eyes sitting next to Regina. 
“She’s supposedly Red’s sidekick. She helps control disruptive customers, but she hasn't left my side since I've met her.”
Luke bent over to ruffle the dog’s fur, and the dog growled at him. He yanked his hand back and looked at Regina. “What’s her problem?”
Regina shrugged. “When Red walked up to assure me that he’d keep me safe, she ran to my side and wouldn't let anyone close to me. She’s my new protector. She even growled at Red. I don’t blame her, though—he calls her 'dog' and mistreats her. I've renamed her Nellie, and she loves it.”
“She does?” Luke questioned. “How do you know?”
“Watch,” Regina said. She bent closer to Nellie and said, “I love you, Nellie. You’re a pretty girl.”
The dog’s tail wagged wildly.
Luke grinned. “I’d get excited, too if you talked to me that way.” 
Regina shot him a look and patted Nellie again. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke backed away from his wife and her new companion, found an empty table, ordered a beer, and pulled out a deck of cards. He watched as Regina walked to her stool in front of the piano and sat. The dog never left her side. She dropped to the floor at Regina's feet as she began to play. Maybe it was a good idea that the dog had attached itself to Regina. If Red was responsible for Abigail Stegler's abduction, Regina could stand to use a bit of extra protection. He still wasn’t sure whether Regina was brave or foolish when it came to some of her ideas and actions. 

      [image: image-placeholder]As Regina continued to play, her mind wandered to where Miss Stegler might be, since Red seemed to spend all of his nights at the saloon, and Maisy had told her he had a room in the back, near Magee’s office. Regina had met the girls and been upstairs to the second floor. She doubted that Miss Stegler could be held in one of the upstairs room since all four of them were being used by the girls and their customers every night.
She learned that Magee had a home on the outskirts of town and owned a ranch a few miles south of town, but Maisy told her Magee seldom went to the ranch, and Red preferred to stay in town. That gave her two obvious choices: the saloon or Magee’s house. 
Regina was contemplating both possible locations when she saw Maisy walk down the hall, carrying a tray. She disappeared into a doorway, and it appeared as if she had taken a step down before closing the door behind her. Why would Maisy take a tray downstairs? Could there be a cellar under the saloon?
There could be several logical answers, but the one that pressed into Regina’s mind and wouldn’t leave was that Abigail Stegler was being held against her will in the saloon's cellar. She wanted to run and tell Luke, but she knew there would be time after she finished, which would be soon as the clock behind the bar approached midnight.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Regina saw the clock had finally reached the midnight hour, she stopped playing and closed the fallboard over the piano’s keys. She stood and stretched her arms to the wild applause of the men still sober enough to clap their hands. Regina bowed. 
Luke appeared at her side and slipped his arm tightly around her waist when Red approached. 
Red scowled and growled at Luke. “Hands off the lady.”
Luke shook his head. “She’s my woman.”
Regina looked straight at Red and added, “He’s my man.”
Luke kissed her, and Regina raced upstairs to change. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Red stated emphatically, “That can always change.”
“Don’t try to change it. You won’t like the outcome,” Luke said casually. He took a seat and waited for Regina to return. 
Luke and Regina strolled back to the hotel, and Regina shared her suspicions that Miss Stegler might be in the cellar of the saloon. Luke agreed, but he said he needed to think of how to find a way into the cellar. 
Regina agreed. She said she’d see if Maisy would offer up some information. 
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Regina was bored. She'd slept late because she and Luke had arrived back at the hotel late, but she still had several hours to spend alone. Luke had made friends with a few of the shopkeepers, and he always seemed to have something to do. Regina only had Gretchen, and that friendship was over. She smiled sadly to herself when she remembered telling Luke that she refused to stay behind to do needlework while he solved the case, but it appeared that was exactly what might happen.  
She dropped back onto the bed and laughed when she realized she couldn’t do any needlework or knitting without supplies, and she promised not to visit the mercantile again. She doubted Luke would buy her yarn and knitting needles, but he could buy her a book. At least then she’d have something to read. There was a Bible on the bedside table. She reached for it and began to read. It always brought her comfort. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The hours passed. Luke knocked on her door for supper. Regina realized she was hungry, and they enjoyed their meal before leaving for the saloon. 
Regina shared her thoughts with Luke. He agreed that the missing teacher was most likely being kept at the saloon. He told Regina to be careful when she snooped around—Red was watching her closely. 
After playing songs for two hours, Regina thought she might fool Red into thinking she needed a break; it worked.
Regina made her way down the dark, narrow hall toward the back door. She didn’t have a need for the privy as she had mumbled to Red before leaving the saloon’s main room, but she did need to know if her suspicions were justified. She passed the narrow door near the end of the hall two nights in a row and saw a faint light at the bottom of the door. If she leaned close, she heard hushed female voices, which was odd because all the girls worked and lived upstairs. She’d seen Maisy carrying a canteen and something wrapped in a napkin down the hall from the kitchen the night before. Had she been taking the food for herself or someone else? Regina needed to find out. 
Just as she'd reached for the doorknob, she heard four padded feet rushing down the hall toward her. She spun around, knowing it was Nellie, and she prayed Red wasn’t with her—he wasn’t.
“Hello, girl," Regina whispered, "did you come to protect me? Since you're here, I might as well go outside to use that privy. You can keep watch in case someone's outside, waiting. I wish you could talk. I think you'd have the answers to all my questions.” She patted Nellie. The big dog followed Regina to the privy and stood guard until she was ready to return to the saloon. 
Regina glanced at the door again, but she knew she didn’t have the time to check the door without causing Red to ask questions. He still claimed she'd stolen his dog, even though Nellie followed Reggie around and avoided Red whenever possible. Regina smiled at that. Red liked to talk when he drank, which he did every night. If he got upset, he was more likely to say something he’d regret, especially after a few shots of rotgut whiskey. 
The saloon wasn’t overly crowded. Reggie could feel Red’s eyes on her as she took her seat back at the piano. Nellie dropped at Reggie's feet as she began to play. The men didn’t care what she played as long as it reminded them of some long-lost love or a better time in their lives. The previous piano player had left a few sheets of music behind, and Regina had learned to play a few bawdy pieces, although she refused to sing along with them. The drunks in the bar usually sang to the music on their own.
Luke was playing poker at a corner table. Regina kept a close eye on anyone going down the hall to her right. She had an unobstructed view of the back door from where she was sitting. No one opened the door to the room that piqued her curiosity until nearly midnight. Her fingers were getting tired, and she stood to find a drink of water and stretch her back when she glanced down the hall to see Maisy come out of the door, walk across the hall, and disappear up the back stairs. Why would Maisy have cause to be in that room? 
Regina motioned to Red that she needed to go out back, and he nodded. Nellie followed close behind her. Regina stopped at the door. The light under the door was gone, but Regina was sure she heard quiet crying. Luke might laugh at her woman’s curiosity and intuition, but Regina knew someone was being held behind that door. Was one of the girls being punished, or was it Abigail Stegler? She had to find out. 
A man begged for one more song, and Regina obliged as another man at Luke’s table stood up and yelled, “You’re cheating.” 
Regina turned in her seat to see a man at Luke’s table standing and pointing at the cards on the table. “I saw you pull a card from your sleeve. You’re a cheater.”
There were three men sitting at the table with Luke. Who was the man yelling at? Regina shuddered in fear as the man called for justice from the cheater. Heated words flew before the standing man pulled a gun and shot across the table. 
Luke and another man fell to the floor. Regina screamed. The man with the gun scooped some of the money up from the table and ran out the door. Having had too much to drink—as usual—Red stumbled when trying chase the shooter. 
Regina ran to Luke’s side. She dropped to her knees and stared at the bloom of red on the shoulder of his white shirt. 
“Luke—wake up. Please don’t leave me,” Regina nearly sobbed.
Luke opened one eye and winked. “It isn’t my blood," he whispered. "The other man fell on me, but I’m going to use this as a cover. Watch me.” Luke moaned, pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, and pressed it against the bloodstain. “Help me up and tell everyone you’re going to take care of me back at the hotel.”
Regina did as he asked. Once Luke was sitting in a chair, hand held tightly against his supposed wound, sipping a whiskey for pain, Regina raced upstairs for her coat. When she returned, she told Red and Magee that Luke had a flesh wound, and she’d care for it at the hotel. Both seemed agreeable. Neither of them suspected a thing. 
She played her part well and let her concern for Luke play out on her face. Regina hurried him back to the hotel without saying a word, barked at the night clerk that she needed hot water on the double, and led Luke to her room. 
Once inside, she dropped her concern, which was replaced with anger. “How could you do that? I thought you were dead or dying.” 
Luke drew her close. 
She fought him for a moment before settling into his arms. 
Luke tried to calm her. “I’m sorry, but I had to think fast. Having an injury gives me more time to sit and observe rather than paying attention to the card game. I think we’re close to finding our teacher. If they’re holding her at Magee’s home, they’d need a guard. I have the feeling that Magee would want her close if he’s involved. If Red planned this on his own, she could be held anywhere in town, and Red could leave the saloon to visit her whenever he wants.”
Regina shared what she knew about the room down the hall and how Maisy had brought a tray to whoever was in the room. “I think Miss Stegler might be in that room.”
Before Luke could answer, a knock at the door drew their attention. They opened the door to see the night clerk standing there with a bowl of hot water, a bar of soap, a few towels, and clean strips of cloth for bandages.
“Thank you,” Regina said after she'd taken the items from the clerk and he'd headed back to the front desk.
Regina set the bowl on the washstand and dropped the other items on a chair before sitting on her bed. “You need to rinse some blood from your shirt in that water, so no one suspects. We can bandage you up before work tomorrow night.”
Luke sat next to her. “I like the way you think, just devious enough to keep the charade up and smart enough to pull it off.”
Regina blew out a breath, “Try not to do this again. You frightened me, and I had no idea what I'd do if you died.” 
“If that happens, you send a cryptic telegram to Marianne and leave town immediately,” Luke insisted.
Regina shook her head, “I don’t want it to happen. Please, be careful.”
Luke laughed. “You’d miss me.”
“Of course, I would.”
Luke leaned closer and kissed her, but she pulled back before he could deepen the kiss. “I just need to keep in practice.” He grinned at her, pulled his shirt off, rinsed the blood in the cooling water, and left the room. 
Regina touched her lips, wishing Luke would come to practice more often.
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The following evening was quiet at the saloon. Regina took a break when Maisy asked her if she’d like a cup of tea in the kitchen away from the noise, and Regina readily agreed.  
Luke, his arm in a sling, sat and watched others play cards and drink. His wound gave him an excuse to sit back, sip beer, and watch everyone closely. 
Regina was surprised they had tea at the saloon. Maisy confided she'd bought it at the mercantile because she didn't care for coffee and hated the taste of alcohol.
“Gretchen won’t talk to me since she found out I work at the saloon,” Regina confided. “How did you ever get tea?”
Maisy answered, “Gretchen and all the ladies ignore us, but the pastor allows us to attend Sunday services. He believes all sinners can repent. We come in just before services start and leave quickly after he gives his final blessing. Horace opens the mercantile for a couple of hours on Sunday to help those that can’t get in during the week. He leaves services early, too, and lets us in the back door. We have fifteen minutes to shop and leave before he opens the store for his regular customers.”
Regina sipped her tea and said, “It’s the Christian thing to do.”
“I agree, and I’m grateful for his kindness. I’m not here because I choose to be. I’d leave if I could find another job or a place to go. Why did you start playing piano in a saloon? You sound educated.”
Regina told her the planned story of her past. “My father sent me away to school because my stepmother hated me, but I was bored. I didn’t want to be a teacher or a nurse although I trained for both. I wanted to see the world and do something exciting, and then I met Luke. He plays cards, and I started playing the piano in whatever town we're in to be near him.”
“I suppose I understand, but I’d rather be a teacher or a nurse or work in a store. Anything…but that’s not my life. Did you really study nursing?” Maisy asked.
Regina nodded. 
“What did you learn? Can you stitch up a knife wound or remove a bullet?”
“A bullet?” Regina said.
“Yeah. Sometimes the cowboys get carried away. If Doc's out of town, Red thinks he can help, but he’s a butcher when it comes to removing them. I thought maybe you could do it.”
Regina frowned, “I’ve never removed a bullet or seen it done, but I did read about it in a medical book. I suppose if I had to, I could try. I read about all sorts of medical procedures, and I remember what I read.”
Maisy finished her tea and said, “That’s good. Maybe you can help us while you’re here. Sometimes one of the customers gets a little rough with the girls. Maybe you’d understand better than Doc.”
“I’ll try,” Regina assured. 
She and Maisy returned to the bar, and Red asked where they'd been. Maisy ignored him. Regina just said, “Tea and girl talk.”
Red scowled. 
Regina went back to playing the piano. About an hour later, she saw Maisy disappear down the stairs to what she believed was the cellar. A few minutes later, Maisy hurried to her side and whispered, “I need your help, but you have to promise not to breathe a word, no matter what you see or hear.”
Regina nodded and followed Maisy who led her down the dark, narrow hallway leading to the back door, but she stopped just before the building’s exit and unlocked the door Regina thought led to the cellar. She followed Maisy down the stairs. 
Lying on the floor, moaning in pain was a young woman in a dirty, crumpled, yet proper day dress. Had she found Abigail Stegler?
There was a small cut on the woman's forehead, and she was holding her hand to her side. Regina knelt next to her and told her who she was. The young woman moaned when Regina pressed her side. Regina looked back at Maisy and said, “I think her ribs are broken or at the very least bruised badly. I need some cloth strips to bind them and something to wash and clean the cut on her forehead.”
Maisy nodded and hurried up the stairs. 
As soon as Maisy closed the door, Regina whispered, “Are you Abigail Stegler?”
The woman whispered back, “Yes. Who are you?”
“I’m here to help you. Don’t let anyone know that you told me who you are. If someone else comes down, try to pretend you've passed out.”
“All right.”
“Can you tell me why you’re here? Did Red abduct you?”
“Yes, he did,” Abigail answered. “I don’t know why, but the girls said I needed to take the place of some man whom Red had killed. Red told me he expected me to write stories for books. The girls take turns telling me the awful things they’ve experienced, and I have to turn them into something worth selling. It’s been horrible. I don’t even know where I am.”
“You’re in Treefall, and my partner and I are going to rescue you. Just stay calm and do whatever they ask for a little while longer. My partner will figure some way to get you out. What happened to you? How did you get hurt?”
“Red,” Abigail said. “He didn’t think I was writing fast enough, and he backhanded me. I fell against that crate over there, and my side hurt so badly I couldn’t get up.”
“Just lay still. Your ribs will feel better once I wrap them. Do you feel a lot of pain when you breathe?”
“It hurts if I try to take a deep breath.”
“Breathe as best as you can. Hopefully, they're just bruised. Shh…I hear someone coming.”
Abigail closed her eyes. She didn’t say a word once Maisy had returned.
“Is she all right?” Maisy asked.
Regina nodded. “She will be. I think she passed out from the pain. She mumbled something about Red having hit her. Would he do that? I thought he protected all the girls.”
“What else did she say?” Maisy asked wide-eyed.
“Nothing, she just passed out,” Regina explained. “Let’s see if we can move her to her cot. She can’t stay on the dirt floor with her injuries.”  
Abigail played her part and appeared awake only enough to help Maisy and Regina get her onto the cot. 
Regina washed and bandaged the cut on Abigail’s head. “I think flushing the wound with the whiskey you brought will keep it from getting infected. If it turns red or she develops a fever, you need to have the doctor look at her. Use more whiskey when you change the bandage tomorrow,” Regina instructed before returning to the saloon. 
She played piano for another hour before Luke walked up to say it was time to leave. He helped her to her feet and kissed her passionately. They were met with hoots and hollers after the kiss, but it wasn’t anything Regina hadn't expected. She wished Luke would kiss her like that when they were alone, but that night, they had to make plans to save Abigail.
Regina hurried upstairs to get her coat, and Maisy rushed into the room. “Red knows you helped the woman in the cellar, and he’s not happy. Be careful.”
“Why would he be upset if I helped one of Magee’s girls?” Regina asked innocently. “He’s their protector, isn’t he? She didn’t say anything except that her side hurt.”
“Okay, I’ll let Red know, but still watch your back—Red's unpredictable.”  
“I will,” Regina said, and she hurried down to meet Luke. She waved at the men who were still drinking in the saloon as she and Luke made their way outside. 
When they were far enough away from the saloon that no one was close enough to hear, Regina whispered, “Abigail Stegler is being held in the saloon’s cellar. I’ll explain back at the hotel.”
Luke stopped, pulled Regina into his arms, and kissed her again. He was proud that she found the missing teacher, but he wanted to kiss her again just because he could and to use the kiss as cover.
“That’s in case someone's watching so they won’t suspect we’re discussing anything serious,” Luke explained. He dropped his hands to her waist.
“Do you suppose we should try to convince them a bit more?” Regina asked her eyes sparkling in the moonlight. 
“I don’t see why not,” Luke breathed into her ear before claiming her lips once more and wrapping her tightly in his arms. 
When Luke pulled back, Regina leaned into his chest. She heard his heart beating as rapidly as hers, and she let out a sigh. She'd tried; she'd really tried to protect her heart, but she'd failed miserably. Regina now knew what she couldn’t hide or deny: she loved Luke Tucker. How it happened or why she couldn’t tell, but she loved him. And she was his wife. That should have thrilled her, but all she could see was an annulment and a broken heart in her future. What was there for her to do?
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The following night, Luke and Regina walked into the saloon just before eight. Two men with whom Luke had previously played cards called him over and convinced him to let them deal in exchange for his playing one-handed. Luke nodded his agreement, and Regina strolled toward the piano. 
Several minutes later, Regina was singing along to the music coming from the piano when a loud crash and a scream echoed through the saloon. Regina bolted to her feet and stared down the darkened hallway. Red appeared at the end of the hallway and rushed into the saloon. 
Regina, angered at what she'd assumed had taken place, strode up to Red and yelled, “What did you do to Abigail now?”
She realized her mistake even before Red’s face turned crimson. 
He grabbed her arm and pulled her toward him. “What did you say?” Red growled. 
Words eluded Regina, and she stood there speechless. 
Luke ran up next to them and shouted, “Let go of my wife.”
“Wife?” Red laughed. “I knew there was something not right about you two. She may be your wife, but you’re gonna be dead, and she’s gonna be mine.” 
Nellie growled and pushed between Regina and Red. Red kicked at the dog and missed, but Nellie didn’t miss when she buried her teeth into Red’s calf down to the muscle. Red yelped and jumped around on one leg. He tried to pull his gun, but Nellie jumped at his arm. 
Red backed away. He rushed behind the bar shouting, “I’m gonna kill that dog, then you, gambler man, and then Reggie will belong to me. I don’t need that uppity teacher.”
Luke figured that Red was going for the barkeep’s shotgun, and he mouthed, "Run," to Regina. She didn’t hesitate, hoping Luke would be right behind her.
Regina bolted down the hallway leading to the back door. She tried the cellar door, but it was locked. Regina said a silent prayer that Abigail would be safe until she could return to help her. She locked eyes with Maisy who was standing near the cellar door. Maisy understood that there was trouble, and she hurried up the back stairs.
Regina ran out the back door of the saloon as fast as her legs would carry her. She knew Red would be right behind her, and she was grateful that Nellie had followed her out the back. Nellie would growl if Red were near. Regina couldn’t go back to the hotel—that would be the first place Red would look. The church wouldn’t offer any hiding spaces, even if it were unlocked at that hour. The town was dark and quiet except for the sounds coming from the saloon. Where could she run? The mercantile would offer refuge, even if Gretchen didn’t approve of Regina. Surely, they’d let her in. Regina ran for the mercantile and pounded on the back door. After a minute—which felt more like several—a light came on, and she could hear someone coming down the stairs. 
“Who’s there?” Horace’s sleepy voice asked.
“It’s me, Regina Tucker. Please, let me in. I’m in trouble,” Regina begged.
Horace opened the door a bit and looked out. “I can’t let you in, Regina. You know how Gretchen feels.”
“Please—Red is after me. If he finds me, he’ll kill me,” Regina pleaded. She added, “I’m not who you think I am. Please, let me in, and I’ll explain.”
Horace hesitated, but then he sighed and opened the door. Regina and Nellie entered quickly, and Horace closed the door. Gretchen appeared on the stairs in her nightdress and wrapper.
“You'd best have a good reason for waking us up at this hour dressed like that,” she barked. “Decent folk don’t run around in the dark.” 
“I do have a good reason. Please, let me explain.”
Gretchen stormed down the stairs, took a blanket off one of the storage shelves, and tossed it to Regina. “The least you could do is cover up.”
Regina did as requested, and she sat on a bench near the back door. “Something going on at the saloon isn’t right. I just need a place to hide for a while. Please—Red's responsible for abducting a teacher. They have her in the cellar at Magee’s. He’s hurt her before, and I think he hurt her again tonight.”
“Well, tell the sheriff,” Gretchen insisted. 
“The sheriff doesn’t care. Magee pays him to ignore his criminal activity,” Regina explained. 
“How do you know all this? You’re…you’re a saloon girl. You fooled me when you first arrived in town. I thought you were educated, refined, and might be a friend. You certainly took me in,” Gretchen complained. She dropped onto a chair.
Regina drew a deep breath and decided the Colliers needed to trust her if they were going to help her. She wasn’t exactly sure what protocol was, but she reached into the pocket she'd sewn into her petticoat and withdrew her credentials. She opened the small leather wallet and held it up. “I'm your friend. I’m not a saloon girl. I’m a Pinkerton agent.”
“What?” gasped. He hurried over to look at the badge. “She’s right, Gretchen. It says right here that Regina Tucker is an agent of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency.” 
Gretchen’s hand flew to her chest, “Mercy me! What next? Deep down, I knew you were a decent young woman. I found it hard to believe that someone as intelligent as you could fall into the life of a saloon girl, but I suppose it could happen to anyone. I’m pleased it isn’t true about you.” 
“You’re right, Gretchen—working at the saloon could happen to anyone. Life is hard. I’ve gotten to know the girls at Magee’s. One's a young widow whose husband’s family tossed her out when he died. Another has a child that lives with an aunt. She has to send money to the aunt to keep her from sending the child to an institution. Neither are well educated, and they couldn’t find other employment. This isn't the life most women would choose for themselves. 
"Maisy, the oldest, takes care of the younger girls. Her story is horrible. When she was sixteen, her father traded her to a trapper to pay off a gambling debt. The trapper traded her to a saloon owner who finally sold her to Magee.”
Gretchen wiped tears from her cheeks. “I never looked at it that way. I made a judgment against someone without knowing the truth. I made the same judgment about you. It wasn’t Christian. I’m sorry, Regina. You’re free to hide here as long as you need.”
“Thank you, Gretchen. I need to get word to Luke that I’m safe. He’ll be looking for me at the saloon when he’s done with his game. I don’t know what to do.”
“I’ll go and tell him,” Horace offered.
“How?” Gretchen questioned. “We’ve already turned in for the night.”
“Leave it to me,” Horace assured, and he hurried up the stairs. He returned five minutes later, dressed in casual clothing. Horace chuckled. “It doesn’t matter what time of day it is, a man’s wife can drive him to drink. Sorry, my dear, but I’m going to tell the men at the saloon that you’re in a snit, and I need a beer.”
Gretchen nodded. “Be sure to look angry by the time you get there. You’re always so jovial.”
“Oh, I will. All I have to think about is that brute trying to hurt Regina, and I’ll be madder than a newly-saddled wild mustang.” Horace grumbled as he slapped his hat on his head and left the mercantile. 
Gretchen opened one of the boxes stacked against the wall and pulled out a yellow dress. “We received a new shipment of day dresses. This one should fit you. I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable out of that saloon dress. If Horace is supposed to be at the saloon because I’m in a snit, I don’t think anyone would wonder why my kitchen light was on. Come on up. I’ll pull the curtains so no one can see us, and we’ll have a cup of tea. I’d like to know more about how you became a detective. You've certainly surprised me, young lady.”
Regina wasn’t sure how much she could confide in Gretchen, but she knew the older woman would enjoy the stories of her life of attending dances and balls, the years of excellent and difficult boarding schools, and her stepmother’s conniving. Regina could keep the woman intrigued for hours with stories of the line of assorted obnoxious men her stepmother had hoped she’d marry. 
She prayed for Luke’s safety once more as she followed Gretchen up to her living quarters, questioning her decision to run. Yes, Luke had told her to run, and he was her superior on this case, but what if she'd left him behind to die at Red’s hand? Her heart seemed to stutter at the thought of life without Luke Tucker.
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Regina heard shots ring out the moment she stepped into the parlor of Gretchen’s living quarters. 
“Luke,” she stammered. “I have to get to him.”
Gretchen caught her arm before she could turn. “Wait here one minute.”
Regina stood silently as she watched Gretchen disappear into a room off the kitchen. She returned quickly in a dress and coat. “C’mon,” Gretchen said, “those shots sounded like they came from the direction of the saloon. My Horace is there, too. Let’s see if we can help our men.”
Regina and Gretchen rushed out of the mercantile and were nearly run down by a horse galloping down the street on its way out of town. Regina recognized the rider as Bart, the barkeep at the saloon. If Bart was leaving the saloon, things must be dangerous. Regina had the feeling that rather than worry about Red or Magee coming after him, Bart was escaping justice.
Another shot rang out. Men pushed each other to get out of the way as they tumbled and jumped from the saloon’s batwing doors. 
Regina ran faster, followed closely by Gretchen. She was just about to enter the saloon when Luke walked out toward her with Horace right behind him. Gretchen threw herself into her husband’s arms, and Luke pulled Regina close.
“It’s over,” Luke explained. 
“Did you shoot them?” Regina asked.
“Didn’t have to. Red was drunk and hollering that you'd found the teacher. Magee kept telling him to shut up. Red pulled his pistol and shot Magee. Before Magee dropped, he managed to get Bart’s shotgun, and he shot Red. They’re dead. Bart left.”
Regina said, “I saw Bart riding out of town as if the devil were on his tail.”
“No worries. They’ll put a reward out for him. A marshal or bounty hunter will eventually find him,” Luke assured Regina. “Now, show me where we can find Miss Stegler.”
Regina turned to Gretchen and Horace. “Could you see if the doctor is in town and send him here? The missing teacher's in the cellar. She was injured yesterday, and who knows what Red did to her tonight.” 
Luke followed Regina down the saloon hall to the wide open cellar door. When Regina climbed down the stairs, she saw Maisy sitting in a chair next to Abigail’s cot. “She’s all right,” Maisy explained. “She’s just scared. Red threatened to shoot her.”
“Everything's all right now,” Regina assured. “Magee and Red are both dead. Bart left town.”
Maisy nodded. “The sheriff was here when the shooting started. I saw him go out the back door just before I came down here to check on Abigail. Magee paid him to ignore trouble at the saloon. I wouldn’t be surprised if he left town, too.”
Luke asked Maisy, “Does the telegraph operator live here, in town?”
“Yeah. He lives in his office in the back. Just go around and pound on the door. He’s used to the sheriff and Magee sending telegrams at all hours.”
“Thanks,” Luke answered. He turned to Regina. “I need to send a telegram to Archie. He’ll notify law enforcement in the surrounding areas to watch out for the sheriff and Bart. He’ll also telegraph Miss Stegler’s friend that she’s been found and is safe.” He kissed Regina and then ran up the stairs.
Nellie didn’t growl at Luke this time. Regina wondered if Nellie understood the situation.  
“He’s a good man,” Maisy said. “I’d hang onto him if I were you.”
“I’ll try,” Regina answered, hoping she could.
The middle-aged doctor pounded down the stairs, mumbling about why the girls couldn’t occasionally get sick on the first floor. He stopped when he saw Abigail lying on the cot.  
“Who’s this? A new girl?”
“No. Red abducted her. She’s a schoolteacher. I think her ribs may be broken or bruised, and I did my best to bind them up. She has a cut on her head, but it doesn’t look infected.”
The elderly doctor glowered at her. “How would you know that?”
“I studied nursing, sir,” Regina responded.
“Good, good,” the doctor mumbled. He checked Abigail. “You and Maisy can come to my office to help care for her tonight. With Magee dead, I doubt the saloon will remain open.”
Abigail was able to walk with a bit of assistance, and she settled into a bed in Doc’s office. His wife rushed around making tea and soup for Abigail, who finally drifted off to sleep. Regina told Maisy she could go back to the saloon to help the other girls. They had to be worried about what would happen. 
Maisy agreed. She added, “I don’t know what will happen to any of us. Working for Magee wasn’t a choice, but it was all we had. Trixie needs that money to send to her aunt. The rest of us need to eat.”
“I promise you I’ll think of something. Please, try not to worry. I’ll stop at the saloon tomorrow after I’m sure Abigail's doing well, and we’ll talk about it. There might be a way for you to run the saloon, but I don’t want to see the girls go back to their jobs. All of you deserve a better life, and Trixie deserves to be with her daughter.”
Maisy hugged Regina. “Thank you. I hope you'll find a way.”
Maisy met Luke at the door as she was leaving. “You were right, Maisy. The sheriff left town, but I notified the undertaker, and he’s at the saloon now. Most of the men have left, and the few that are there are helping the girls clean. I'd suggest you ask the men to leave, lock up for the night, and keep it closed tomorrow. If you have any trouble with them, send one of the girls to find me. I’ll be at the hotel after I check on Regina and Miss Stegler.”
Maisy nodded and ran off toward the saloon.

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke waited for Regina in the parlor of the doctor’s home/office. She walked out of the exam room and right into Luke’s arms. He wrapped his arms around her, and he thought that she felt as if she belonged there forever. After he'd held her for several moments, he shared what he knew.
“I woke the telegraph operator and sent a telegram to Archie about Miss Stegler, Red, Magee, and the sheriff," he said. "I knew he'd answer regardless of the hour and he did, twenty minutes later. He wants us to remain here and see about the book operation, and since the sheriff left, assure that Miss Stegler is placed on a stage headed home once she recovers well enough.”
“I think she’ll be well enough to travel in a day or two," Regina explained. "Doc agreed with me that her ribs aren’t broken, and the bruises will heal soon. The cut on her head isn’t infected, and it’s healing. Red didn’t hurt her tonight. He threatened to shoot her if she didn’t write faster, and she screamed in fear. That’s what we heard. What she needs most is good food and uninterrupted rest.” 
Luke nodded. He took a step back and looked deeply into Regina’s eyes. “We should be able to head back to Denver after Miss Stegler leaves, but tomorrow, you and I need to talk.”
“About what?”
“What happens when we get back to Denver,” Luke said. He kissed her on the forehead and left Doc’s office. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Regina was confused. Oh, how she loved Luke, but just now, he'd kissed her like he would his sister. Had all the passionate kisses been for show? Her heart thudded, and she tried not to cry. She'd achieved her goal—the case was solved, and she was a full-fledged Pinkerton agent—but she'd lost her heart in the process. 
Regina went back to Abigail’s room, lay down on the small cot provided for her, and shut her eyes. What would she do now? After the annulment that Luke obviously wanted, she couldn’t stay on with the agency. Her heart couldn’t stand seeing Luke around the office, and the thought of going back to Chicago was out of the question. Perhaps with her training and at least this one successful case solved, she could apply for a sheriff’s position in a small town where Luke wasn't likely to turn up. Maybe a U.S. Marshal's position wouldn't be out of her grasp now that she'd helped solve this case. 
She fell asleep wondering how she'd go on with her life.

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke strolled back to the hotel, wondering how to tell his partner that he loved her and didn’t want an annulment. Regina’s kisses were warm and inviting, but he knew she was only playing her part well. 
He'd leave Denver after the annulment. He could work out of the Chicago office since he knew Regina never wanted to go back there. Their paths might never cross again, which is what Luke needed. His heart couldn’t take seeing Regina again and again, especially once she'd found the man who would spend his life loving her. More than anything else, Luke wanted to be that man.
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Regina awoke later than she'd expected. The sun was already up, and Abigail was sitting in her bed, eating breakfast. 
“Good morning,” Abigail said brightly. “It was wonderful to sleep somewhere warm last night and wake up feeling safe. Thank you for doing all you did to rescue me from Red and Magee.”
“As sad as it seems, the reason I found you is because Red hit you. Doc was out of town, and Maisy knew I had some nurse's training,” Regina said, offering the young woman a smile. 
“I think you would have found me eventually.”
“Maybe, but I’m happy you’re safe now, and Red can’t hurt you. Luke said we’ll arrange to send you back home as soon as you’re able to travel.”
Abigail’s face brightened. “That would be splendid. I wonder if the children miss me. I hope the town accepts me back. You know how people like to gossip.” 
“I’m sure everyone will be happy to have you home,” Regina encouraged. 
Abigail’s smile faded, and her face paled. “What if they don’t believe I was abducted? If they think I went willingly and was in a saloon—my reputation will be ruined.”
Regina looked at Abigail and explained, “That won’t happen. I'll write letters to your sheriff, school board, mayor, whoever you think needs to hear the truth. You can take them with you when you leave.”
“You would do that for me?”
“Of course. I know the truth, and I'm a Pinkerton agent. We're known for our honesty. It'll all work out. If not, send me a telegram in Denver, and I’ll come back and explain a few things to the disbelievers personally,” Regina said. She nodded her head. 
Abigail laughed. “I believe you would.”
“Now that it’s settled, I’m going to see if Gretchen's all right. She and her husband own the mercantile, and they were in the middle of the chaos last night. I’ll come back to see what Doc has to say about how well you’re healing in a little while. I also need to talk to Luke,” Regina said before she left Abigail to her breakfast.

      [image: image-placeholder]Regina pushed open the mercantile door and was greeted by a familiar face behind the counter. “Trixie, what are you doing here?”
Trixie smiled. “My real name's Theresa. Magee chose Trixie. I hate it. This morning Missus Collier came to talk to us at the saloon. She asked which one of us had the child being cared for by an aunt. When I told her it was me, she said she had a job for me at the mercantile and a small room I could sleep in until I found a bigger place. She also said she’d help me send for my daughter. Beth is six, and I miss her so. I can’t believe I’m going to see her, and she’ll never leave me again,” Theresa said through the tears streaming down her cheeks. 
Horace came out of the back room to greet Regina. “Good morning. Gretchen's over at the church, some sort of meeting about helping the girls from Magee’s.”
“All right. I’ll see her later, but I have a question. When you need things from Cheyenne, how do they arrive?”
“If it’s something small, it can come on the stagecoach, but anything big and I ask Old Walter to drive to Cheyenne to pick the order up from the train,” Horace explained.
“Old Walter?”
Horace nodded. “Yeah. He does odd jobs and works mostly over at the livery.” 
“Thanks,” Regina said. She hurried out the door and headed for the livery. 
Old Walter wasn’t very old—maybe in his forties—but his gray hair aged him. He was mucking out stalls when she arrived. 
“Excuse me, are you Old Walter?”
“Yes, ma’am—that’s what they call me. How can I help you?”
“I understand you drive to Cheyenne to collect things for Mister Collier—are you available to deliver something to Cheyenne for me?” Regina asked.
“I don’t see why not. People don’t usually send things to Cheyenne except for the mail, and that goes by the stage, but I could make a run to Cheyenne for you. What do you need to be delivered?’
“A dog.”
“A dog?”
Regina nodded. “The big dog that Red kept at the saloon. She’s attached herself to me, and I can’t leave her behind. They won’t allow her to ride on the stage, and she can’t follow us all that way; she’d get lost. Her name is Nellie, and she’s sweet.”
Old Walter scrunched his eyebrows, but then he nodded. “I don’t see why not.”
They discussed the price, and Regina didn’t haggle. She’d have paid twice that amount to get Nellie to Cheyenne and onto the train to Denver. Old Walter had a friend who owned a livery near the train station. Regina said she’d make sure his friend was paid for Nellie’s keep before Old Walter got there—she doubted Old Walter and Nellie would beat the stage to Cheyenne. 
Her business done; Regina walked slowly back to the hotel. Luke wanted to talk to her. This was the end, and she had to brace herself for it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Luke saw Regina leave the livery, and he hurried down the street. “Good. You’re free. We have to check out the newspaper office. I know that Miss Stegler was abducted to continue writing books after Red killed the original author, but we need to make sure. If the books aren’t at the newspaper's office, then we have more to investigate.”
Regina nodded. She walked alongside Luke and wondered if that was what Luke had wanted to talk about. Maybe he'd wait until the train ride back to Denver. Officially, they were still on a case. 
Luke and Regina had been correct in their assumption—the newspaper office had been used for the book printing business. Regina was shocked at the contents of some of the books. “These make the dime novels I read sound like fairy tales. Now that I’ve read some of these pages, I can’t forget them. It’s a curse at times to have a photographic memory. Is there really a market for this type of book?”
“Sadly, yes,” Luke answered. “Publications of this nature have been around for as long as there's been someone to write them or draw the images. Illicit paintings also were loaned back and forth, similar to the one above Magee's bar.”
The thought of that painting caused Regina to blush. 
Luke continued, “We don’t have to do anything with these books. I’ll telegraph Archie, and he’ll notify the proper authorities. I’m not sure if they’ll be confiscated or sold, but our part of the case is over. Now, I have a question.”
“Yes,” Regina answered.
“All that money the men at the saloon gave you for playing—you can’t keep it, you know. It’s against the rules.”
“I’m ahead of you on that one. I have all the money in a can in my room. I’m going to give it to the pastor to help buy their church bell. Every church deserves to have a bell. I might add a little of my own money as a donation. I truly like the people in this town.”
“I do, too. It’s a good place to live, and I think the people will be more careful the next time someone wants to open a saloon.”
Regina suggested, “Maybe Maisy and the other two girls can run it. Gretchen hired Trixie to work at the mercantile. She’s going to live there and get her daughter back. Her name's really Theresa, so don’t call her Trixie when you see her.”
Luke nodded and said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if the ladies took over. Might be a better-run saloon. Now, I have something else to discuss with you.”
Regina turned to look at him. “What is it?”
“It’s about the annulment.”
“I see,” Regina said. “We can see Judge Hotchkiss as soon as we return to Denver.”
Luke took a step closer to Regina. He stared at her for a moment. “You want to see the judge when we get back?”
“No, but you asked and I…um…I don’t know.”
Luke took another step closer. “Reggie—I’m going to call you Reggie from now on. You seem much more of a Reggie than a Regina to me.”
“I do?” Regina questioned.
“You do,” Luke answered, stepping closer. “Do you want an annulment?”
“Do you?”
Luke pulled Regina into his arms and said, “No, I want a wife. I want you. I love you, Reggie.”
“I love you, too. I was afraid you’d want an annulment immediately even though you kissed me like you didn’t.”
Luke claimed her lips by kissing her passionately. When he drew back, Regina smiled at him.
“I’m so happy. Do we still have to live at the agency, or can the three of us find a house or an apartment?”
“Three? There can’t be three. We never…we didn’t,” Luke stammered.
“I’m talking about Nellie. I arranged for Old Walter at the livery to drive her to Cheyenne, and then we can take her home with us to Denver,” Regina explained excitedly. 
“The dog?”
“Of course. I thought you were going to ask for an annulment, and then I’d have to quit the agency because I couldn’t stand to be around you. I needed Nellie, and I can’t abandon her now just because we’re staying married.”
Confusion crossed Luke’s face. “You were going to replace me with a dog? I suppose that’s all right. She’s stopped growling at me.”
Regina wrapped her arms around Luke and whispered, “Thank you. I love you.”
Luke took her hand and winked. “C’mon Missus Tucker. Let’s go back to the hotel and shock the desk clerk.”
Regina giggled.
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One week later, a beaming Regina held tightly to Luke’s hand as they climbed aboard the train in Cheyenne to head back to Denver. They settled into their seats, and Regina scooted as close to Luke as was proper. She whispered, “Thank you for the idea of a honeymoon.” 
“This was just the beginning. I told you I promised to take you to Chicago. We can even visit the Chicago agency. I wouldn’t miss the look on your stepmother’s face for anything when you come home with a husband.”
“That'll be interesting. I did write to my father, but I sent it to his office. I told him I wanted to surprise my stepmother when I returned, so I doubt he's shared anything with her. I also hope it's stopped my father from searching; Archie didn’t telegraph they'd been hired to find me, at least,” Regina shared, and she scooted a bit closer to Luke.
“True, but Archie did say he'd handle it. He might've done so and not mentioned it. We’ll see as soon as we arrive back at the office.”
“Thank you for finding Nellie a comfortable spot in the stock car. It'd break my heart if she couldn’t come along with us,” Regina told Luke. 
“I know, darlin’ but seriously, I was more worried you’d insist on renting a wagon, and we’d have to travel back to Denver on a bumpy road instead of in a comfortable train.”
“I wouldn’t have forced you. I would've taken her back on my own,” Regina answered.
“I know. The thought of you and Nellie out on the road alone in a wagon frightens me more than any worries about getting her settled in the stock car. When I left her, she was making friends with a beautiful black gelding. They’re the only two in the stock car headed for Denver.”
“At least they won’t be alone.” Regina sighed and leaned back in her seat as the train lurched forward on its way to Denver. 
They discussed the details of the case and how pleased they were with Miss Stegler’s recovery and return to her hometown. Regina confided in Luke, “Abigail was concerned that the people in her town might mistreat her after she returns. I told her that if they do, she should come to Denver, and I’d help her find a good teaching job.”
Luke laughed. “The case is closed, and you’re still working. I love you, Missus Tucker.”
“I love you, too, but you did more than was required when you arranged for Maisy to take over the saloon. Suggesting that she turn it into a saloon and restaurant was brilliant. The girls can cook and waitress instead of having to work upstairs. Theresa’s daughter is scheduled to arrive next week, and everyone is happy.”
Luke slid his arm around Regina’s shoulders and asked, “Are you happy, Reggie?”
“More than I can say.”
The train ride was short. When it was over, they left the train happy and excited. The stock car manager assured them that Nellie would be boarded at the livery and well-cared for until they found a place to live. 
As they neared the offices, Luke asked, “Do you suppose they’ll be surprised we’re not asking for an annulment?”
“I don’t know. Archie doesn’t seem the overly romantic type so he might expect all of us to get annulments. We’ll have to see how he reacts.”
Luke held the door open, and Regina glided into the offices. Marianne was behind her desk, as usual.
Regina rushed up to Marianne’s desk and gushed, “We’re not getting an annulment. We’re staying married.”
A broad smile crossed Marianne’s face. “I thought as much when your telegram said you’d be a week late, and we could reach you in Cheyenne.”
Regina hugged Marianne and whispered, “I know you had a hand in selecting who married whom. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”
“I knew if anyone could tame Luke, it’d be you. Now, Archie needs to see both of you. Let me see if he’s busy,” Marianne said, and she hurried off to Archie’s office. 
Marianne waved at Luke and Regina, and they followed her into Archie’s office. 
Archie looked up from his paperwork and smiled. “Before we discuss what happened in Wyoming, I need to explain to you, Regina, that your father did hire the agency in Chicago to find you. They contacted this office, and I assured them that I'd spoken to you personally, that you were well, had obtained acceptable employment, and had a safe living environment. Your father was satisfied.”
“Thank you, Archie,” Regina said, pleased that no one was about to try to force her to leave. 
“Now, to the case—I appreciate the fact that you sent a detailed report while you were detained in Cheyenne,” Archie said.
Luke said, “We weren’t exactly detained. We chose to stay.”
Archie nodded.  “Yes, I’m aware. Marianne was insistent that the delay was due to your relationship and not the case. I take it you won't be applying for an annulment?”
Regina nodded.
Luke said, “No, we’re staying married and looking for a place to live here, in Denver.”
“Denver is growing. You might want to look for somewhere close to the office.”
“We need to find somewhere we can keep a big dog,” Luke explained.
“Dog?”
“The dog attached itself to Reggie, and she refused to leave it behind. It’s at the train’s livery.”
“I see,” Archie said. “I wish you good luck.”
“We could buy a house,” Regina suggested.
“I don’t know. A house can be expensive,” Luke said.
“Now that I’m married, I can access my full inheritance, and we could buy a home big enough for Nellie and any children we might have,” Regina offered. 
“Children?” Luke stammered.
Regina smiled. “They generally come with marriage.”
Archie cleared his throat. “I’m sure you two will work this out. I don’t have an immediate case for you, so you'll have some time to look for living accommodations.”
“Thank you,” Regina replied. “We’ll look around.”
Luke insisted, “I’m sure we’ll find an acceptable rental.” 
“We’ll see.” Regina winked. Regina knew she'd finally have everything she wanted: a house, the dog, a family, and all the love Luke could give her. 
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An Agent for Claudette
Pinkerton Matchmakers, Book 5
by Christine Sterling
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Agent Bronson “Bronco” Wauneka watched as the knife flew through the air and stuck into the wall of the dormitory room. Normally he would be sharing a room with another agent, but said agent was out on assignment and not due back for a few weeks. Bronco relished the silence and not having to worry about his roommate yelling at him when he decided to target practice. Indoors. 
Getting up from his bed, he retrieved the knife from the wall and placed it in the sheath tied to his leg. It was a reminder of his vaudeville days, where he would entertain onlookers with dazzling displays of horsemanship – riding a pony bareback and throwing knives at targets while the beast was moving. His dark good looks and long black hair gave the spectators their first up-close and personal look at an Indian, and it made him money, so he was all for it.  
He headed out to the main area of the dormitory. This was the common area where the men could just relax before heading to bed. Most of the time they were in the main house, which contained the Pinkerton Offices, the kitchen, and an apartment on the third floor for Archie’s secretary and sister. They only came to the dormitory to sleep or get away from the noise of the main house. 
This room was simple enough for their needs – a Victrola sat in one corner and there were several overstuffed chairs forming a quad in the center of the room. A large stone fireplace took up one entire wall. It wasn’t lit, even though there was a chill in the air.  
Three agents were sitting in the chairs. Stephen was scribbling on a pad of paper; Wyatt was reading the newspaper and Caleb – well Caleb did whatever it was that Caleb does. Bronco didn’t know much about the dark-skinned agent, other than he came out west after the Civil War and didn’t speak about his past. Bronco knew there was a story to tell, but Caleb was a man of few words. 
“I’m headed over to the house to get a snack. I’m hoping there is some of Pearl’s cake left. Anyone want to go over?” 
“I’m good,” Wyatt responded, flipping the page without a glance up. 
Caleb shook his head and Stephen paused with his writing as if thinking about the offer. He took a moment and turned his head back to his writing. “I need to finish up this report or I swear Marianne will throw a fit. I better not go, in case I run into her. Feel free to bring a piece of cake back though.” Marianne was Archie’s secretary and had oversight of the agent’s administrative activities. 
Bronco grunted and left the dormitory, heading over the lawn to the back door where he could enter via the kitchen. The lights were dimmed in the house, signifying that Pearl had left for the evening. Pearl was the housekeeper/cook that Marianne hired to make sure that the agents were fed properly. The agents took a turn walking her home every evening. She insisted that it wasn’t necessary, but Archie insisted it was. Bronco agreed with him, and he never balked when it came time to escort Pearl. Not even in the middle of winter.  
He opened the icebox and grinned. There was still half a cake left. Normally Pearl’s desserts were gobbled up right after dinner. He was in luck. Cutting a slice of cake, he put the remainder back in the icebox and grabbed the pitcher of milk. He had just sat down at the main dining room when Marianne popped around the corner. 
She was younger than Bronco, and he estimated that she was in her early to mid-20s. She was already here when he arrived at the agency five years ago. A brunette with a hint of red; it betrayed her burning passion for the agency and the men that served it. She had no qualms about praising or chastising the detectives and she did everything she could to make their jobs easier. He knew Archie would be lost without her.  
He also knew she had a fiery temper. It was usually directed at Archie, but lately he noticed she had become quieter and more reserved.  
“Bronco,” she said, “I thought I heard someone down here.” 
“I didn’t mean to disturb you. I was just looking for a snack.” 
“Pearl’s cake makes a good one! Mind if I join you?” 
“Not at all,” he pushed his untouched plate towards her and stood up. “I’ll grab another slice. Do you want tea?” He knew Marianne was a tea drinker. She said she couldn’t get through the day without a few cups of her favorite brew. 
She eyed his glass on the table. “No tea. I think I’ll have milk too.” 
Bronco pulled a glass from the cabinet and handed it to Marianne. He then removed the cake again from the icebox and sliced another piece. 
“Are we having cake?” A voice called from behind him? He turned. Victoria. Archie’s younger sister, and resident female. Cute as a button, but much too young for his tastes. Plus, there was that whole complication about her being Archie’s sister.  
“I’ll cut you a piece. Take a seat.” Bronco split the last piece in half and placed a piece in front of Victoria with a glass for milk. He grabbed his place and returned to where he was sitting before. 
Victoria took a bite of cake and closed her eyes, savoring the taste. “I swear, Pearl makes the best desserts ever.”  
Marianne poured her a glass of milk before taking a sip from her own glass. “That she does.” 
“Who walked Pearl home tonight?” Bronco asked between bites. 
“I believe it was Luke. I don’t remember actually,” Marianne replied. “I leave it up to you gentlemen to figure it out yourselves.” 
They sat in silence for a moment more before they heard Marianne’s name being called from across the floor. Marianne sighed and picked up her plate, placing it in the washtub. 
“Leave your dishes in the sink and I’ll come back to do them in a bit.” 
Her name bellowed through the halls again, but she didn’t respond. Bronco could hear her muttering as she carried her glass of milk and headed towards Archie’s office. 
“You would think that if he needed her that badly he would try to come in here and get her. What if she was upstairs in the apartment?” Bronco nodded. It was better to agree with Victoria rather than risk being subjected to one of her ideas. “I don’t know why…”  
Too late, he thought, as she continued. 
“…he just doesn’t admit that he loves her and be done with it.” 
Bronco coughed, choking on the cake. He took a sip of milk and quickly swallowed so he could speak again, but Victoria continued on as if nothing had happened. She daintily picked at her cake and continued chatting, while Bronco finished off his dessert, so he wouldn’t have to speak.   
“What do you think, Bronco?”  
Bronco looked up from the last crumbs on his plate. He shifted in the seat while trying to figure out what the question was.   
Impatient for waiting, Victoria finally gave him some relief. “I said, that I believe in love at first sight. When you know the person, you are supposed to be with, you don’t let anything hold you back. You would go to any length to be with the one you love. Don’t you agree?” 
“I haven’t really given it much thought, but I suppose so.” 
Victoria sighed as if irritated. “That is why you are still single. You don’t have much time left, Bronco.” 
“What? I’m not that old. Besides, I’m happy where I am. The agency is my family.”  
“Tick. Tock. The agency won’t keep you warm in your old age, Bronco. When you find the right person, you need to act immediately.” She gave a wistful sigh, “Archie has the same problem. The difference is, what he desires is right under his nose. 
“Did they teach you these concepts at your fancy school back East? I don’t think that mine or your brother’s love life is a good topic for discussion. 
Victoria laughed, “There are two ends of that spectrum. The ladies’ man and the miser. No, I think you need to find someone to tame your wild streak. You can’t go throwing knives around the rest of your life.” 
“You sound like Marianne.” 
“Good. She would tell you the same thing.” 
“What’s going on?” Maverick Jones came into the dining area. 
Bronco noticed that Victoria sat a little straighter in her chair and smoothed her hair as Mav came over to the table and sat down. Interesting. 
“Cake. We were just having cake,” she said, pointing to her plate.  
“Any left?” Mav turned one of the chairs around and straddled the cushion, folding his arms against the back.  
“No, I ate the last piece.” Bronco put his fork down on the plate and weaved his fingers, elbows resting on the table. “Victoria here was giving advice to the lovelorn.” 
Victoria sniffed, “Lost cause is more likely.” 
Mav let out a laugh. “Someone break your heart finally, friend?” 
“Nope. Haven’t found anyone I think I would want to be around that much. All a wife does is nag, nag, nag.” He winked at Victoria. “However, Miss Victoria, here, is a firm believer in love at first sight and is convinced that I will meet that person someday, but I have my doubts. I think she should get her head out of those books she reads.” 
Victoria stood and stamped her foot. “Ooooo… You know, Mr. Wauneka, I want to be around when the lady you fall for takes you down a notch or two!” 
Bronco gave a hearty belly laugh. “If there is someone that can do that, I gladly invite you to the party.” 
Victoria was getting ready to pretend-stomp out of the room when the sound of Archie’s office door slamming shut, followed by a sob and the patter of feet running up the stairs reached their ears. They all stopped what they were doing and listened. When they heard the sound of a door on the third floor, Mav finally broke the silence. 
“I wonder if he is going to realize how much he loves her.” 
Victoria wiped her hands on her skirt. “I might as well go make tea. I think it is going to be a long night.” 
“Should we go see what that is all about?” 
“I wouldn’t, Bronco. You don’t know what type of mood he is in.”  
“Better to get it out now, than let him stew about it for ages.” 
Bronco headed over to Archie’s office and knocked on the door. When he heard a gruff “come in” on the other side, he opened the door and looked at the man behind the desk. “Is it safe to come in?” 
Archie looked up from the papers on his desk. “I guess you heard all that?” 
“Not really. Just want to know if we need to worry about anything?” 
“Such as?” 
“Marianne leaving. You seem to be going at it a lot lately.” 
“Marianne is an employee of this agency. She is my secretary. Not an agent. Not anything else. She needs to remember I’m in charge, she isn’t.” Archie slammed his fist on the desk for good measure. 
“Uh-huh.”  
“What does that mean?” 
“Nothing. It means nothing.”   
“Speak your piece, Bronson, or get out of here.” 
Bronco thought for a moment, before sitting down in the chair across the room. “Whatever is going on between you and Marianne needs to be resolved. It is going to start affecting the agents and that won’t be good. She is your biggest asset and the glue that holds everything together. So, old man, you need to decide what to do with that.”   
Archie grunted in response. “It was nothing. She just overreacted.” 
“Marianne doesn’t overreact.” 
“Okay then, I heard you. I’ll deal with it in my own good time.” 
Bronco stood and headed for the door. “I hope for your sake that is soon.” 
He thought about what Victoria said as he walked back to the dormitory. He was in the prime of his life. He was at the top of his career, being an agent. But he had … what, exactly? 
Of course, he had a great career. As a Pinkerton Detective he had the opportunity to work on some interesting cases all over the country. He was able to infiltrate gangs and stop them before they had a chance to do their next crime. He went undercover to trap people in crimes of their own making. He loved the challenge and stretching his boundaries trying to figure out the pieces to solve a case. The money wasn’t bad as he usually received a hefty bonus when solving a case. As such, he had a nice little savings built up. 
He had his friends. Most of his friends were other agents, but they weren’t all at the office at the same time. He realized he didn’t have many friends outside the agency. His friends back east were all married with families of their own. 
He had companionship. There was never a shortage of pretty women when Bronco was around. He loved having conversations with them about the latest books, politics or life in Denver. Lately he started to think that these women were attracted to his good looks and the romanticized lifestyle of his undercover characters instead of him. He found himself avoiding the gatherings where single ladies were gathered as he realized that most of them were on the prowl for a husband and that wasn’t him.  
Perhaps Victoria was correct.  
Tick tock.  
It may be time to find someone. He wasn’t going to be with the agency forever, and it would be too late if he did wait until he retired. He dismissed the thought and returned to his room. If it was God’s will that he marry, then by God’s hand the right person would make an appearance. Maybe he should buy into Victoria’s theory about love at first sight. If he was attracted to someone he would go forth and make that connection. He didn’t want to pussyfoot around it and be miserable, like it seemed some others were doing. 
Mind made up, he vowed to give up his womanizing ways until he found the woman he would claim as a wife. 
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My passion is writing. When I am not writing, I’m reading or watching sunsets.
I have been writing short stories since I was in elementary school. Most were purely imaginary trips to magical places and times. I enjoy making up stories about people I meet or see on the street. My imagination runs wild and free. Besides my fifty novels and two companion short stories, I have self-published a book of children’s stories I used to tell my granddaughter, Brittney, and two books of supernatural short stories. 
I have been reading and loving supernatural stories and mysteries since I picked up my first Nancy Drew book. I also read all the Hardy Boy books I could find. I am a fan of Stephen King, Wendy Corsi Staub, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and Agatha Christie. Poe and H.P Lovecraft are also two of my favorite writers. I also have a romantic side that is drawn to the mail-order bride stories of the 1800s. 
Cozy mysteries, supernatural mysteries, and Western Historical romance are my genres of choice.  
I love spring, summer, and starlight, but ice and snow make my dislike list. I have two children and two grandchildren who are the joys of my life.
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Anthony Comstock was a U.S. Postal Inspector and politician. He was determined to stop illicit materials from being mailed through the U.S. Postal system. In 1873, he was successful in convincing Congress to pass the Comstock Law in which items considered illicit, lewd, or lascivious were not allowed to be transported by the U.S. mail or any other transport service. You can read more about the Comstock Law on Wikipedia.    
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Dear Reader,
You make my writing journey possible, and your support is a vital part of fueling the creation of new stories.
If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review – in many cases, it is as simple as providing a star rating when you’ve finished the digital book.
Thank you for taking the time to share your thoughts. I am grateful for your feedback, and I can’t wait to share the next great love story with you.
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FEMALE AGENTS TO JOIN
NATIONALDETECTIVE AGENCY.

Help Wanted: female agents to join the National
Pinkerton Detective Agency

Seven years ago, the National Pinkerton Detective
Agency moved into the new office location at 427 Chain
Bridge Road, Denver, Colorado Territory. Since then
stories have swirled of brave men solving crimes and
tighting for justice.

But a new time has evolved, and the agency is now
seeking able-bodied women to join the ranks of private
investigations.

We need daring women who seek adventure and are
of sound mind and body. You will help the criminal ele-
ments answer for their crimes and secure safety for their
victims.

You will train with an existing agent, and after your
first case, you will earn the rank of private detective.
Paid training, transportation, uniforms, and accommo-
dations will be provided. You will become a part of a
noble profession and pave the way into the future.

This editorial has been placed in newspapers through-
out the nation, so the quickest responses are appreciated.

Please send inquiries and a list of skills to Mr. A. Gor-
don at the above noted address. Interviews will occur on

the premises the week of May 16, 1871.
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