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Chapter 1
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MORTIMER LATON WAS BURIED that morning in Haverhill, Massachusetts, the town where he had been born and lived his whole life. Actually, the town was newly named Haverhill in 1870. It had been known as Pentucket when he was born and raised there.

His wife, Ruth, was buried in one of the older cemeteries that was no longer available, having filled to capacity soon after she was interred there. She wouldn’t have minded that her husband didn’t rest for all eternity in a grave near her. Actually, she would probably have preferred it that way, since there was no love lost between them.

The large marker that had been ordered for Mortimer was going to read: Here rests Mortimer Laton, beloved father of Amanda and Marian. Amanda Laton had prescribed the short sentiment, and for her it was most fitting. She had adored their father, and he, in return, had been the perfect father to her, providing everything a child needs in order to feel loved and secure. Marian, had she been asked, would have left out the beloved part.

The funeral had been a small gathering, and dismal as most funerals were, despite the fine weather that morning and the spring blooms that filled the grounds. Only Mortimer’s servants, a few of his business associates, and his two daughters had attended.

The service had been notably quiet. No hysterics or loud tearful wails that morning, unlike Ruth’s funeral seven years ago where Marian had made a spectacle of herself, crying uncontrollably. But then she’d felt that with her mother’s passing she had lost the only person who had ever really cared about her.

Something similar should have happened today. Amanda, who had been her father’s favorite from the day she was born, should have been crying her heart out. But since the sisters had heard the news that their father had died on the way back from the business trip he’d taken to Chicago last week, somehow falling off the train as he passed between one car and the next, Amanda hadn’t shed one tear of grief.

An odd form of shock, the servants whispered, and Marian might have agreed, except her sister wasn’t denying that their father was gone. She spoke of his death and discussed it without emotion, as if she were discussing some mundane event of little concern to her. Shock? Maybe, but of a kind Marian had never witnessed before. On the other hand, Amanda was a self-centered person, just like Mortimer. She was probably more concerned with how his death was going to affect her than with his actually being gone.

Mortimer had been capable of loving only one person at a time. This was a realization Marian had come to at a very young age, and, eventually, she’d stopped hoping it could be otherwise. And she’d never seen her father behave in any way that indicated she was wrong.

Her father hadn’t loved her mother. Theirs had been an arranged marriage. They were merely two people living together, sharing the same house, sharing some of the same interests. They got along well, but there was no love shared between them. His parents had died before Marian was born, so she’d never seen how he behaved with them. And his only remaining sister had moved away when Marian was still a baby. Mortimer never spoke of her, an indication he could care less what had become of her.

But their father had loved Amanda. There was absolutely no doubt of that in anyone’s mind. From the day she was born he’d been charmed and had showered her with attention, spoiled her rotten actually. The sisters could be in the same room yet he’d only see Amanda, as if Marian were invisible.

But he was gone now. Marian could stop agonizing over it. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen to her material needs all these years. In that, the sisters had always been treated equally. It was only Marian’s emotional needs that had been neglected.

Her mother had tried to correct that and had succeeded somewhat while she’d been alive. She had seen how much it hurt Marian to be excluded from Mortimer’s affections, and while she loved both her daughters, she had spared a little extra affection for Marian. Unfortunately, Amanda had noticed and was so jealous, wanting all her mother’s love exclusively, that it caused a breach between the sisters that had long ago gone beyond fixing. There was no tactful way to put it. They really and truly hated each other.

It wasn’t just the jealousy issues. Those might have been overcome. The long list of grievances might even have been forgiven eventually, since most of them had stemmed from their childhood, which was over. But probably owing to the overabundance of spoiling and coddling, both of which fostered her self-centeredness, Amanda was, quite simply, not a nice person.

Whether deliberately or based on a tendency that came naturally to her, Amanda managed with alarming frequency to hurt people’s feelings. The alarming part was, she didn’t seem to care or notice the damage she caused. And apologies were never tendered.

Marian couldn’t count the times, there were so many, that she had personally tried to make excuses for her sister and apologize to the people Amanda hurt. It wasn’t as if she felt responsible for her sister’s actions. She didn’t. Amanda had been nasty and spiteful from as far back as she could remember.

Neither of them had any female friends to speak of. Amanda, because she didn’t want any. She had their father to dote on her. He was her best friend. Marian had wanted friends, but she gave up long ago trying to make any because her sister would always drive them away, usually in tears. The result was, other girls didn’t want to go anywhere near Marian again if it meant they might run into Amanda.

Gentlemen were a different matter. Since both girls began approaching marriageable age, gentleman callers were in regular attendance at the Laton household. There was a twofold attraction—Mortimer’s wealth, reputed to be quite substantial, and the fact that Amanda was very likely one of the most lovely girls in town.

And Amanda actually liked the male attention. She thrived on the flattery. And anytime someone showed up whom she didn’t particularly want adoring her, she’d belittle and subtly insult him until he stopped coming around. So she had her favorite group of admirers and she’d had them for nearly a year. But she didn’t favor any single one of them to the point of deciding which one she’d like to marry.

More’s the pity. Marian wished she would. She prayed each night that her sister would get married and move elsewhere, so she could get on with living a real life herself instead of hiding away, fearful that some man might try to court her and end up one of her sister’s targets. The two times she’d shown any interest in a man, she’d learned her lesson well. She wasn’t going to be responsible again for seeing them cut to the quick by Amanda’s tongue because they’d dared to ignore Amanda in favor of her.

Which was why, even though they were twins, Marian went to a lot of trouble to disguise that unfortunate fact. Not wanting to draw attention to herself, she chose dresses that were unflattering in color and extremely plain in design. She wore her hair in a severe style better suited to someone’s grandmother than a young woman barely eighteen. But her disguise wouldn’t really have worked without the spectacles she wore. The frames were large and the lenses so thick, they magnified her eyes to nearly twice their size, giving her an odd, bug-eyed look that was very unattractive.

They sat in their father’s study, listening to the reading of his will. Amanda looked beautiful as always, even in mourning black. Her dress was stylish; she’d have it no other way. Adorned with lace and tiny beads in artful designs, it was actually more flattering than some of her fancier gowns. Her coiffure wasn’t as frivolous as usual, the golden ringlets more tightly contained for once.

Marian, on the other hand, was as unnoticeable as usual. There were no intricate frills on her black dress to be admired, no stylish bangs to frame her face or detract from the ugly spectacles that dominated her appearance. She was the moth next to the butterfly. While she suspected it was easy to be the butterfly, she knew for sure it was hard work being the moth.

The room was almost unrecognizable, with Mortimer’s lawyer sitting behind the desk, rather than Mortimer. They knew Albert Bridges well. He had often been invited to dinner when their father found himself strapped for time and brought his work home with him.

Albert usually called the sisters by their first names. He’d known them long enough to do so. But today he addressed each of them as Miss Laton and he seemed uncomfortable doing his job.

There had been no surprises in the will so far. A few family servants had been left small bequests, but the bulk of Mortimer’s estate had been left to his daughters—equally. Once again, it was only his affection he hadn’t divided equally, never his wealth. There were interests in a half dozen businesses, income property in town as well as other parts of the state, a bank account larger than either girl could have imagined. But no real surprises—until the end.

“There is one stipulation,” Albert told them, pulling at his collar nervously. “Your father wanted to assure that you would be well taken care of, and not be fooled by fortune hunters merely interested in your inheritance. So other than for essentials, none of his estate will be transferred to you until you marry. And until that time, his sister, Mrs. Frank Dunn, will be your guardian.”

Amanda said nothing. She was frowning, but she hadn’t yet fully grasped the implications. Marian watched her, waiting for the storm to erupt once it sunk in.

Albert Bridges had expected more of a reaction as well, and looking at each girl somewhat warily, asked, “Do you understand what this means?”

Marian nodded, even smiled at him. “I’m assuming that Aunt Kathleen isn’t going to change her life to accommodate us just because her brother died, so we will have to travel to her. Is that what you mean?”

He sighed in relief. “Exactly. I know it may seen daunting, having to move so far away from everything and everyone you know, but it can’t be helped.”

“Actually—I don’t mind at all. I have no real attachment to this city—”

The storm arrived. Amanda shot to her feet so fast, she dislodged not one but two blond locks from her coiffure, both on the same side, so she now had a long wave of golden hair curling around and beyond her breast. Her dark blue eyes were flashing like sapphires under a jeweler’s light, and her lips had thinned to form a snarl.

“Absolutely out of the question! Do you have any idea where this unknown aunt of ours lives? It’s the other side of the world!”

“Just the other side of the country, actually,” Marian said calmly.

“That is the same thing!” Amanda yelled. “She lives among savages.”

“The savages have been curtailed—mostly.”

Amanda glared at her. “Shut up, just . . . just shut up! You go live in the wilds of Texas and rot and die for all I care. I’ll get married immediately and stay right here, thank you very much.”

Albert tried to stop her, to explain further, but Amanda was too furious to listen and stalked out of the room. He gave Marian a long-suffering look.

“She can’t just—get married,” he told Marian with a weary sigh.

“I didn’t think so.”

“I mean she can, but then she would forfeit her inheritance. As your guardian, your aunt must give her approval, for either of you to marry.”

“Shall I fetch her back?” Marian offered. “She hasn’t left the house yet. We would have heard the slamming of the front door if she had.”

“I’ll go after her.” Albert sighed again. “I should have been more clear to begin with.”

Albert rose from behind the desk, but it wasn’t necessary. Amanda came marching back into the study on her own with Karl Ryan in tow. Karl was one of her hopeful suitors, her least favorite actually, but she tolerated him because he was handsome and considered a fine catch by any standards. As long as a man had other women interested in him, even if only one, Amanda wanted him interested in her instead because she thrived on the envy of other women.

Karl had been on hand that morning to accompany them to the cemetery. Amanda had been too preoccupied to notice that he was the only one of her suitors to come by to offer his condolences. Marian knew that visitors were being turned away at the door with the simple explanation that the girls weren’t receiving callers. Someone had decided they should have some undisturbed time for mourning. Marian was grateful because she had no desire to deal with anyone just now. Amanda probably would have objected if she’d known.

Karl had been hard to turn away, though, since he’d come by right after they’d been told the news of Mortimer’s death, and he had heard about it from Amanda. He’d been waiting in the parlor since they’d returned from the funeral, prepared to offer as much comfort as he could today. But Amanda didn’t appear to need comforting. She needed calming because she still looked furious.

“There, I’ve settled the matter,” Amanda said triumphantly. “I’m now engaged to marry Mr. Ryan. So I’ll hear no more talk about leaving home.” And then she added snidely, “But I’ll be glad to help you pack, Marian.”

“Unless Mr. Ryan is willing to travel with you to Texas, to meet your aunt and obtain her approval, marrying him will not release your inheritance to you, Miss Laton,” Albert was forced to point out. “Without that approval, you would forfeit everything.”

“No! My God, I can’t believe Papa did this to me. He knew I despise traveling.”

“He didn’t die on purpose just to inconvenience you, Amanda,” Marian said in annoyance. “I’m sure he thought you’d be settled long before he died.”

“I will be most happy to travel with you to Texas,” Karl offered.

“Don’t be absurd,” Amanda snapped at him. “Can’t you see this changes everything?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Karl insisted. “I still want to marry you.”

Marian saw what was coming, and tried to spare Karl’s feelings. “You should leave for the time being,” she suggested quickly. “She’s upset—”

“Upset!” Amanda shouted. “I’m beyond upset. But yes, do leave. There’s no longer a reason for me to marry you; in fact, I can’t think of a single one now.”

Marian glanced away, unwilling to see just how crushed Karl was by those few careless words, but not soon enough. She saw it anyway. And he’d looked so happy when he’d come into the room moments ago, his heart’s desire unexpectedly achieved. He really did want Amanda for his wife. Heaven knew why, but he did. Somehow, he hadn’t seen or had chosen to ignore this vicious side of her—until now.

But hopefully, after he got over the rejection, he would rejoice to have escaped marriage to such a heartless bitch.



Chapter 2
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IT WAS A SMALL ranch by most standards, but even smaller by Texas standards. Nestled in the fertile plains west of the Brazos, with a quarter mile of an offshoot of the river passing through the northeast corner of the spread, the Twisting Barb encompassed some prime land, if not a lot of it. With less than a thousand head of cattle, the ranch had room for more, but its owners had never aspired to be “cattle kings.”

There was only one owner now. Red had taken over the running of the ranch after her husband died. She had learned ranching well, could have handled the task with ease, except for one thing—a lack of good cowhands who would listen to her.

At her wits’ end, she’d been seriously thinking about selling. All their good cowhands had up and left when her husband died. She’d put out the word in town that she was hiring, but any hand worth his salt sought a job on the Kinkaid spread. The only ones willing to work for her were wet-behind-the-ears teenagers, and young Easterners who’d drifted west for one reason or another but had to be taught every step of the way when it came to ranching.

She was willing to teach. But they weren’t willing to learn, at least not from an old gal they viewed as a second mother. Like a passel of youngsters, they’d listen to her, but they didn’t hear. Her instructions went in one ear and out the other. She’d been on the verge of giving up and selling out when Chad Kinkaid came along.

She had known Chad for many years. He was the son of her neighbor, Stuart Kinkaid, a rancher who did aspire to be known as a “cattle king.” Stuart owned the biggest ranch in the area and was always looking to expand it. He would have been knocking on her door if he’d known Red was thinking of selling. But she didn’t really want to sell, she’d just figured she had no choice, as bad as things had gotten after her husband died. But Chad turned her situation around, and she still gave thanks for the storm that had brought him to the Twisting Barb three months ago.

It had been the last bad storm of the winter season. And the only reason Chad happened to be nearby when it broke was that he’d had a falling-out with his father and was leaving home—for good. Red had put him up for the night. Being an astute man, he’d noticed that something was wrong, and over breakfast the next morning, he’d dragged it out of her, the troubles she’d been having.

She hadn’t expected his offer to help. But she should have. Stuart Kinkaid might be an ornery cuss, but he’d raised a real fine son in Chad.

If she were twenty years younger, she’d be in love, she was that grateful to him. But she was old enough, or pert near old enough, to be Chad’s mother, and the truth was, though no one else knew it, she was in love with his father. Had been since the day she met him twelve years ago when Stuart rode over to welcome her and her new husband to his neighborhood, and gave them one hundred head of cattle to help them get started on their fledgling ranch.

Stuart had been about the most handsome man she’d ever met, and coupled with his kindness that day, he’d gradually wormed his way into a corner of her heart and stayed there. Her husband never knew. Stuart never knew. No one would ever know if she could help it. And even though Stuart’s wife had died long before she’d met him, and her husband had died just recently, she never once thought about doing anything about her feelings for that tall Texan.

Stuart Kinkaid was just too grandiose for her: rich, still handsome, a bigger-than-life personality, a man who could have any woman he wanted if he set his mind to it. While she was a kindhearted redheaded mouse of a woman, who hadn’t turned any heads in her youth and certainly didn’t now when she was nearing forty.

Chad was like his father in many ways, too handsome for his own good, but she’d never heard of him breaking any hearts along the way, so she didn’t think he took advantage of his looks in that regard. He might have been a bit rowdy in his youth, might butt heads with his father quite frequently, but he was dependable. If he said he’d do something, come hell or high water, it would get done. And, of course, he’d been raised to be the best cattleman around. He’d been raised to take over the huge Kinkaid spread.

It didn’t take long for Chad to turn the bunch of greenhorns Red was stuck with into a well-oiled outfit. The hands looked up to him, heck, they loved him. He knew how to work men, so even when he had to scold, they didn’t feel they were hopeless. They were more than willing to learn from him, and learn they did.

Chad was a cattleman through and through. The logical choice for him would be to start his own ranch somewhere. But doing that would truly cut the ties with his father, and she didn’t really think that was his intention. He was making a point in leaving home. He was giving Stuart time to figure out what that point was and to accept it.

Red was realistic though. Three months was long enough to get one’s point across. Chad would be leaving soon, either for another state or to go home and settle things with his father. But he’d be leaving her in good hands, she hoped. He seemed to be putting a lot of effort into training her oldest hand, Lonny, to take over when he was gone. Another month or two and Lonny would make a fine foreman. She had no doubt of that. She just never knew from one day to the next whether Chad would stick around for those couple more needed months.

He probably would. She’d sprained her foot last week, and even though it was feeling better already, she hadn’t let on that it was. Chad had been worried about her since the accident, and she was reasonably sure that a worried Chad would stick around.



Chapter 3
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AFTER DINNER THAT EVENING, Red joined Chad on her front porch to enjoy the setting sun for a while. It was a long, wide porch, but then it was a nice-sized house that stretched behind it. Red’s husband hadn’t stinted when building their home. Having both come from the East, they were used to fine accommodations.

A second story had been added to the house a few years after they’d arrived in Texas, to accommodate the children they were hopeful of having. Red couldn’t say why they’d never been blessed in that regard. It wasn’t for lack of trying. It just wasn’t meant to be, she supposed.

The soft strains of a guitar drifted around the corner from the bunkhouse. Rufus was right handy with the instrument, and it had become almost a ritual that he’d play a few songs in the evening as the boys wound down from a hard day’s work. Red always heard it from a distance. The one place she restricted herself from on the ranch was the bunkhouse.

Chad bunked down with the rest of the men, but being the son of the richest rancher in the area, no one thought it odd that Red insisted he dine with her in the main house. It was also usually just the two of them who occupied the porch each evening. They didn’t always talk. The ranch was running so smoothly that, most evenings, anything that needed to be said got said over dinner, leaving the porch time just for quiet introspection.

Red was going to keep it that way tonight, except Chad’s distant look, and the direction in which he was gazing, made her guess he was thinking of his father. She often thought of Stuart, too, but along different lines.

She was amazed that Stuart hadn’t found out yet that Chad was staying on the Twisting Barb. Her hands had been warned never to mention Chad’s name when they went into town, but with liquor flowing freely on those town visits, there was no guarantee that one of them wouldn’t slip and mention it. And they did know that Stuart had hired some of the best trackers around to find Chad.

They had nothing to trace, though, because the storm that had brought him to her had washed away his trail. And no one suspected that he’d gone to roost so close to home, only a few miles away, especially not Stuart. But if Chad was getting homesick, she wouldn’t try to stop him from patching things up with his father. The two had always been close, even if they didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of things.

“Miss him?” she asked quietly.

“Hell no,” he said in a grumbling tone that had her smiling to herself.

“So you’re still not ready to go home?”

“What home?” Chad replied with some heavy sarcasm. “It was turned into a circus with Luella and her mama there. Pa arranged that match without even discussing it with me, and just moved them in until the wedding. I still can’t believe he did that.”

“She’s a nice gal though,” Red replied in Stuart’s defense. “I met her a few years back at one of your pa’s barbecues. Pretty, too, as I recall.”

“She could be the best-looking thing this side of the Rio Grande, and I’d still run the other way.”

“Because Stuart handpicked her for you?”

“That mainly,” Chad allowed. “But if that girl has one whit of intelligence in her head, it’s there because it got lost.”

Red tried to hold back a chuckle, but couldn’t manage it. “Guess I didn’t talk to her long enough to figure that out,” she replied.

“Count yourself fortunate.”

Red said no more. She was grateful he wasn’t hankering to go home, but sorry, too, because this rift with his father had to be tearing them both up. The truth was, she’d miss him. She might not have loved her husband, but at least he’d been good company, and since his passing, she’d been lonely.

The sky was still blood red when the rider came galloping toward the house at a breakneck speed. “Best step inside, Chad. Looks like the mail runner, and he’d recognize you if he got a good look.”

Chad nodded and moved into the house. Red got up to greet the rider. “Evening, Will. Bit late for you to be delivering, ain’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am. Dang horse threw a shoe, set me back a few hours today. But figured this might be important, so didn’t want to wait till morning.” He handed her the letter he’d gone out of his way to deliver, then tipped his hat. “Late for dinner. Have a good evening, now.”

Red waved him off, then limped back into the house, stopping next to the nearest hall lamp to read the letter. Chad had retrieved his hat and was about to head to bed.

Her exclamation, “Son’bitch!” stopped him at the front door.

“What?”

“My brother’s gone and died.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had a brother.”

“Wish I never did, so don’t be sorry. We never got along. In fact, it’d be pretty accurate to say we hated each other’s guts. Which is why this letter doesn’t make a lick of sense.”

“That you’d be notified?”

“That he left his girls to me. What the hell did he expect me to do with children at my age?”

“Did he have a choice?”

She frowned. “I suppose not. Guess I am their only living relative now that Mortimer’s gone. We had another sister, my twin actually, but she died long ago.”

“No relatives on their mother’s side?”

“No, she was the last of her line aside from her children.” Red continued reading, then said, “Well, hell . . . looks like I need to ask yet another favor of you, Chad.”

He looked horrified for a moment. “Don’t even think it. I’m not even married yet. I ain’t raising no—”

“Hold on, now,” she interrupted, and chuckled over his mistake. “I just need someone to meet the girls in Galveston and escort them here, not adopt them. Apparently, they started on the journey the same time this letter did, different routes, but the mail isn’t always faster. They could have arrived already. I’d go, but I’m afraid this sprained foot of mine will hold me up too much.”

“That’s a long distance to travel, could take up to a week there and back.”

“Yes, but at least a good portion of it can be covered by train, and most of the rest by stage. It’s just the last leg of the way that you’d have to rough it. But I’ll ask someone else. I keep forgetting that you’re lying low.”

“No, I’ll go,” Chad said, slapping his hat against his leg. “Pa’s finding me at this late date won’t matter much. I’ll leave first thing in the morning.”



Chapter 4
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AMANDA AND MARIAN WERE supposed to have waited in Galveston. It was the final destination of the nice couple that Albert Bridges had found to chaperone them, and they were more than willing to keep the girls with them until Kathleen Dunn arrived to collect them. But Amanda wouldn’t hear of it.

She had complained every step of the way so far. Even before they’d left home she’d complained about their rushed departure. But a ship had been leaving the day after the funeral, and Albert had strongly suggested they take it since another wouldn’t be available for several weeks. Back on dry land, Amanda should have been somewhat appeased, but no, the crowded port where their ship had docked was her next target for verbal abuse.

Marian had managed to enjoy the sea voyage anyway. It was the first time she’d ever been on a ship, so she found everything about it interesting. The salty air, the damp bedding, the windy and sometimes slippery decks, trying to walk without bumping into things, to get her “sea legs” as one deckhand put it, was all new to her—and the very things that Amanda complained about the most.

It was a wonder that the captain hadn’t tossed Amanda overboard. Marian had heard him mumble once to himself about doing just that. And Amanda did have a harrowing moment four days into the journey when she actually did end up dangling from the railing with the sea lapping up the side of the ship. She’d sworn someone had pushed her, which was ridiculous—although, just about everyone on board had probably thought about it more than once.

Amanda’s behavior had been no more than what Marian expected. When her sister had said she hated to travel, she hadn’t exaggerated. And when Amanda was miserable, she wanted everyone else to be miserable as well. Marian managed to avoid that state of mind, but then she’d learned long ago how to simply “not hear” her sister when she got especially annoying. Their escorts had picked up on that as well, and before the end of the voyage, they’d been nodding and mumbling appropriate phrases, but had simply stopped “listening” to Amanda.

This might have been why they didn’t try to stop the girls from setting out on their own. It was more likely, though, that they were just glad to be rid of Amanda. And it wasn’t as if the two of them weren’t old enough to travel alone. They also had their maid, Ella Mae, with them. She was several years older than they, and would be considered a proper chaperone in most circles.

Marian did try to talk her sister into waiting for their aunt to arrive. She pointed out that they might pass her en route and not even know it. But Amanda had insisted that Aunt Kathleen probably hadn’t even gotten Albert’s letter yet, so their waiting around in Galveston was just a waste of time. Of course Marian had known it was pointless to try to dissuade her sister. No one’s opinion mattered to Amanda except her own, and she was never wrong. That she was frequently not right was beside the point.

Several days later they found themselves stranded in a small town nowhere near their intended destination. A number of mishaps and unexpected incidents contributed to that sorry state, but in the end, the fault was still wholly Amanda’s. Did she accept the blame? Certainly not. In her mind, everyone else was at fault, never her.

While it was taken for granted in the East that the quickest way to travel was by train, that particular convenience hadn’t spread across Texas yet, which is why they had traveled there by ship instead. There was one railroad line in the south of Texas that ran from the coast northwest toward the middle of the state, and a few short branches off of that, but the line ended far short of their final destination. Although they had intended to ride the train to the end of its line, a group of thieves altered that plan.

Marian viewed the train robbery as something she’d tell her grandkids about, if she ever had any. Exciting after the fact, it had been terrifying while it was happening. The train had come to a screeching stop, and before anyone recovered from that, four men had burst into the passenger car shouting and waving their guns. They’d seemed nervous, but maybe that was normal under the circumstances.

Two of the men had passed down the aisle demanding that valuables be handed over, while the other two guarded the exits. Marian kept most of her traveling money locked away in her trunks, and carried only small amounts in her purse, so she didn’t hesitate to hand it over. Amanda, however, carried all of hers in her purse, so when it was yanked from her side, she screamed angrily and tried to retrieve it.

A shot was fired. Marian couldn’t honestly say if the man had missed his mark deliberately, or missed because of nervousness, but the bullet did fire over Amanda’s head—just barely. Her scalp probably felt the heat from it because her face was left streaked with gunpowder, it had happened at such close range. But since it briefly put Amanda in shock, which caused her to sit down and shut up, he didn’t shoot again and moved on down the aisle to finish his robbing.

The result of that robbery, aside from their depleted funds, was that Amanda flatly refused to travel any farther by train. Not that the train would have taken them much farther, but they disembarked at the next town and took a stage from there instead. The stage, of course, didn’t follow the same route as the train. It headed east, though it would resume a northwesterly direction after the next stop.

But it never reached its next stop. The driver, after being harangued by Amanda every few minutes about the bumpy ride, started drinking from a flask of liquor he kept under his seat, got thoroughly drunk, and got himself and his passengers thoroughly lost. For two days he tried without luck to find the road back to his scheduled route.

It was incredible that the coach didn’t break down, without a decent road to travel on. It was incredible, too, that the driver didn’t just take off without them, he was so furious with himself and Amanda, for driving him to drink. It was the scent of fried chicken that finally led them to a homestead where they got directions to the nearest town.

And that was where they were currently stranded, because the driver did abandon them at that point, and his coach as well, since he figured he was going to lose his job anyway. He simply unhitched one of the six horses and rode off on it without a single word. Actually, he’d said two words, mumbled them rather while Amanda was shouting at him for an explanation as he prepared to depart. She wouldn’t have heard him say, “good riddance,” but Marian did.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t just a small town he left them in, but a town that was barely populated. Of the fourteen original buildings, only three were still occupied and doing business. It was a case of misguided speculation. The founder of the town had thought the railroad would be passing that way and had hoped to make a small fortune when it did. But the railroad bypassed them, the founder moved on to speculate elsewhere, and the people who had set up businesses there slowly sold them or abandoned them.

The three buildings still open for business were the saloon, which doubled as a general store since the owner happened to be good friends with a supplier so still got a shipment of goods every so often, a bakery that managed to get some grain from a farmer in the area, and a boardinghouse that called itself a hotel and was run by the baker.

It wasn’t really surprising that of the few occupants, not one knew how to drive a stagecoach or was willing to try to figure it out. The stage was left parked where it had been abandoned, in front of the hotel. Someone had been kind enough to unhitch the rest of the horses from it, but since there was no food for them in the abandoned stable, they were set loose to feed in a field of overgrown grass behind the town—and wander off if they were so inclined.

That was after Amanda insisted that she could drive the stagecoach to get them out of there. Having had a look at the room in the hotel where they were going to have to stay, and finding it to be the worst lodgings they had encountered yet, Amanda had been absolutely determined to get out of that town immediately, or at least, before they had to sleep in that horrid room.

Marian didn’t care for their lodgings either. The sheets on the single bed had holes in them and might have been white once, but were a moldy gray now. There was a round hole in one wall as if someone had sent his fist through it. The rug on the floor was a breeding nest for fleas since an old dog had been living in the room. You could stand there and watch the fleas bouncing around on the rug, waiting for their host to come take his daily nap. And there was no telling what the splotches on the floor had come from.

But no matter how much they hated the idea of staying there, Amanda’s alternate plan wasn’t worth considering even if she could have gotten the stage to move. She couldn’t. She did frustrate herself trying though.

Marian and Ella Mae simply stood on the porch of the hotel and watched. They weren’t about to get in that coach with Miss Know-It-All driving it. The few townsfolk had a good laugh watching, too, before they went back into their respective buildings. And Marian and Ella Mae spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning their room so it would be at least somewhat tolerable to sleep in.

They were stranded indeed, and had no idea for how long. No telegraph available there, no stage line, no extra saddles to be had in case they considered riding out on the extra horses, no carriage to rent that they could have handled, and no guide to lead them back toward the railroad anyway.

Amanda, of course, complained about their new circumstances from morning till night. Mentioning that it was exactly such complaining that had gotten them stranded in the first place was pointless. And although Amanda made it sound as if they were never going to see civilization again, Marian was more optimistic, especially after the baker remarked that stagecoaches were too valuable simply to abandon, and someone would come looking for the vehicle to get it back in service.

Marian didn’t doubt that their aunt would be looking for them, too, or have someone looking for them. She was probably going to be furious with them for setting out on their own and causing her extra difficulties in finding them. Not a good way to start out with this relative neither of them knew, who was now their guardian.



Chapter 5
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FOUR DAYS HAD COME and gone in that dismal, soon-to-be ghost town. With only a few old-timers about, or at least, no men that Amanda could possibly get jealous over if they happened to pay Marian any attention, Marian became lax in keeping her spectacles shoved up the bridge of her nose. It was a luxury being able to see clearly all of the time, rather than only when she peered over the rims of the spectacles, or removed them.

She had been wearing spectacles she didn’t need for about three years. The idea had come to her when she’d found a pair and curiously tried them on. She’d caught her reflection, and the change in her appearance was so dramatic, she’d gone home that day to complain of vision problems and headaches and as a result had been told absently by her father to take care of it. She did, and had her own pair of spectacles a month later, as well as a few spare pairs.

She’d been very proud of that idea. She’d already been trying to change her appearance from her sister’s, so they would no longer resemble each other even a little. She wore her hair in a completely different style. Amanda had already started using some makeup back then. Marian still didn’t use any. Amanda preferred clothes in the height of style, yet still somewhat flashy. Marian went with stylish, but toned-down clothes in less becoming colors.

That still hadn’t been enough, though, to make her “unnoticeable,” which was the goal she’d been shooting for. Until her next bright idea. The result was a pair of spectacles that when in proper position magnified the size of her eyes, giving her an owlish, unbecoming look. Of course she couldn’t see a thing through them, everything being a blur, which caused her to seem quite accident-prone. And people naturally tended to stay clear of people who bumped into things on a regular basis.

Now, the three dogs in town gave warning that someone was approaching. The barking was far off in the distance though, and since those dogs seemed to bark at nothing and each other on a regular basis, Marian didn’t really pay attention. She was reading an old newspaper she’d found on the porch of the hotel, only because it was a blistering hot day and there was a slight breeze coming down the main, or rather, only street.

She did take notice, however, when each of the townsfolk came out of their respective buildings and started staring toward the entrance of the town. They apparently could tell the difference in the sound of the barking, to know that the animals weren’t just making noise because they could, but had found something of real interest.

Amanda was napping in the stagecoach in the middle of the street. She’d actually worn herself out with her complaining, though the exceptional heat of the last few days had probably helped. And she’d gotten so badly bitten by the fleas in their room that she’d taken to sleeping in the coach each night and napping there in the hottest part of each day.

The barking didn’t awaken Amanda, but the first words spoken nearby did. The baker wasn’t baking today and had come out on the hotel porch to stand next to Marian. Both of them were shading their eyes to get a better look at the stranger riding down the street.

He rode a very fine-looking animal, the kind rich men back home would sell for horse racing. Golden in color, with a pure white mane and tail, he was a large, sleek stallion, a good-sized horse for a man on the tall side. As for the man himself, his wide-brimmed Western hat shaded too much of his face for anyone to tell what he looked like yet, other than that he had a wide chest and shoulders under a faded blue shirt, black pants and vest, and a dark blue neckerchief or bandana as they were called in these parts, an item that seemed to serve all kinds of purposes on the range.

“Just a cowboy,” the baker, Ed Harding remarked next to Marian. “Doesn’t have the look of a gunfighter.”

“He’s wearing guns,” Marian pointed out, her eyes still on the stranger.

“Everyone wears guns out here, Missy.”

“You don’t.”

“I’m not everyone.”

These old-timers tended to say a lot of strange things like that, Marian observed. They were a wealth of interesting information though, about the West, and she enjoyed talking with them when they weren’t busy.

The dogs continued to bark and follow the stranger into town. They bothered the horse not at all. The man glanced at them occasionally, but otherwise seemed to ignore them, too. He stopped when he reached the stagecoach, still parked in the middle of the street. He tipped his hat toward Marian, a mere matter of courtesy, before he set it back on his head and stared at Ed Harding.

“I’m looking for the Laton girls. And this looks to be the stage they were last known to be traveling on.”

“You got that right, Mister,” Ed replied. “You from the stage line?”

“No, from their aunt, here to fetch them to her.”

“And about damn time,” Amanda was heard from, and in one of her more disagreeable tones as she pushed open the door to the coach and climbed down to the street.

The man lowered his hat to tip it in Amanda’s direction, then with one finger pushed it back behind his forehead again. “Have the girls been a nuisance, ma’am?” he asked her in reference to her remark.

She stared at him as if he were daft. Marian was too busy staring agape at him as well, but not over what he’d said. That hadn’t even registered yet. No, from the moment he’d raised his hat so his face became fully visible, she’d been arrested by a set of very handsome features.

Lean, smooth-shaven cheeks, square jaw, a straight nose over a mustache kept neatly trimmed. He had the same two-toned shade of skin on his forehead that most of these Westerners seemed to have as a result of working under the hot sun with their hats on. His tan line was barely discernible actually, though he was nicely bronzed, suggesting he didn’t always wear the hat—or kept it pushed back a lot, like he had it now.

His hair was darkest black, though speckled with trail dust at the moment. Not too long, his hair fell just an inch or so below his nape. Marian guessed he might usually wear it slicked back as many men did, but presently it was parted, a curly lock leaning toward each temple. Thick black brows arched over pure gray eyes the shade of summer rain clouds, with no tinge of blue in them.

It was a good thing that her overall appearance was so very unremarkable, because for once, Marian completely forgot to shove her spectacles back up her nose. But the man hadn’t spared her more than a fleeting glance before speaking to Mr. Harding, and now, his gaze, typically, remained on Amanda.

Even wilted by the heat, with sweat running down her temples, soaked into the cloth beneath her armpits, and some of her flyaway bangs matted from it, Amanda was still flamboyantly lovely. It wasn’t surprising he was still staring at her, even if she hadn’t answered his question yet, and he could simply be waiting on that answer.

When Marian realized that she was staring, she did three things in quick order. Got her spectacles back in their camouflaging position, made sure her hair was still severely drawn back, and started fanning herself with the old newspaper she had in hand.

She was going to wait for Amanda to recover and do the talking, another thing she was used to doing, to keep attention off herself. But Amanda, having just woken from her nap, was still slightly disoriented and giving no indication that she would.

The continued silence, aside from the yapping dogs, was getting ridiculous, so Marian finally said, albeit hesitantly, “I have the feeling you were expecting younger—children perhaps?”

He was quick, he didn’t ask what she meant, just said, “Well, hell,” as he glanced her way, then back toward Amanda again.

For the first time, Marian actually felt annoyed, to be so totally ignored. Which was crazy. She strived so hard to achieve that very result. And it would serve absolutely no good purpose to gain his attention. In fact, doing so would be detrimental to this man’s peace of mind as well as hers.

So it was a good thing, at least to Marian’s way of thinking, that Amanda finally collected her scattered thoughts, and asked, “Who are you?”

“Chad Kinkaid. For the time being, I work for your aunt.”

There was no quicker way to get dismissed from Amanda’s mind as a male worthy of her attention than to mention you were a mere employee—of any sort. Amanda didn’t waste her time on anyone who wasn’t richer than she was.

Without giving him another look, she crossed the narrow strip of dirt road between the stage and the hotel to reach the shade on the porch. Chad Kinkaid was in the process of dismounting. Amanda’s belligerent employer-to-employee tone of voice stopped him.

“There are a total of seven trunks that need to be reloaded on the stage. Do get started, so we can depart this sorry excuse for a town immediately.”

He sat back in the saddle, glanced at the stagecoach again. “You expect to travel in that?”

“I repeat, seven large trunks, Mr. Kinkaid, and not a single vehicle in this town able to transport them other than this stage.”

“Then they get left behind.”

A gasp. “Absolutely not!”

He and Amanda stared, or rather, glared at each other for a moment, a brief battle of wills. He ended up sighing, probably figuring it wasn’t worth the effort to argue the point.

Marian thought it prudent to ask, “You do know how to drive this stage, don’t you?”

“No, ma’am, but I reckon I can figure it out. Where are the horses? The stable looked boarded up and empty as I passed it.”

“Indeed, like many other buildings here, it was abandoned long ago,” she informed him. “So the animals were set loose in the field behind town.”

A moment later, the gunshot startled them all, well, all of them except Chad Kinkaid, who fired it. The dogs that had followed him in had still been barking around his horse’s feet. The shot hit the dirt near them and sent them hightailing it elsewhere.

Amanda had squealed in surprise, one hand had flown to her chest and was still there. “Was that really necessary?” she asked derisively.

Chad Kinkaid pulled his hat back down over his forehead, gathered his reins in preparation of riding off, and with a lazy smile, said, “No, ma’am. It was a pleasure though.”



Chapter 6
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INSUFFERABLE LOUT,” AMANDA MUMBLED before she went inside to repack the few things she had unpacked.

Chad Kinkaid had ridden off, but, apparently, Amanda didn’t think that he would abandon them there as their driver had done. That would never occur to someone as self-centered as Amanda.

Marian wasn’t nearly as positive of that and quickly walked around the hotel to the back of it to make sure he was just going to collect the stage horses. She gave a sigh of relief a few moments later when he rode out from between two of the buildings farther down the street and into the field where the horses were grazing. All five of them were still there, too, though widely scattered.

She watched for a few minutes as he started to gather them together. One gave him trouble, didn’t want to be put back to work. He removed a looped length of rope hooked to the back of his saddle, started twirling it in the air above his head, then let it fly toward the horse. The loop at the end landed perfectly over the horse’s head and tightened with a yank before he could shake it off.

Marian had heard about lassoing, but she’d never had an opportunity to witness it before. The baker had apparently called it right. Chad Kinkaid was a man who knew how to work with cattle and horses. A cowboy, and the first one she’d actually met since arriving in Texas. He undoubtedly knew the area and would be a perfect escort. If only he weren’t so handsome as well . . .

Like most handsome men, he’d probably try to woo Amanda. They all did. If they thought they had the least chance with her, they made the effort. She was just too pretty for them not to try. A few of those she had kept dangling over the years, whom she actually encouraged, didn’t even know what a shrew she was. If she wanted them to keep coming around, she showed them only her best side. She was very good at deceiving men.

Chad Kinkaid wouldn’t stand a chance though. He just didn’t fall into the handsome and rich category that was mandatory for Amanda. Marian hoped that after her sister calmed down some, she wouldn’t decide that Chad would make an amusing diversion. If she turned on the charm for him, he was bound to fall in love with her, and that would be really too bad for him.

It wasn’t likely, though, that Amanda would calm down, at least not until she was on her way home to Haverhill. She was going to be her nasty self until then, and everyone around her was going to feel the sting of her displeasure because she simply couldn’t stand for anyone not to be miserable when she was miserable herself.

Amanda really did hate this trip and the reason for it. Having to live with their new guardian and abide by her dictates already had her hating their aunt, and she didn’t even know her yet.

Neither of them had anything but a vague memory of her, Kathleen had left home when they were so young. What Amanda hated most was that she couldn’t marry whom she wanted to, that she’d have to have Kathleen’s permission first. Their father would have let her have her choice, no matter whom she chose, because he’d always given her anything she wanted.
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