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Chapter One

New York, 1890 

Rexall Hume planted his hands on the desk and leaned forward, his scowl rivaling a gargoyle’s. “You’ve tested my patience far too long, Lady Hathwell. A year and a day—that’s how long I’ve waited.”

Sydney Hathwell met his gaze unflinchingly. “Surely you’re not intimating my father was unworthy of a proper period of mourning.”

“Which ended ten days ago.” Hume paced across the intricate carpeting to the far side of the study and wheeled back around. Eyes narrowed, he studied her as if encountering her for the first time.

Sydney stood in silence and returned his gaze with equal frankness. In the week since she’d arrived, they’d shared only three stilted meals. He’d left orders for the staff to assist Sydney and her aunt whenever they required, then spent the balance of his time away from the residence. No small wonder he now stared at her as if she were a stranger.

What did they know of each other? Nothing. Over the past year, he’d not bothered to correspond with her. Oh, he’d sent condolences in the form of a telegram. She’d responded, as was proper, with a small card of acknowledgment. Silence then yawned across the Atlantic. She couldn’t break it; a woman didn’t pursue a man. It simply was not done.

A full year of no contact—then he’d telegraphed for her to come. She’d been more than a little surprised, but she understood she was obliged to allow him to court her. Sydney struggled to find anything more to write than the particulars regarding her arrival. She’d never seen his picture, heard his voice, or even read a single word written by his hand—yet she’d come to fulfill her obligation. Now that she’d traversed a wide ocean and been beneath his roof, he’d made no attempt to woo her. None whatsoever. How could he possibly think they’d pledge their hearts and lives to each other tomorrow?

Hume stalked toward her, a stiff smile plastered across his face. His hands were every bit as cold as hers when he grasped them. “You don’t need to be upset, Cindy dear.”

Cindy! He expects me to marry him, and he doesn’t even know my name!

“There, there. I can see you’re . . . distraught.” He squeezed her hands. “Things come up at inconvenient times. It’s an unfortunate fact in business. I had hoped you’d come along and consider this a wedding trip.”

Maybe I’ve been wrong. Father respected and appreciated Mama’s opinion. “Are you requesting that I assist in negotiations?”

“You?” A crack of laughter erupted from him. “Of course not. We can stop by the church on the way to the train station tomorrow. Since you don’t know anyone here and you are just coming out of mourning, a quiet wedding will do. Then, while I tend to business in Boston and Philadelphia, you can visit museums and the like. Wouldn’t you enjoy that?”

She pulled free from his grasp. “Mr. Hume, as I said earlier, I fear we do not suit.”

He heaved a longsuffering sigh. “Perhaps this business trip is best done away with.”

Is he putting me above his business?

“Once I return, we’ll marry. That will allow you sufficient time to settle in and see to whatever little matters you women consider to be so vital.” He looked inordinately pleased with himself.

Sydney couldn’t help thinking Hume still resembled a gargoyle— cold and stonehearted. “Mr. Hume, I’m so very sorry—” 

“No, no.” He held up his hand. “No need to thank me, Cindy dear.”

The butler appeared in the open doorway. He cleared his throat. “Excuse me, sir. Mr. Borland is here.”

“Ah, yes.” Hume sketched a perfunctory bow in her direction. “You’ll excuse me. I must see to this.”

Dismissed as though she were a cranky child in wont of a nap, Sydney managed a chilly nod and headed upstairs. She’d tried twice now to tell Mr. Hume that she couldn’t marry him. He’d ignored her concerns on both occasions and brushed her aside so he could conduct further business. She’d tried to be honorable; now she’d do what she must.
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Five nights later a light, pattering knock barely gave warning before Serena Hathwell let herself in. Sydney whirled around. “Aunt Serena! What are you doing up at this hour?”

Serena stared at the hatboxes, trunk, and portmanteau scattered across the bedchamber. “That telegram you got yesterday! Just as your father swept your mother off her feet, Hume’s coming to claim you! How very romantic! I never imagined he’d be the type to ask you to elope—but you know what they say. Still waters run deep.”

“Romantic and Hume scarcely belong in the same breath. I cannot marry him.” Sydney took what should have been her wedding gown from the ornately carved wardrobe and shoved it into her steamer trunk.

“You’re acting in haste.” Aunt Serena pulled the yards of satin and lace from the trunk.

“I tried. Marriage between us simply will not work.”

Censure puckered Serena’s features. “Even if you feel no obligation to Mr. Hume, you made a promise. A deathbed promise. Your father—God rest his soul—must be spinning in his grave.”

“I promised Father I’d come to America and meet Mr. Hume. I didn’t vow I’d marry him. Reflect for a moment, and you’ll know I’m right.”

Aunt Serena’s eyes widened. “Oh my. That’s right.”

A small measure of hope sparked in Sydney’s heart. Her aunt might help her. “Father loved Mama. He wouldn’t want me to marry someone for whom I hold no affection.”

“These things work out. Hume has every right to believe you’ll wed him after honoring your mourning period.”

“It makes no sense that I’d cross an ocean to wind up with the same aloof, unfeeling marriage others proposed back in England. I came seeking what Mama and Father had, and I won’t settle for anything less.”

Sliding a hanger back into the gown, Serena tutted. “Their marriage was unique. The time’s come for you to put away childish dreams and settle down.”

“Since we’ve been in America, Hume’s never once shown the slightest interest in me. I didn’t expect him to quote sonnets or attend to my every whim, but you must admit his neglect has been legendary.”

“He’s a busy man. You wouldn’t want to marry a sluggard.” 

“So busy he couldn’t be bothered to meet our ship? He ignored me most of the first week, then went off and left me alone the second. If this is his concept of courtship, marriage will be desolate!” And I’m already so lonely. . . .

“Mr. Hume leaves a little to be desired, but what man doesn’t?” Serena hung the gown back inside the wardrobe and patted Sydney’s cheek. “Bridal jitters. That’s all this is.”

“No!” Sydney grabbed her hand. “Monday evening I went downstairs to make one last attempt to explain matters. I didn’t realize Mr. Borlan was still here. I inadvertently heard—” 

“You stooped to eavesdropping! Sydney.” The censure in Serena’s tone then transformed into conspiracy. “What did you hear?”

Heat filled her cheeks. “Hume told his friend I’d serve his purposes well enough. Access to the peerage and a legitimate heir are all he wants.”

“Of course he wants sons. All men do.” Serena turned the same shade as her frilly, shell pink dressing gown. “Oh, dear. Is that what’s worrying you? Your wifely duty?”

Still sickened and shocked by what she’d overheard him say, Sydney whispered, “Mr. Hume has a paramour and plans to keep her.”

“He’s a man, dear. They all stray. It won’t matter. You’ll have his name, his children, and generous funds to fritter away however you please. Do what other wives do: Turn a blind eye to his indiscretions.”

Sydney shook her head so adamantly, her hair escaped the pins and tumbled to her waist. “I refuse to marry a man who won’t honor his wedding vows. I can’t.”

“Madame du Marnier warned me that this trip was ill-fated. How many times did I tell you she warned me no good would come of it?” Rubbing her temples, Aunt Serena sighed. “I’ve chaperoned several young ladies and seen them wed by the end of their Season. You”—Serena shot her a meaningful look— “are the thirteenth.”

“Well, this trip has been an unmitigated disaster.”

“I know you don’t put any store in such things, but Madame du Marnier gave me dire warnings about bringing you here upon hearing you were to be my thirteenth charge. ‘Bad things come in threes and thirteens,’ she said. Now that I think of it, someone stole your diamond earbobs, the ship practically sank, and . . .” Serena frowned.

Desperately grasping for anything to add, Sydney blurted, “The heel broke off my boot. My left boot. Do you know the Latin word for left? Sinister.”

Serena shuddered.

“I knew you’d understand. Once given the facts, you’ve always proven to be sensible.” Sydney grabbed a whole armful of dresses and tossed them on the bed. “We’ll have to hurry. I have everything planned.”

“The prudent thing would be to wait and discuss the matter with Mr. Hume.”

Sydney fingered the lacy bodice of the wedding gown. “He’s unsuitable, Serena. Completely unsuitable.” Though Sydney could cite far more important and troublesome issues, she chose the one that would matter most to her aunt—trivial as it was. “The last evening Mr. Hume spoke to me, he had the gall to suggest we stop by the church on the way to the train station and marry. His business trip would be our honeymoon.”

“The rotter!” Ever-so-proper Aunt Serena spewed a line of words worthy of a guttersnipe. “That horrid man would deny you a proper wedding? Every last one of my charges has boasted the grandest wedding of the year! What kind of man would cheat his wife out of the most important day of her life? You poor child! No wonder you put that exquisite wedding gown in the trunk first. I’m getting you out of here!” A mere second later, she’d relegated the elegant creation to the depths of the trunk.

Relief washed over Sydney.

“Whatever were you thinking, keeping something so vile all to yourself these past days?”

“I didn’t say anything until I could make arrangements and keep us both safe.” The sweet fragrance of freesia swirled in the air as Sydney pulled a dress of heliotrope foulard from the bed and shoved it into the trunk. “You’ll recall Mama had a much older brother. I’ve contacted him. Uncle Fuller is expecting me.” 

Aunt Serena snatched the gown from the trunk, tucked it back in after fussing with the skirts, and grabbed the next garment. “Americans. You can’t trust them.”

“Mama was American.”

“And she’s the exception that proves the rule.” Serena set aside the gown, took out the wedding gown, and positioned it between the other two.

Sydney chafed at how methodically her aunt disciplined the yards of satin to fold and lie in such perfect order. I have to get us out of here, and she’s fussing over a gown I’ll never wear.

“Distressed as you are over that cad destroying your wedding, something vital escaped your notice.” Aunt Serena handed her a lilac gown and attacked the mauve one with enough force to scare it into obedience.

Under other circumstances, it would be comical to see a stout spinster in a dressing gown do midnight battle with an entire trousseau. Yet Sydney couldn’t afford to be amused. Serena didn’t know the full extent of her plans—hopefully, she never would.

“Your uncle is an American, too.” Serena scooped up a stack of small clothes, modestly stuffed them into a pillowslip, then wedged it into the trunk. “He’s not to be trusted. You’ll simply come back to England.”

“I can’t.” Sydney added her glove box, a stack of dainty handkerchiefs, and a slender, lacquered case that held her fans. “Home isn’t . . . home any longer.” Her second cousin twice removed had inherited the title and property. He and his wife had changed everything. Ultimately, Sydney had become an intruder in her own home.

“Harold and Beatrice have their peculiarities, I grant you that. But you needn’t fret. Now that you’re out of deepest mourning, we can arrange a match with another young gentleman.”

Sydney rested her hand on her aunt’s. “I know you mean well, but all my life, I heard Mama tell stories of her childhood. This is my opportunity to—” 

“Run wild? Absolutely not.” Serena disappeared behind a froth of petticoats she flicked into the air, only to reappear and have them completely bundled into an astonishingly small block.

“You’re to prepare the Ashton twins for their Season. You gave your word, and their grandfather is counting on you. I can depend on Uncle Fuller until I find a suitable situation.”

Serena sighed. “You never did cooperate. I’m firm, though:

You’re coming home. It’s the proper thing to do.”

“Doing all of the proper things put me into this predicament. It seems logical that something improper is the only solution.”

“You and your logic.” Serena managed to tuck a smaller hat into a larger one and pop them into a single hatbox. “Why your mother insisted upon your being educated like a boy is beyond me. It would have been far better if you’d taken voice and music lessons.”

“I’m tone deaf. That would have been a waste of time and money.” As fast as Sydney took something out, her aunt found a spot for it.

“Learning logic, Latin, and the like was just as much a waste.” Aunt Serena took three pairs of gloves and burrowed into the trunk. Her head half buried in the clothes, she kept on nattering. “What man wants a wife who is smarter than he is? Men marry for money, property, and title. It helps if the girl is pretty, of course.”

“Hume has the money. As for property—Harold and Beatrice inherited it.”

“But you’ll always be a lady. A fine lady. And a beautiful one. While I’m arranging prospective suitors, you simply must remember to let the men feel they’re intellectually superior.”

“Women have brains and shouldn’t be ashamed to use them.”

Aunt Serena half emerged and gave her a baleful glare. “Those brains are to help you employ your wiles.” Her glare darkened. “No, Sydney. Keep out that traveling dress. You’ll wear it on the ship.”

“I’ll keep it out, but I won’t be on the ship.” Sydney glanced at the prune-colored cheviot dress and didn’t regret for a moment that she’d leave the ugly creation behind. “Uncle Fuller is expecting me.”

“Expecting you? He ought to come claim you.”

“That will take too long. I’m going to join my uncle.”

Serena stopped everything and squinted. “I know that look. It matches your mother’s whenever she concocted one of her hair-raising schemes. Just what do you think you’re going to do?”

Her aunt missed her calling. She could have been an interrogator during the Spanish Inquisition! Sydney realized she’d have to divulge what she’d hoped to keep secret. “There was just a little misunderstanding, is all.”

“What kind of misunderstanding?”

Sydney gave a dainty shrug. “Uncle Fuller presumed I’m a boy. No doubt it’s because of my name.”

“But you disabused him of—” Serena gasped. “Sydney!”

“Wait just a moment. Hear me out.” Sydney barely took a second to inhale. “Traveling alone as a woman would be difficult. When my uncle’s error dawned on me, I knew at once that he’d solved the problem.”

Horror contorted Serena’s features. “You couldn’t . . . you wouldn’t! A woman of good breeding does not wear men’s attire. If the news gets back home, you’ll forever be ruined in the eyes of polite society!”

“Aunt Serena, no one would ever credit such a wild tale! I’ll only need to manage the ruse for a short time. You have to admit, traveling in such a costume would keep me safe.”

“Darling, how will you manage? You have no understanding of men or of a man’s world.”

Sydney turned away to hide her smile. Aunt Serena was starting to crumble. A little reassurance, and she’d come around. “It cannot be all that difficult. No one will expect a man from the British aristocracy to carry his luggage or do any other labor, for that matter.”

“Even if you succeed in this scandalous charade, what will you do then?”

“I have it all planned out. While you see to launching the Ashton twins, I’ll fulfill my dreams of experiencing all Mama told me about America. Uncle Fuller promised to see to my welfare. You must admit, Uncle Fuller is a closer relative than Harold and ought to be first in line for assuming responsibility for me. I’ll reach my majority by January and receive my inheritance. By then, I’ll know whether I truly belong in England or America. Either way, I’ll be comfortable enough to be financially independent.”

“January is months and months away. I scarcely can bear the thought of your being here alone that long.”

Sydney let out a long, slow breath. “I am alone, even in England. Harold and Beatrice—it’s their home now. And you’re in high demand. Since creating a family with Mr. Hume is not my lot in life, the path is clear—I’m to go to Uncle Fuller in Texas.”

“There’s nothing at all proper or decent about your traveling plan.” Serena looked as appalled as she sounded. “You’re anticipating the visit you’ll pay your uncle without giving sufficient gravity to the days you’d be in transit. What if someone discovers your deception?”

Sydney eyed her would-be accomplice and measured the doubt on her features. “I know I can make it. Uncle Fuller wired a generous sum of money. If you won’t assist me, Aunt Serena, at least be kind enough not to give me away.”

The older woman shook her head so adamantly, her jowls wobbled. “Even if I were fool enough to agree to your reckless plan, no one in his right mind would give you britches to wear.” 

For the first time in days, a smile lit Sydney’s face. “No one has to give me any.” She opened the bottom drawer of the ornately carved oak dresser and pulled out three pairs of trousers and several more shirts. “These strange Americans thought nothing of my purchasing men’s attire.”

Sydney folded a pair of britches and stuffed them in the valise she’d pulled from beneath the bed. Men’s clothing is so much easier to manage. “How difficult can it be? Men aren’t slaves to fashion and etiquette. They do as they will and go where they want. Certainly I can play the role as nephew to a landed gentleman.” 

Serena stared at the shirts. “What about your . . . ah, um . . .”

Sydney looked at her for a second, waiting for her to explain the silence. Serena quickly patted her own chest.

Sydney ignored the heat filling her cheeks. “Binding,” she said succinctly. “It can’t be any more uncomfortable than wearing a corset.”

Her aunt spluttered, collapsed into the nearest chair, and used her hand to fan herself. “Bad enough you’ll wear men’s outer clothes—but you won’t wear proper ladies’ smallclothes? Oh, Sydney!”

“I’ll be fine. You already have your return ticket, so I’m sure you’ll get home safely. We’ll go pack your things now.” Sydney handed her an envelope of money. “This is for you.”

Aunt Serena glanced at the envelope and pushed it back. “No, no.”

“I insist. This way, I won’t worry about you.”

“Child, you never need fret about me. On the other hand . . .”

Sydney hastily gave back the envelope. “We’ll agree not to worry about one another.”

“What about all of the women’s things you’re packing?”

“You’ll take them with you to England. From there, you’ll ship them back to America—New Orleans, to be precise. The rail line from there to Texas is quite reliable.”

“You have sufficient funds to purchase appropriate clothing in the meantime?”

“Gracious plenty. As I said, Uncle Fuller was exceptionally generous.”

A lifetime of watching Mama taught Sydney how to get her own way. Instead of throwing tantrums, Mama thought creatively. Her unique solutions took others off guard long enough to allow her to obtain whatever she desired and slip off before realization of the folly sank in. Sydney decided the time had come for her to do the same.

“Oh! Look at this coat. It’ll be perfect!” Sydney pulled a bright green one from the depths of the wardrobe. “It’s just like the one Billy Daniels wore to the Christmas party last year. Everyone raved over it, so I’ll look like landed gentry. Americans will expect me to have a fine jacket like this.”

“Child, you’re wading into a sea of trouble.”

“No more doubts. We have to hurry. I’ve booked passage for you. The ship doesn’t actually weigh anchor until tomorrow, but no one here needs to know that—not now. We’ll have the coachman take you to the docks just after lunch.”

“I’m staying with you until the last minute.”

Sydney folded the coat and tucked it in atop the other garments in her valise. “I appreciate your stalwart spirit, Aunt Serena. But you’ll assist me far more by helping me fool them. Just imagine—when they discover I’m missing, they’ll realize the ship departed a day later than they thought. It’ll trick them into thinking I’ve joined you on the voyage!”

Serena rubbed her temples. “Something must be wrong with me. I’m thinking your scheme isn’t crazy—it’s brilliant.”

“Nothing’s wrong. And you know I won’t be acting in the least when I allow the staff here to see how much I miss you. I’ll retire to my room and sneak away to the train at dawn. Hume won’t be back until the next day, so we’ll both be long gone.”

Sydney tugged on the trunk, but it refused to budge. “This has to be with your things. If anyone comes in here, they’ll realize I’m gone.”

Serena traipsed over, turned her back on the trunk, and proceeded to give it a hefty bump with her derriere. The trunk slid several inches on the carpeting. In a matter of minutes, the two of them shoved the trunk into Serena’s room.

Aunt Serena’s remarkable packing skills came in handy. It took little time for her to fill her own luggage. She even managed to call and order the maid to bring up a breakfast tray for two.

Sydney looked at the collection of luggage and dared to hope everything would go off without a hitch. “Thank you for all of your help.”

“Don’t try praising a woman who is fool enough to let you gallop off to certain disaster.”

“Horsefeathers! This is nothing compared to what Mama did.” As soon as the words left her mouth, Sydney regretted them. Aunt Serena always pounced on the least little opportunity to sermonize on the topic.

“And just look at the end result of your mother’s folly! She met my brother and married him the next day, and when she died, she left him desolate. He wouldn’t have died of a broken heart if Crystal had shown the good taste to live. Well, she didn’t, and that’s why you’re here. You wouldn’t have needed to cross the ocean and marry if your mother bothered to stay alive and nab the right man for you.”

“Mama didn’t die on purpose.”

“It was a tragedy. So is this . . . this horrid excuse for marmalade.” Serena placed the tray on the edge of the bed and tutted over the offering. “I specifically ordered things that would travel well. Hume’s staff is as pathetic as the man they serve.”

Sydney didn’t have to feign sadness as she bade her aunt farewell. Fearing a maid would enter the bedchamber and see the empty wardrobe, Sydney couldn’t accompany her aunt to the docks. She barely ate from the luncheon and supper trays the cook sent up. At midnight, the maid gave Sydney an odd look upon her request, but she woke the cook and soon thereafter delivered a breakfast tray. Sydney ate the fruit compote and eggs, then laid the rashers of bacon between the slices of bread. Wrapped in the napkin and stuffed in her pocket, the sandwich would be her first meal aboard the train.

Just before dawn, Sydney reread Uncle Fuller’s telegram.

Funds wired. Pleased to have nephew. No use for females here. Bring boots, britches, shirts. I’ll provide all other essentials. Regards, Fuller Johnson.

Serena assumed the masquerade would end once Sydney reached Forsaken Ranch. Sydney knew different.

One last detail needed to be addressed. Sydney brushed through her hair. Mama’s had been the same shade of chestnut, and Father never ceased to wax poetic on its beauty. Though blond hair was the rage back home, Sydney didn’t mind being different. She stared at her reflection. “Well, I can be different by having short hair, too.”

She picked up the shears. Vanity warred with logic. Gentlemen wore their hair cropped quite close to the head and used pomade, but she couldn’t bear to chop off that much. Compromising by cutting just below the level of her shoulders would be long for a man but short for a woman. Yes, that’s what she’d do. After all, George Washington and Napoleon and Custard— no, Custer—all had hair they could tie back. Sydney steeled herself with a deep breath and snipped.

Nothing.

She hadn’t cut a single strand. Or so she thought until she started to part her fingers. As the scissor blades opened, tresses tumbled down her arm and onto the floor. She stared at them, then looked back at her reflection in the mirror. “No turning back now.” She lifted her chin, pulled another segment of hair forward, and measured it to the shorter length. Halfway though, she studied the woman in the mirror. Long, rich curls cascaded on her left while bluntly clipped strands hung starkly on the right. That’s who I was—and this is who I’ll become. I’m cutting myself free.

The fire sparked as Sydney burned the tresses she’d cut off. After tying the remainder of her hair back with a small strip of twine, she tugged on britches and promptly jerked them back down. The lace at the hem of her unmentionables made a distinct, lumpy line. Hasty whacks with the shears solved that problem. With the flounces gone, her britches pulled up without impediment and hung correctly.

Critically eyeing herself in the mirror, she grimaced. “I’m still shaped like a girl.” Since the shirt was longer than she’d thought, she folded the hem up and bunched it just below the trousers’ waistband. That bulk disguised her feminine shape well enough. Socks and boots finished the ensemble.

Thick, gaudy carpeting muffled the clomping of her slightly too-big boots as she tiptoed down the hall. The heavy valise slid along the banister quite nicely.

Pleased with how well her plan was working, Sydney reached for the doorknob. The massive brass fixture felt cold, and the door was unyielding. Never before had she needed to open more than her bedchamber door. Surprised at the weight of the massive door, she yanked with all her might. It opened quite suddenly. Shuffle, clomp, thud. Her boots robbed her of any ability to balance, and she fell in a graceless heap over her valise.

Afraid someone might have heard the commotion, she scrambled to her feet, snatched the valise off the floor, and hastened outside. The one time a bustle might have come in handy, I don’t have it on.

By the time she made it down the brick-lined drive, Sydney wasn’t alone. Oscar, Hume’s whippet, ghosted along at her side. “Go home,” she commanded.

Oscar didn’t obey. He continued to trot as if she held him on a leash. Sydney decided having him might not be such a bad thing. After all, it was still dark outside. “I’m running away, boy. I can’t blame you for wanting to do the same. He ignores you as much as he ignored me.”

Soon a terrier joined them. “Shoo. Off with you!” He ignored her and gave a happy yip. Then a third dog accompanied her. Sydney rounded the corner, took a few more steps, and stopped. Where the fourth mutt came from, she didn’t know. Exasperated, Sydney told them, “I’m trying to be inconspicuous.”

Four furry tails wagged in the air as if to wave off her concerns. The terrier sat on her foot.

“Oh, honestly.” Sydney bent to remove him and ended up scratching between his scruffy, adorable ears. “There, boy. Now you simply must let me go.”

He didn’t budge.

Oscar nosed Sydney’s pocket.

“So that’s the way of it! You’re nothing more than a ragtag band of beggars.” She heard herself and winced. I sound like a girl. Trying out a lower pitch, she said, “This had best be quick.” 

No more had she pulled the napkin from her pocket than the dogs crowded in for a bite. One growled at another. “Mind your manners.” To Sydney’s delight, the lower pitch and a distinct edge to her voice worked. The mutt sat and hung his head.

They snaffled up every morsel, and all but Oscar trotted away. “Go home, boy.” He gave her a sad look.

The sound of hooves and the rattle of a carriage sounded on the street. As it rolled past, a man shouted to the driver, “Halt!”

Sydney’s blood went cold.



Chapter Two 

It’s him! Yet it can’t be—he’s a day early! Sydney tamped down the urge to flee. She couldn’t outrun Hume—especially not in these boots.

Her erstwhile fiancé opened the door of the carriage and charged toward her. “That’s my dog.”

Sydney hitched a shoulder. She didn’t trust her voice.

Hume drew closer. The scents of cigars and brandy wafted from him—along with a whiff of a distinctly floral perfume. “Oscar. Go home!”

Oscar slinked away with his tail between his legs.

“Do I know you?” Hume squinted at her.

“Sir,” the driver called to him. “Are you—” 

“I’m fifty yards from home,” Hume roared. “I can walk!”

“You owe me a dollar.”

While Hume patted his pockets, Sydney sidled past him. She took pains to sound gruff. “I’m in need of a ride.”

“Jameson Winthrop! I knew I recognized you. You’re Preston’s nephew! Going home again already?” Hume clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Take the boy to the train. This’ll more than cover my fare and his.”

She tugged on the brim of her hat and rumbled, “Thanks.” For a heartbeat, she waited for him to open the door and assist her inside. Sydney immediately realized her mistake, saw to the door, and scrambled in with a complete lack of grace. For the next six months, no one would see to the niceties she’d always taken for granted. The realization only added to her sense of adventure.

Leaning back against the seat so she’d be in shadow, Sydney took one last long look at what she’d be leaving behind. Hume shoved money into the driver’s hand, turned, and swaggered off toward his mansion. Marriage would have been a lifetime sentence of misery, and no amount of money could ever buy love or change that beautiful prison into her home. Relief flooded her. She’d escaped.
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Three days later Sydney strode up to the window at the Chicago train station, hoping her gait was a fair imitation of the men she’d been studying. “First class to Austin. Then on to Gooding, Texas.”

“Did you want a sleeping berth?”

She nodded.

“One hundred eighteen dollars and twenty-nine cents.”

Sydney shoved her hand into the pocket of her trousers. Men had no concept of how free they were to stuff things into pockets instead of having to tote around a reticule. She pulled out seven bank notes.

The teller took each bill separately and inspected it. “Planchette paper. They’re all fine. You wouldn’t believe how often people try to pass off counterfeit.” He looked her straight in the eyes. “No one can fool me, though. I can spot a fake.”

Sydney held her breath. Does he know. . . ?

“Here’s your change, young man. It’ll be just over an hour before your train departs.”

“Thank you.” She looked up and down the station and didn’t see any chewing gum vending machines. Though she secretly thought the men chewing tobacco or gum resembled cattle chomping cud, she decided she ought to chew on something— and it certainly wouldn’t be tobacco. Chewing a wad of gum might make her look masculine. She cleared her throat. “Pardon me. Where are the gum machines?”

The ticketing agent shook his head. “Don’t have any of those new-fangled contraptions. Mercantile across the street carries gum.”

Sydney crossed a busy thoroughfare and hastened ahead in order to sweep open the mercantile door for a woman. “Allow me, ma’am.”

“Thank you, sir.” The lady sashayed inside. While the clerk assisted the woman, Sydney ambled about. In London, she’d been in millinery shops and to a dressmaker’s, but she’d never been allowed to do any practical marketing. This place was a veritable wonderland of items and scents. Such freedom! Sydney took a moment to relish her newfound liberty.

“Your valise will be safe over here by my register.” The shopkeeper held up a basket. “You can fill this with your purchases.” 

“Wonderful!” Sydney realized she’d not disguised her voice and immediately coughed. “Pardon me.”

“I have Dr Pepper just behind you. A bottle will cure that.” 

Sydney grabbed a bottle and traded her valise for the basket. Jerked beef and Semple’s chewing gum seemed like manly choices. Sydney tried to choose foods that would travel well. Though a pint basket of fresh strawberries looked utterly scrumptious, she bypassed them. Fig Newton cookies sounded delicious. Five more days aboard the train would mean trips to the dining car, but Sydney figured she’d forego a few of those meals. The fare didn’t taste very good, and she might as well save whatever money she could.

Until now, she’d said very little. What women could and would say depended on who was present. Since the first day she’d been dressed like a man, Sydney discovered a startling truth: Men changed how they spoke when a woman was present. Uncle Fuller’s telegram let her know she’d be in the midst of a male bastion. Mimicking the clipped, direct style of communication would be pivotal to the success of her charade.

Listening to what men discussed startled her. And how they’d speak! Somehow, she’d thought they’d discuss family, work, and politics. Rarely did they say much about their families. Men identified themselves by trade or profession. As for politics—Sydney resolved to read newspapers to grasp what they were saying. So far, when men asked her opinion, she’d shrugged. “I’m British.”

She headed toward the counter. “Have you any newspapers?” 

“Kid on the corner sells ’em.” The storekeeper pointed to the side. “I have a fine selection of books.”

Poems by Emily Dickinson appealed to her, but Sydney refrained. “I say, are those penny dreadfuls?”

“Dime novels. They fly right off the shelf. You being English, you’d like Western heroes. Buffalo Bill’s a man’s man. Those two on the right”—he pointed—“are far better than the ones featuring Deadwood Dick.”

“Very well.” Sydney added the two thin orange-paper-covered books to her items. In the past, merchants presented her bills to Father. She cleared her throat. “What do I owe you?”

“Good deal on tobacco today.” A crooked brow turned the statement into a question.

“The gum will suffice.” Her valise loaded with her booty, Sydney boarded the train for Texas. Mile after mile chugged away. Page after page in her dime novels told of a brash man named Buffalo Bill and his hair-raising adventures.

She pluckily endured the gritty dust that choked her fellow travelers. As a matter of fact, it astonished her how easily she managed to take on the role of a young man. It had become almost a game. By studying and copying the men about her, she blended in as best she could, though she drew the line at spitting and wiping her mouth on her sleeve.

The farther the train traveled, the further the layers of civilization eroded. She’d originally considered Americans undisciplined, but as the miles and hours passed, she grew fascinated by their bizarre behavior and expressions. No matter where she was, they simply chalked up any gaffes she made to her English ways instead of looking past the britches and realizing her gender.

Sydney scarcely knew what to think about the wild territory through which they traveled. It was ruggedly beautiful, open and unpredictable. As the days passed and she spotted small outposts of “civilization,” she came to understand that Texas was a world apart from all she’d ever known. Her deception might not be quite as easy to pull off as she’d planned.
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Gooding, Texas 



Spotting the boy from the vantage point of his saddle, Timothy Creighton shook his head. He stretched, pulled off his hat, and ruffled his short hair in order to cool off a mite. The boy ambled along so slowly, he hadn’t made any appreciable progress down the road. Tim leaned forward and squinted, trying to take in more details. After a better look, he started praying what he thought he saw was a result of too many hours in the saddle on a hot day. A swig of water from his canteen didn’t change the view.

Fuller’s nephew was every bit as bad as Tim feared he’d be. Worse, if that were possible. The kid didn’t have a muscle on his twiggy body and could barely tote a stinking valise. Dragged his feet along the dusty road like a schoolboy, too. Mr. Fancy Pants Hathwell wouldn’t make it to the ranch yard for another hour at the rate he dawdled.

Unwilling to make the way even the slightest bit easier for the boy, Tim tugged gently on the reins of his palomino gelding and headed off in the opposite direction. He had time to go check on the water level of the pond before heading back home.

“Lord, if you’re of a mind,” Tim said as he tipped his chin upward, “I’d take it as a favor if you’d send Fuller back here early. I’ve got a bad feeling about that kid.”
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“Will you get a gander at that?” Bert moaned as he saw the new man walking up the road.

Tim stayed in the shadow of the stable and watched. He’d come to the conclusion that his snap judgment wasn’t fair. The kid deserved a chance to prove himself. Watching how he got along with the hands would give Tim a good notion as to how he’d behave.

The men all followed Bert’s gaze. They did double takes, then openly stared for a long count. Disbelief painted their features, and disgust followed close behind. Fuller had warned them his nephew had been reared in London’s high society and probably knew nothing about hard living, but that scarcely prepared them for the fop who minced toward them.

“I seen an organ grinder once.” Pancake spat a wad of tobacco off a few respectable yards. “His monkey wore a jacket just like that.”

Everyone chortled at that pronouncement. It said more than anything else might. After all, no man worth his boots would be caught dead in a Christmas tree green jacket with glittering gold braid and gold buttons. Tim would shoot any idiot who dared make such a garment, then burn the offensive piece of trash . . . after salvaging those gold buttons, of course.

“Seems to me that monkey danced real purdy. Held a cup in his hand and begged. Wasn’t good for anything else.” Pancake scratched his ample belly and went on with his musing, “Coulda passed as this one’s twin brother.”

“The monkey—he had to be much more useful.” Juan squinted at the strange sight.

“Fuller didn’t really saddle us with that, did he?”

Gulp wiped his hand across two-day-old whiskers. His large Adam’s apple bobbed as he took one of the deep gulps that had earned him his nickname. “Couldn’t have known it’d be this bad. Drunk as a skunk, no one could ever imagine this.”

Merle broke in, “I saw something almost as bad once when I got clunked in the head. Came to with Widder O’Toole kneeling by me.”

Hoots of bawdy laughter met that assertion. Few things could be worse than being subjected to the Widow O’Toole. The woman had a tongue sharper than a razor and spared no words in giving her opinion about the evils of alcohol.

“I’m a-tellin’ you, the woman’s just addlepated. What man calls hisself a man if he refuses the offer of a few mugs of beer to quench his thirst?” More laughter egged Merle on. He strutted back and forth like a scrappy bantam, his bowed legs adding swagger to his gait. “I’ll tell the truth, though. Any man who overindulges and finds himself in Widder O’Toole’s clutches learns to pray for deliverance!”

The kid drew closer. “Ho!”

“Ho!” the men repeated in a shout of disbelief.

Mistaking their volume for enthusiasm, Fuller’s nephew beamed. “What a jolly greeting! I’m Lord Sydney Hathwell. My uncle is expecting me.”

“Lord help him, yes,” someone muttered in the sudden silence.

“It isn’t necessary to use my formal title. Americans don’t often do so, you know.” The kid smiled. “But yes, I do hope to be a great help to my uncle. As I mentioned, he’s expecting me.”

There was a momentary silence as everyone digested the fact that the stupid kid hadn’t absorbed the insult. “I’ll bet he ain’t expectin’ you,” someone else grated. “Some things aren’t ever quite what’s expected.”

Jutting out his chin, the kid asked, “Is my uncle out riding, or will I find him in the house?”

“He needed to go to Abilene. Be gone a week or so.” Pancake absently scratched his belly again.

“Then perhaps my aunt—” 

“Sonny, Fuller ain’t never been hitched.”

“I see.” Dropping the valise to the ground and setting off a small cloud of dust, the kid swept the men with a haughty gaze. “Might you think to exercise the civility to at least introduce yourselves?”

The men had the grace to look a bit ashamed. They shuffled around, and Merle jabbed his thumb at each individual and identified gruffly, “Bert. Pancake. Juan. Boaz. Gulp. I’m Merle.” 

Instead of shaking hands, the kid nodded curtly to each of the men. “Pleased to meet my uncle’s staff.”

Staff?! Tim bit back a moan. The kid’s shortcomings could fill a catalogue, and he hadn’t been here for two minutes yet.

The men stared at Hathwell. Merle finally broke the silence. “Velma went to help Etta Sanders with her baby. Took a day and a half, so she probably didn’t get your room ready yet. Just go on in the place. Creighton’s due back any minute.”

“Creighton?”

Pancake nodded. “Tim Creighton. He and Fuller go back a ways. Practically runs the place. Owns a full quarter of the head and land, too.”

“I see.”

Taking that as a cue, Tim stepped out of the shadows. “This isn’t a tea party. You men get back to work.”

Sydney Hathwell wheeled around and gaped at him.

To keep from grinning, Tim ordered his crew, “Get busy! You’re not paid to jaw with Mr. Hathwell.”

The men disappeared without a trace.

Tim slowly stripped off his leather gloves, smacked them against his thigh, then wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. Even after doing that, the sight before him didn’t change. If anything, the kid looked sillier with every passing minute. Before he said anything he’d regret, Tim ordered, “You heard the men. Go on up to the house. Velma’s home.”

The kid’s back stiffened and his chin rose a notch.

Accustomed to men following his orders, Tim stared back in silence.

The boy looked away. He stooped, lifted the valise, and nodded. “Very well.”

Though he decided to obey, the kid had to have the last word. His lack of size, strength, and knowledge were huge liabilities; but the attitude—Tim shook his head. A kink like that could get someone killed. The first order of business was going to be setting Fancy Pants in his place.

Tim Creighton watched the boy lollygag toward the house.

Pancake shuffled over. “What was that?”

“That,” Tim said in a funereal tone, “is Fuller’s kin.”

“How in the devil did Fuller happen to get saddled with a nephew like that?” The bunkhouse cook wagged his head from side to side in disbelief. “He’s prissier than any of the Richardsons’ six daughters!”

Tim grimaced.

“His chin is still smooth as a baby’s tail.”

“I noticed.”

Pancake yammered on. “Get a stiff wind going, and he’ll be teacup over toenails. I got a look at his hands. Smooth as silk, not a callus on ’em. I’ll bet he ain’t never done a lick of work.”

Figuring he ought to put an end to the honest assessment, Tim said, “He’s young.”

“Yup. Voice still cracks. ’Bout all the good he’ll come to in life is maybe bein’ a preacher. Knows fancy words and fine manners that’d make him a natural for that callin’.”

Tim shot Pancake a wry look and didn’t verbalize his thoughts. Much as he wanted to, it wasn’t right. After all, that puny pup was his partner’s nephew. This called for loyalty and discretion. “I can’t let Fuller come home to that pitiful excuse. We’re going to start whipping him into shape.”

“Miracles take more time than that.”

“I don’t know about miracles, but I do know about men.”

“Boss, you’re gonna have to look long and hard to find enough material in that kid to scrape together anything manly. I’ve seen women who looked more like a man than he does!” Pancake chortled softly. “Startin’ with Widder O’Toole.”

Tim broke into a fleeting smile, then glanced back at the house and grimaced.

“When Fuller gets back and catches sight of that pathetic excuse for a nephew, whatever cure he got in Abilene’s gonna fly right outta the window.”

“That’s not going to happen.” Tim’s face tightened. “I’ll do something.”

“What’s your plan?”

Tim’s voice took on deadly resolve. “Whatever needs to be done will get done. It’s going to be mighty unpleasant, though.” 

“That’s plain enough to see, and I have eyes in my head.” Pancake tacked on, “I’ve seen two-bit chippies with more taste in their clothes.”

“Clothes can be changed.”

Spitting a small stream of tobacco at a dandelion four feet away, Pancake demonstrated admirable targeting skill. “Doubt he’s half as useful as one of them chippies.”

Tim compressed his lips for a grim moment. There were times when life just handed you nothing better than a boil on the backside when you had to ride all day, and this was one such time. It galled him, but Tim Creighton wasn’t a man to shirk his responsibilities or abandon his friends. He muffled a groan at the thought of what the next days would bring and resolved, “We’re going to start whipping him into shape.”

“Awww, Boss!”

“The Bible tells us to bear one another’s burdens.”

The cook’s face darkened. “That’s just one more reason I don’t warm a pew. Besides, if you’re quotin’ the Good Book, you might as well pay close attention to what it says. There’s a world of difference between bearing a burden and weathering a catastrophe.” Pancake flapped his hand toward the house. “That kid’s a catastrophe.”

Eyes narrowed, Tim gave Pancake a piercing glare. “No job ever got done without being started, and we don’t leave things undone at Forsaken.”

“Someone’s likely to get hurt.”

“I’m painfully aware of that possibility.” Tim’s voice didn’t betray the acid churning in his belly over that very fact. “It’ll fall to me to work with the kid until Fuller shows up.”

Pancake let out a bark of a laugh. “Should I take wagers on which of you gets buried fastest?”

“Try, and I’ll see to it that you’re in a casket first.”

“Fuller’s too old to handle this one. Betcha he ropes you into finishin’ the job.”

“There’s where you’re wrong, Pancake. Some things a man doesn’t ask. This is one of them. Fuller is too honorable to saddle me with his dirty work.” Fuller Johnson had ministered to Tim when his life was in ruins, but Tim knew the man wouldn’t ever call in the favor. He added, “I’d do just about anything for Fuller. He knows it, too, but he’d lay down and die before he’d consider asking me to reform that boy—even if he is a relation. He wouldn’t ask, but I’m stepping up to the task.”

“Oh, I’ve known Fuller more’n long ’nuff to be shore he’d never ask. Fact of the matter is, we both know he’s too long in the tooth to handle the duty. That rheumatiz in his back and hands makes him too slow to do what needs doing anyplace but at that desk.”

“He owns most of the ranch,” Creighton clipped as he scanned the landscape with a mixture of awe and admiration.

“No one challenges that. He’s a great man. Fact still stands that you own a fair part and you do the bossin’. Just look—it’s the middle of calving season, and he up and went to Abilene. That says it all.”

Giving him an unyielding gaze, Tim said, “You’ve got work to do.”

Pancake walked off and teased over his shoulder, “So do you. Oh, boy, so do you, and I don’t envy you one lick of it!”
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Sydney headed toward the two-story white clapboard ranch house. Wisdom dictated she leave those rough men and establish her place in the household, but pride demanded she do so with decorum. She refused to let the bossy one’s cold disapproval bother her. Nothing was going to ruin her adventure.

And what an adventure this was turning into! She looked about and smiled. The ranch seemed to possess miles of verdant land with fresh spring grass for numerous grazing cows. A fair number of wobbly legged calves stuck close by their mamas and bawled if they were hungry. Birdsong filled the air, and clumps of colorful wildflowers dotted the landscape. Living in such surroundings shouldn’t prove to be a hardship at all.

The weight of the valise pulled on her shoulder and arm. The servants here needed to be taught manners. They didn’t introduce themselves and not a one saw to her luggage. That last man needed to be set straight on a few issues.

Mama always said even the best staff slacked off when the master is gone. From the topnotch condition of the grounds, the place must normally be run admirably. Uncle Fuller’s not here now. Likely, that’s the cause of their apathetic ways. Well—all but that surly one.

Sydney fought the temptation to glance back to make sure she hadn’t imagined the black-haired man. She’d almost gotten a crick in her neck from looking up at him. The dust on his rugged blue denim pants proved he was a man who worked hard for his living. He smelled as if he’d been working hard, too. An acrid mixture of sweat and leather clung to him. At least he’d not offered her his hand to shake—though Sydney couldn’t be sure whether he knew not to be so forward with his betters or if he’d been ashamed of how filthy he was.

Realization streaked through her. It wouldn’t occur to that man to be ashamed of looking and smelling as he did; he was proud of it. It had earned him the others’ respect and obedience. A smile tugged at her lips. Being male was . . . unique. Fun, even.

Sydney angled toward the house and managed to peek at him one last time. Even from this distance, he looked capable of doing everything Buffalo Bill did in the dime novels.

Her boots clomped up each of the wooden steps of the porch. Off to the side, a four-foot-long swing hung from chains. Sydney imagined sitting there reading and enjoying a glass of lemonade. After her travels, she’d finally arrived and could divest herself of these miserable boots, order Velma to bring her something to quench her thirst, and—

 “C’mon in!” an unseen woman hollered before Sydney reached the screen door.

A short, heavy woman in a blue calico apron lumbered up. She bumped the door open with her hip and wiped her hands on a dish towel. A thin stripe of gray by her left temple was scraped back with the rest of her inky hair into a lopsided bun at the top of her head. Intelligence sparkled in her coffee-colored eyes, and laugh lines proved she had a sense of humor. “You must be Sydney. Been expecting you. Got two extra bedrooms upstairs. Go on ’head and pick one. I don’t much care which. I’ll have to put sheets on the bed. No use in letting sheets go stale on a bed that lies empty.”

“Yes, I’m Hathwell. One of the hands mentioned your name. I believe it was Velma, was it not?”

“Was and still is.” She grinned. “Now get out of my hair. I’ve got plenty to do. Supper’s in an hour. I’ll holler once and only once. You show up or you go hungry. I’m not about to start toting water up and down the stairs for anybody, so you’ll have to pump your own from the kitchen if you want to use the washbowl in your chamber.”

She won’t start, so that means she normally doesn’t perform that task even for my uncle. Well, with only one house servant, allowances need to be made. “I’ll see to filling my pitcher. Bert mentioned Uncle Fuller is in Abilene.”

“Yep. Be back in ’bout ten days, give or take a few. Depends on how the cure is going. Your uncle ain’t the kind to stick around and do any tom cattin’.”

The housekeeper’s frank acknowledgment of a man’s baser needs astonished Sydney. Her eyes widened, though she did manage to keep her jaw from dropping.

Slapping her on the shoulder and nearly knocking her down, the housekeeper cackled. “Boy, ain’t nothing old Velma don’t know ten times over by now. My mama ran a bordello down in N’Awlins. Nothing surprises me.”

“Out of respect for your sensibilities—” 

Velma cackled even louder. “I don’t pull any punches. The hands out there know not to pussyfoot around me. I take no sass, and I don’t take any passes. Long as you remember those two things, you and me—we’ll get along just fine.”

“Fine,” Sydney echoed in an unsteady tone. She looked at the stairs with dismay. She knew full well that no young man would stand there and complain about the heat and dust and his aching feet, though she was sorely tempted to do all three. 

“Kid, you’d best move on. Big Tim’s gonna be bustling through soon, and he’ll mow over the likes of you faster than a toad gulps flies.”

It was not a reassuring metaphor. Sydney shuffled forward. “I’ll locate a chamber and meet you for supper.”

“You do that. Tim’s going to give you a hard once-over. You ought to put on something a whole lot plainer if you don’t want to have him squirm all through the meal. He’s not a man to abide fussy manners and clothes.”

Sydney noticed the cowboys were all in shirtsleeves, but surely landowners would wear respectable attire and dress for dinner. “I’m wearing a simple cravat!”

Velma threw back her head and roared in the most unladylike display of sound Sydney had ever witnessed. “That was a good one. Now scamper on up and let me get back to work.”

Lugging the valise up the stairs tested Sydney’s mettle. Her shoulders felt as if they couldn’t bear such a burden for a second longer. Once she reached the head of the stairs, she walked straight into the first chamber and dropped the valise. Nothing short of a pistol aimed at her head would convince her to pick up that load again.

The bedchamber held a modest bedstead and a nice threedrawer chest with a carved mirror above it. Heavy green damask curtains swagged back from the window, and faded cabbage rose wallpaper finished the decor.

Sydney smiled at the room. She could spruce it up with a little attention and care. In truth, it was far prettier than what she’d planned to find in the midst of this wild place. The glimpse she’d gotten of the downstairs let her know the other rooms, though well worn, were tastefully appointed, too. Perhaps Texas didn’t entirely lack civilized touches. The mixture of refinement and commonplace struck her as oddly charming. Sorting out when to apply rules and when to cast them aside would be a delightful challenge.

But that challenge could wait. She dropped down onto the edge of the bed. Her feet ached every bit as much as they did after a long evening of dancing with several suitors. Heel, toe, sole, and instep all burned and ached. Struggling out of the boots, she rubbed her toes and decided to fetch a pitcher of water so she could wash up and soak her feet. After that, she’d unpack and find her most unprepossessing shirt.

As she reviewed Velma’s words and considered all of the men she’d seen, Sydney had an alarming thought. Big Tim would mow her over? Big Tim, as in Tim Creighton? That couldn’t possibly be the rude giant whom she’d seen already. Shaking her head to dislodge the troublesome thought, Sydney convinced herself the man outside was too . . . something to be the second-in-command. Terse and rough-edged and gruff and, well, dirty. Those very attributes convinced her whoever it was couldn’t possibly be in a position of authority. Cheered by that thought, she went in search of water.

Under an hour later, the clock downstairs struck. Sydney heard Velma’s call for supper and hastily smoothed her hair as she glanced in the mirror over the chest of drawers to ascertain if she’d done a sufficient job of binding herself. Twisting sideways, she craned her neck and examined the effect. A small smile tilted her lips as she gleefully judged, “Perfect!”

She left her room and started down the stairs. Halfway down, she practically got run over by an express train of a man who gallumped down the very same flight. His boots made a muffled thunder that carried an oddly rhythmic quality, and his large body didn’t seem to move at all from the hips up as those log-thick legs churned with surprising agility and grace. Once he hit the foot of the stairs, the stranger stopped and gave her a cool, assessing look. Without a word, he wheeled to the right and strode off.

She remained rooted to the stairs.

He can’t be Uncle Fuller’s partner. He can’t—even if he did clean up into a respectable-looking man. Truth be told, he cut a fine figure. For all of the refined gentlemen she’d seen in high society, none had ever looked half as imposing or innately capable of facing anything life might bring.

Following the scent of food, Sydney went in the same direction he had. With every step she promised herself Uncle Fuller’s partner probably invited the rude giant to be a dinner guest. Yes, of course. That was it. Heartened by that realization, Sydney continued on.

She stopped cold in the doorway. That man sat at the huge trestle table. Alone. He’d already started serving himself. He’d spruced up on the outside, but that was it. The man still failed to exhibit even a hint of manners.

Velma thumped a bowl of mashed potatoes onto the table. “Sydney Hathwell, have you met Tim Creighton yet?”

“Mr. Creighton?” Her voice cracked like an adolescent’s.

Grabbing for his coffee, Creighton nodded. “Hathwell.”

Velma shooed her toward the table with a few brisk sweeps of her hands. “Don’t just stand there. Your food’s getting cold.”

Sydney pulled out the chair and sat down. Unaccustomed to seating herself, she took several minuscule scoots to draw close enough to the table.

“We say grace at meals here.” Creighton didn’t pause for a response. He bowed his head. “Almighty Lord, we praise and thank you for this bounty. Bless Fuller and grant him your healing touch. In all things, let us be your servants. Amen.”

Though they usually didn’t pray at home unless company joined them, Sydney considered Creighton’s prayer lacking. She added a few extra lines of thanks for her safe arrival and begged the Creator for guidance and help. It looked as if she was going to need it. Mr. Tim Creighton was going to be difficult. . . .

I started out thinking this would be easy, but I was wrong. Well, the challenge will make my time here go by quickly.

As she slipped her napkin across her thighs, Sydney tried to approach conversation as she’d done back home. Civility might tame the beast a bit. “So, Mr. Creighton, where are your people from?”

“My people?”

“Yes. Your people. Your family.”

“I don’t have a family.”

The curt clip of his voice let her know to cease pursuing that line of talk, so she segued, “Pity. You’ve certainly done well for yourself. Forsaken appears to be a fine spread.”

“How would you know enough to make that judgment?”

“I walked the length of the road. The fence is well kept, and the house is quite stunning. Then, too, there are all sorts of cows everywhere.”

“Cattle—not ‘cows’—and they’re not everywhere. We’ve moved them to pasture off at the southeastern sector for the moment. Other sections are empty at present to let the grasses grow.”

“Oh.”

“Do you ride? Most gentlemen are trained at horsemanship, aren’t they?”

She fought the telling blush that heated her cheeks. Last night it had dawned on her that she’d have to ride astride. Such a skill must, of necessity, be altogether different from perching on a sidesaddle. Though she was quite proficient at riding in a lady’s saddle, straddling anything would be a shock. “I . . . er . . . excelled at studies. My time has been spent in academic pursuits.” 

“Hence the smooth, narrow hands and a complete lack of any muscle on those spindles you call arms.”

The man shoveled food in like an animal! Nearly mesmerized by the precision with which he sliced off huge chunks of meat and devoured them, Sydney hardly felt the sting of his implied insult.

“Did you study anything of particular interest?”

“Oh yes. Greek history, Roman mythology, Latin, and poetry. I also appreciate fine art.”

“So much for the frills.” Tim took a big swig of coffee. “No one round here speaks Latin or walks around spouting poetry. Best painting in these parts is a sign in the feed store. Did you study anything useful?”

“I scarcely believe you’d find dancing or British history to be of practical application here in the West.”

“You got that right.” Waving a fork in the air and disregarding the fact that mashed potatoes plopped back onto the plate, Tim announced, “No one sits on their tail around this spread. You’re going to have to carry your weight.”

“I plan to do just that.”

“Yes, you will. You’d best be ready—because come sunup, you’re going to start earning your keep.”

“Mr. Creighton, I’m not afraid of hard work. I’ll also remind you that I’m not exactly a hired hand to be ordered about like some kind of liveried lackey.” She wiggled in her chair slightly, squared her shoulders, and dabbed at her lips with the napkin. “There is my position to be considered.”

Creighton leaned back in his chair, shook his head, and scowled. “Fancy Pants, you’ve got it wrong. That stinkin’ title of yours isn’t worth a hill of beans around here. I don’t care if you’ve got a crown permanently affixed to your head—you’d better slap a hat over it because you’ll still have to work.”

The man wasn’t just blunt; he was rude. He completely lacked couth. Sydney gave him a disbelieving stare.

He glowered straight back. “Fuller’s a hardworking man. He expects every man on Forsaken to earn his keep. You’re no exception.”

Sydney reared back at the force of his words. “I say, there’s no call to be uncivilized.”

“We aren’t civilized around here. Best get that through your head. Life is rough. Rugged. Hard,” he hammered at her in a harsh tone. “You don’t toughen up, you won’t survive. Pure and simple, the useful survive. The weak don’t.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Take it however you want, but you’re due up at daybreak. I respect your uncle too much to let him come home to an English dandy of a nephew. By the time he gets here, you’ll have learned enough to make yourself useful.”

“That’s only a week away!”

“Don’t remind me. I already have indigestion from watching you eat. You chew meat longer than a cow chews a wad of cud.” 

Sydney’s fork and knife clattered to the plate. “That was less than appropriate table conversation!”

“Spoil your appetite?”

“It’s apparent nothing spoils your appetite. You’ve torn into a perfectly delightful meal with no more manners than a rabid wolf.”

“Wolves tear apart baby animals that are wet behind the ears. Don’t forget that, sonny.” Creighton took a huge bite, gnashed on it only half a dozen times, and swallowed while staring at her.

Sydney caught herself swallowing along with him.

Tim gave her a smile that showed every last one of his teeth. After that, there wasn’t any more supper conversation.

Sydney went to bed and lay in the dark, horrified. To be sure, the soft bed felt great, but her mind reeled with Tim Creighton’s actions. How could Uncle Fuller have left her to the vagaries of such a boor? A big one, too. She’d tried to convince herself he wouldn’t be worthy of a second-in-command position, and seeing him at the table came as a terribly rude shock.

The way he acted as if she were the problem galled her; yet, that was precisely his perspective on things—and he made no bones about it. But if every man here works, he’s right. I’m useless. 

Sydney had to admit she presented a unique challenge to the man. He obviously liked Uncle Fuller and wanted him to be spared the pain of seeing a relative who was pitifully inept. Just what would this deception demand of her?

The idea of misleading others went against her deep sense of honor, but it paled in comparison to the appalling alternative of becoming Rex Hume’s wife.

Sydney determined she would have to be a man’s man and quickly realized she’d have to develop mettle to make it through. I always did love a challenge.
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