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Chapter 1




London
 1880


They say hes devilishly handsome.

They say hes frightfully uncivilized!


No surprise there. Hes American, after all.


Not quite. He may have grown up in America, but his blood is as English as yours or mine.


Thank God for small favors, I say.


Ive heard he has more money than the queen.


I daresay hell need every hapenny in order to secure himself a suitable wife. Quite honestly, who among us has any desire to marry a savage?


Who indeed? Sitting within her stepfathers drawing room, having contributed not a single word to the ludicrous conversation based on speculation and the latest round of gossip, Lauren Fairfield couldnt help but think that her four uninvited guests were doing exactly what they claimed they wouldnt be caught dead doing: entertaining the notion of marrying a savage. If not marrying him, then at the very least gleefully consorting with him. Their eyes were filled with mischief, their cheeks were flushed, and they were studying her as though they thought she had firsthand experience at being ravished and might advise them on the best recourse for pursuing the possibilities.


She hardly knew how to respond to these ladies who had been among the first to accept her into their prestigious inner circle. They were known to swoon upon occasion, at will, their performances worthy of a standing ovation. And why not? Theyd held numerous swooning parties in their youth, so they could hone their skills. It was, after all, expected: to be so delicate and fragile that one was always in danger of being broken, to leave no doubt in gentlemens minds that the men were the stronger of the sexes. It was a ghastly way to live, keeping ones true self hidden behind a screen of expectations that transformed into obligations.


When the looming silence became rather uncomfortable, Lady Blythe reached out and lightly touched Laurens hand. Oh, you must forgive us, dear friend, if we offended you by referring to the barbaric nature of Americans.


We meant no offense, Lady Cassandra concurred. One wouldnt know by your mannerisms that youre American, and thus we always seem to forget that you are. Which is a grand compliment, I would say.


The other two young ladies in attendance bobbed their heads and murmured their agreement. Like them, Lauren wore the latest fashion: a slenderizing skirt that accentuated her tiny waist and narrow hips. She was grateful the bustle had at last disappeared from fashionable clothing, but she suspected that Ladies Blythe and Cassandra missed it. Their hips werent well suited to the narrower skirts. A cruel thought that was most unlike Lauren. Perhaps she hadnt quite lost her American mannerisms as much as they thought.


Or perhaps she was simply too weary to extend the proper courtesies. The ladies had arrived right on her heels, after a particularly challenging day, and Lauren had barely had time to greet her stepfather, the earl of Ravenleigh, before she found herself in the role of hostess, since her mother and sisters had gone out for a bit of afternoon shopping.


Im deeply flattered that you hold me in such high regard, she finally responded, more out of habit than anything else. She and her sisters had spent hours practicing their replies to insincere compliments, so they at least appeared sincere. Sometimes she felt as though her life had become an elaborate play, scripted, rehearsed, performed, words spoken because they were the predictable response. Shed recently taken to doing the unpredictable, and while she was doing it in secret, it still brought her a measure of satisfaction to be doing it at all.


As well you should be, Lady Cassandra acknowledged. I daresay nothing is worse than a crass American. While you, dear friend, pass as English with no effort at all.


No effort? Had the lady forgotten how often theyd rolled their eyes at her when shed first arrived in London? How theyd grimaced at her drawl, snickered at her poor choice of words? How often shed been the object of hurtful gossip, because she hadnt known the difference between an earl, a duke, or a marquess, and had onceupon being introduced to a knightasked if he would show her his suit of armor? Did Lady Cassandra have no idea as to how often Lauren had fallen asleep on a pillow soaked with her tears?


Why every aspect of Laurens behavior was an effort: to sit properly, walk properly, speak properlyto remember titles and correct forms of address, to know when to curtsy and when to smile at a gentleman, how to subtly flirt without being brazen, how to tamp down boldness. Always, always to comport herself as the most refined in polite society, above reproach, rumor, or innuendo.


Shed practiced, studied, observed, and emulated until she was no longer an embarrassment to herself or her stepfather. Until all her American idiosyncrasies were buried so deeply that she thought she was in danger of never again finding them. Until shed become, as Lady Blythe had alluded, so near to being the perfect English lady that few remembered the uncultured family Ravenleigh had possessed the audacity to bring back with him from Texas when hed gone to visit his twin brother, Kit Montgomery.


Until she feared that she might have even lost herself. Although shed recently begun to take actions to rectify that possibility, she could only hope that she hadnt waited until it was too late.


So tell us, Lady Blythe prodded with characteristic exuberance, did you ever meet the latest Earl of Sachse?


Ah, at last, the true purpose behind their visit: to discover what she might be able to reveal about the man who had only a short time ago arrived on Englands shores to claim his rightful title.


Lauren was quite unclear regarding the particulars. Shed been too involved with her own plans to give the rumors much credence or attention. Still, she was aware that London was all a titter about the earl who had been lost in America and only found a short time ago. Everyone had believed that hed died of illness when he was but a boyafter all, almost twenty years earlier his mother had made that very claim, and no one had reason to doubt her, especially in light of how much she had grieved over the loss of her only child. Recently, however, a letter had been discovered that revealed the astonishing truth: The lad was alive, to be returned to England upon his fathers death.


Lauren thought the true miracle was that Archibald Warner, a distant cousin whod been granted the title, had actually possessed the decency to hire private investigators to search for the rightful heir. She knew many lords, having once tasted the power, influence, and prestige granted to them by virtue of their exalted position, would have held on to it until the devil was tossing snowballs in hell.


I never had the pleasure of meeting him, Lauren confessed. But, then, America is an extremely large country. The chances of our paths crossing are astronomical.


But its rumored they found him in Texas, Lady Cassandra said. Surely that increases the odds of your knowing him, since you lived there for a time.


Texas is a big state, the biggest in the nation, Lauren told her. So I doubt where they found him makes any difference to the chance that wed met. And as you say, I lived there for only a short time.


With the discussion turning to odds, she wondered if theyd made private wagers as to whether or not she knew the newly discovered earl. It seemed these people bet on everything. Last Season, the majority of the wagers had centered on whom the Duke of Kimburton would favor with a marriage proposal: Lady Blythe or Miss Lauren Fairfield. By the close of the Season, hed chosen Lauren, which in the end had turned out to be a rather unfortunate selection on his part.


When faced with the reality of staying in England forever, Lauren had been unable to accept his earnestly delivered proposal. As a gentleman, hed graciously accepted her refusal, but it was rumored that he had no plans to come to London for the coming Season. Pride and all that. She deeply regretted that shed hurt him, caused him embarrassment, because of all the English gentlemen shed met, hed come closest to claiming her heart.


Lauren was actually surprised that Lady Blythe, having failed to gain Kimburtons final favor, had seen fit to pay a visit this afternoon. Of course, the opportunity to learn a bit more about the new earl was apparently a strong enough incentive for Lady Blythe to forgive her rival almost anything. That and the fact that Lauren surely wouldnt be any serious competition for her in the new Season. Having turned down the dukes offer, Lauren knew it unlikely that any other man would favor her with his attentions, and while she acknowledged that shed miss the flirtations, she was looking forward to the freedom of pursuing her other endeavors more earnestly.


Besides, it has been almost ten years since I lived in Texas. If he and I had met, I doubt Id remember, especially since he most likely wasnt introducing himself as Sachse.


I daresay he certainly wasnt. Apparently, he had no earthly idea that he was titled or that he had anything at all waiting over here for him, Lady Cassandra said.


Can you imagine your mother abandoning you in America, of all places? Lady Blythe asked. Simply leaving you there among the heathens?


She spoke heathens as though referring to a delightful dessert glazed in chocolate, and Lauren was beginning to have her suspicions confirmed: These ladies werent nearly as put off by the American-raised peer as they were letting on. As a matter of fact, as shed observed earlier, excitement and anticipation danced within their eyes at the mere mention of the mysterious lord.


From what I overheard, his mother didnt actually abandon him, Lady Cassandra said. She turned his upbringing over to a well-connected family in New York, and Ive read that New York is quite modern.


Regardless of its reputation, its not London, and, therefore, hardly a suitable environment in which to raise a future lord. Besides, the investigator didnt find him in New York, so who knows what sort of improper influences he may have encountered along the way. I cant help but wonder what the earls mother was thinking when she left him abroad.


I think she was hoping to protect her son, Lady Anne said quietly before shuddering. Richard knew the old Earl of Sachse and could barely tolerate the man.


Richard was her brother, older by a good many years. The Duke of Weddington. A man Lauren had seen at only one ball. Apparently, he didnt tolerate balls well either. His prestige, however, guaranteed that his sister was embraced by all, in spite of the fact that she was quite young, having only recently had her coming-out.


But America? Lady Blythe emphasized. Surely she could have found someplace nearer to home, where he could have gained an appreciation for all he would inherit.


Whether she could or couldnt is moot, Lady Anne said. The fact remains that she didnt. We cant know exactly what she was thinking; we can only know what she did.


Is he a hateful creature like his father, do you suppose? Lady Blythe asked.


Ive heard hes nothing at all like his father, Lady Priscilla announced. Lady Annes closest and dearest friend, one seldom seen without the other, she was the authority on all things, her word always taken as gospel rather than gossip.



Has anyone actually set eyes on him? Lady Blythe asked.


The ladies looked at each other as though wondering whod been peering in windows, again with an excitement about them at the possibility that one of them had done the forbidden. Behavior was so strictly controlled, and while Lauren had grown accustomed to it, there were times when she desperately wanted to break free of the societal restraints.


I might have seen him, Lady Priscilla finally volunteered, her cheeks reddening with her confession.


All the ladies except Lauren gasped and inched up on their seats toward Lady Priscilla, as though they might catch a glimpse of the elusive earl still mirrored in her expressive eyes.


Where? Lady Blythe asked.


Do tell all, Lady Cassandra urged.


Yes, quickly, before I expire from the anticipation.


I havent much to tell really. My spying of him happened in Hyde Park yesterday morning. He was riding the most beautiful black. horse.


Who gives a fig about his horse. What of him? Lady Cassandra asked. Was he beautiful?


I could hardly tell. He wore only black. Black greatcoat, black hat. A very wide hat, at that, so I couldnt clearly make out his features. I believe he was dressed as Ive heard cowboys described. And heres the most interesting thing She leaned forward, drawing the other ladies closer, and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. As he rode by, his coat billowed, and I do believe I saw a pistol pressed against his thigh!


No! Lady Blythe exclaimed.


Yes!


How intriguing.


How ridiculous, Lauren thought. To carry on so about the newcomer when there were lords aplenty. Their interest in him stemmed only from the fact that he was new, not yet tested. Shed been in that position once. She didnt envy him what he would suffer as all of London took their measure of him. No doubt he would be found wanting. After all, hed not been properly groomed for the role he would be expected to play in their society.


Youre familiar with cowboys, arent you, Lauren? Lady Blythe asked.


Lauren felt an unexpected pang in her heart as the question unlocked memories that shed long ago banished. She was surprised that after all this time, all these years, they could still be so powerful, stir such intense yearning.


Yes, she finally admitted. Ive known cowboys, but its been many years, and I was a young girl, so my memories might be tainted by my youth and inexperience. My mother is constantly reminding me that we tend to remember things as being much more pleasant than they actually were.



Her mothers incessant reminders usually followed one of Laurens frequent announcements that shed like to return to Texas.


Tell us what you remember, Lady Cassandra demanded.


Lauren remembered a lazy smile that had made her heart race, brown eyes that reminded her of a puppy that had been kicked once too often and was now afraid to trust. She remembered a defiant stance and a challenging expression in a face that should have looked younger than it did. She remembered coal black hair, long and shaggy, always in need of a trimming. Dirty hands and worn, dusty clothes, a tall, lean body that was agile and surprisingly strong.


Come now, Lady Blythe urged. Dont torture us so. Tell us what a cowboy is like.


Lauren relented only because she thought it was the quickest path to clearing her drawing room of their presence. She felt the beginning of a headache and longed to lie down before she had to begin preparing for dinner.


Hes respectful, she said. Although hers hadnt always been.


He tips his hat to the ladies. Although hers never had.


Hes short on words. Hers usually wasnt.


To cross a street, any street, hed rather ride his horse than walk. Or he would have if hed owned a horse.



Quick to smile, slow to anger. Although his smiles had always been slow in coming, the corners of his mouth taking their time to hitch up as though they enjoyed the journey as much as they did getting to their destination.


They adore women. Hers had especially. All women, young and old, fair and plain. He never discriminated.


She released a self-conscious laugh. At least thats what I remember about a cowboy. Her cowboy.


Oh, I like the adoring women part, Lady Blythe said. Our gentlemen tend to take us for granted, I believe. Even when they go through the proper motions, they do so simply because its expected, not necessarily because they desire to put forth the effort. All a man truly cares about is that a woman is perfectly capable of quickly providing an heir and a spare. Frightfully unromantic.


On the other hand, cowboys arent quite as refined as the gentlemen here, Lauren admitted. Their gifts tend to be bits of hair ribbon, or flowers stolen from someones garden in passing, or lines of atrocious poetry.


But if the gifts are given from the heart Lady Annes wistful voice trailed off.


Well, I daresay this cowboy lord wont be stealing flowers, Lady Blythe interjected. As I said, it is rumored that he is quite well off. Even without his inheritance, supposedly he is to be envied.



Envied? Lauren repeated. Envied because he achieved success through hard work? Envied because he must now leave behind what he knows and live in a country that is far different from that with which he is familiar?


We are not that different, Lady Blythe said. Besides, what is to be envied is his wealth.


Which he earned.


And his most fortunate wife shall have the pleasure of spending.


Earlier you were of the opinion that hed have difficulty securing a wife, Lauren reminded her.


Lady Blythe smiled as though she were suddenly superior. One never knows. When a man has enough coins in his pockets and a title as well, a good deal that one might find distasteful can be overlooked.


Although one cant deny, as Miss Fairfield reminded us, that he earned his money. Terribly unfortunate that, Lady Cassandra said.


But he earned it before he knew he was an earl, Lady Blythe said, so surely it is a forgivable offense.


Lauren found herself feeling incredible empathy for the man, who undoubtedly was about to have a strange new life thrust upon him as shed once had one thrust upon her. Perhaps she would seek him out and advise him to return to Texas as quickly as possible, before he was shaped and molded into an aristocrat, blending in with everyone else, no longer his own man with his own thoughts, opinions, and dreams.

He heard her voicesurprised that he could identify it after all these years. It had changed slightly, he couldnt deny that. Grown softer, with a gentler timbre that could lure a man in before he realized he was well and truly captivated.


Thats how Thomas Warner felt. Captivated.


And he sure as hell didnt want to be.


There wasnt much in life that Tom dreaded, but hed been dreading this encounter from the moment that it had dawned on him that sooner or later it would come to pass. Hed put it off as long as he could, and now that it was about to happen, he was torn between wishing it had come along sooner and wishing that it had never arrived.


While the butlerin a snit because Tom didnt have a proper calling cardhad gone to inform the Earl of Ravenleigh that Tom had come to call, Tom had been standing in the entry hallway, cooling his heels, waiting. But he hadnt been doing it patiently. Being accustomed to giving the orders and having them obeyed without question, he wasnt used to waiting on any man.


Then hed heard the voices, talking almost too fast to decipherthen her voice. Shed lost a good bit of the slow drawl that had once been music to his ears, but he could still hear it when she spoke certain words, like a memorable chord wafting off a fiddle. So he found himself listening intently for the familiar.


Hed eased over to the doorway, leaned against the doorjamb, and justspied on them. A gathering of women, so intent on their visiting that they werent noticing him. He remembered times in his life when hed yearned for a womans presence with such longing that hed thought hed die from the wanting. Not only her touch, but her fragrance, her softness, the comfort she could offer.


He knew it was wrong to stand there, knew he should announce his presence, but he wasnt sure what would happen once Lauren saw him.


Did she even remember him?


When hed never been able to forget her?












Chapter 2





Ten years earlier


I saw what you did.


Sitting against the back wall of the general store, Tom Warner peered out from beneath his dusty, battered hat and squinted at the young gal standing before him, legs akimbo, fists planted on her almost nonexistent hips. She sure was a pretty thing, with eyes the color of bluebonnets in spring and hair the shade of the full moon that looked down on him while he slept. So?


You stole those crackers.


Tom shoved the last of his bounty into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed, wishing he had some milk with which to wash them down. What crackers?


Her jaw dropped, and she began to blink those startling blue eyes of hers. So youre a liar, too?


What do you care? It aint your store.


But its wrong to steal and lie about it.


Lord save him from the self-righteous. Its only stealing if you take something when you got the money to pay for it. Besides, I was hungry.


She furrowed her brow. You aint got no money?


Ive got a bittwo bits as a matter of factbut Im saving it for an emergency.


Being hungry is an emergency.


Nah, it aint. He shoved himself to his feet. He was considerably taller than she, so she had to tilt her head back to look into his eyes. He liked the way she kept watching him. I been hungry lots of times. Something always comes along.


You mean you always steal something.


I mean the Lord provides.


Are you a preacher?


Hell, no.


She gasped, her eyes growing even wider. Youre not supposed to cuss.


Hell wasnt really a cussword, was it? Hed used far worse words in his day. Might be fun to use one now, see her get more riled.


Well, damn, he said, taking pleasure in her horrified expression. Whats left to a man if he cant steal, lie, or cuss?



You aint a man, she said indignantly.


Close enough. Im almost sixteen.


He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a paper and a pouch of tobacco, and slowly rolled himself a cigarette. He stuck it between his lips. While she watched, mouth agape, he flicked his thumb over a match, the strike causing it to ignite. Touching the flame to the cigarette, he inhaled deeply. Smoking always took the edge off his hunger. Course, stealing the makings wasnt as easy as stealing crackers, but sometimes a man simply needed a challenge.


You aint supposed to smoke in the presence of a lady without asking permission, she said, a scolding tone to her words that would have had him turning on his bootheels and walking away if she wasnt so pleasing to look at. He wasnt partial to being chewed out, didnt see much point in tolerating it.


Blowing out the smoke, squinting through it, he gave an exaggerated look around the area. I dont see no lady around here.


Im a lady.


Youre just a kid.


Am not. Im a young lady, almost fully growed.


Let me see.


She blinked rapidly, her nose no longer pointing at the sky. What do you mean?


I mean, let me unbutton your bodice. Let me see if youre almost fully growed.



She blinked again, shrugged, and thrust her chest toward him, a dare in her eyes that astounded him. All right.


Sweet Lord in heaven! She was going to let him do it. He dropped his cigarette to the ground and mashed it with the toe of his worn boot. His mouth grew so dry that it was as though hed chewed the tobacco instead of inhaling it. He wiped his suddenly damp hands on his trousers, then reached for her bodice, embarrassed that his hands were shaking so badly that he could barely get his fingers to work. But he was determined not to stop, because he desperately wanted to see what hed been growing more and more anxious to see in the past few months. A womans bosom. Well, a girls bosom in this case, but a bosom was a bosom. Hell, if hed known it was this easy to get a gal out of her clothes, he would have asked one long ago.


Lauren Fairfield, what in the world is going on back here?


The tartly delivered question almost had his skin running out of there without him in it. Once he quickly recaptured his breath, he realized her mamathe woman looked too much like her not to bemust have come around the corner without him noticing, and he was only one button closer to seeing paradise. Survival kicked in, but before he could duck and dart away, her mama sent his hat flying into the dust, got hold of his ear, pinching hard, which brought him up short. Ow!



Have you been smoking back here? her mama asked.


No, maam. Only him. He didnt ask me first. And he cusses.


The girl stopped her explanation there, lowered her gaze, and Tom wanted to kiss her for keeping her mouth shut about his worst transgressions. With her lips pressed tightly together, he stood a good chance of not going to jail. They didnt arrest people for smoking or cussing. But if shed revealed that hed stolen as well


If your pa were still alive, hed beat this boy to within an inch of life for taking liberties with you, but since hes not, its left to me to take care of this matter, her mama said, grabbing her daughters arm and tugging harder on Toms ear.


Prison might be better after all. He followed after them because the woman gave him no choice, not if he wanted to keep his ear, and he was right partial to it. It matched the one on the other side of his head.


They rounded the corner of the building, her mother trudging through the alley, pulling them both along behind her. She turned the next corner. Marshal!


Ah, hell, could his luck get any worse? The marshal was leaning against the front of the general store, his forehead pressed to the wood.


Just past noon and youre already drunk, her mama chastised.



The man twisted his head slightly and stared at them. Tom had never seen such pale blue eyes.


I saw you coming out of the saloon, her mama continued. I dont know why the people of this town saw fit to make you marshal, or why Im turning to a womanizer with this problem. Reckon because I got no choice. Without releasing her hold on Toms ear, she somehow managed to thrust him toward the marshal.


Ow! Ow! Ow! Tom cried, wincing. Dang, but the woman could pinch.


I want him locked up for the night.


Tom tried to look on the bright side. At least hed get a hot meal and a cot.


The marshal finally spoke. My apologies, madamthe man talked so danged funny that Tom almost burst out laughing, but he decided that considering the spot he was in, it was to his advantage to keep quietbut I cant


You sure can, and youd better. Take him!


The marshal wrapped his hand around Toms arm and pulled him away from the woman. Whats his offense?


He was unbuttoning my Laurens bodice, trying totake advantage of her innocence. Shes only fourteen.


Fourteen? Holy hell! She was just a kid. Tom had figured she was closer to his age, had just called her a kid to rile her.



The marshal gave a brisk nod. I shall handle the matter posthaste.


See that you do, or I swear Ill have the town council throw you out of office. She trudged away, pulling her daughter behind her. The gal glanced over her shoulder, giving Tom a look that said she was as sorry at the way they were parting as he was.


Who was that termagant? the marshal asked.


Judging by the mans prissy voice, all soft and elegant-sounding, Tom didnt think he was from around there. He looked to be a dandy. Tom was pretty sure that he could outrun the fella. And he wasnt exactly sure what a termagant was, but based on the way the man had asked and the way Laurens mother had been scolding the man, Tom didnt think he was issuing any compliments.


The Widow Fairfield, Tom answered, figuring it was the only name that suited her if her husband was dead and the gal was Lauren Fairfield.


How old are you, lad? the marshal asked.


Tom angled his chin defiantly. Fifteen, and I aint afraid of jail.


Im not going to put you in jail for being curious, but wait until youre sixteen before you unfasten any other bodices. Make certain the woman is older or a sporting sort who is willing to take money to satisfy your natural curiosity. The marshal released his hold. Now, be off with you.



Tom didnt have to be told twice. He ran around the corner, down the alley, and around the other corner, coming to a stop behind the store. He snatched up his hat, crammed it on his head, and gently scooped up what remained of his cigarette. He could finish it off that night when his stomach started rumbling. Unless he could find something more to eat. He wondered what they tossed out behind the saloon.

I see youre still stealing.


Tom finished off his cracker, before squinting up from his favorite sitting spot behind the general store. There she was again. Lauren Fairfield. Dressed in blue, a row of buttons up the front that went clear to her chin. Had to be durn near choking her.


Took up drinking, too, he said, with a grin.


He liked the way her eyes got so big and round whenever he shocked her.


So youre still lying, too, I see.


Aint lying. Found a half-empty bottle out behind the saloon last week. Finished it off.


Whatd it taste like? she asked, obviously curious.


Like piss, but he didnt tell her that because she might ask how he knew what piss tasted like, and he sure didnt want to reveal that sorry aspect of his life. So he settled for, Ive tasted better.


Youre supposed to take off your hat in a ladys presence and stand up.



You sure care a lot about manners.


Everybody does.


I dont.


How come?


Cant see that theres any advantage to em.


Not getting your backside whupped is an advantage.


Whos gonna whup my backside?


Your parents.


Theyre dead.


Of all the things hed said to her, that comment seemed to shock her most of all.


Youre an orphan?


He shrugged.


Where do you live?


He shrugged again.


Is that why you steal?


You sure ask a lot of questions. He squinted at her. What do you know about that marshal?


That Mama dont like him. Or his friends.


He talks funny.


Hes from England. He and his friends moved here right after the war, to help with the harvesting of the cotton, on account of so many of the menfolk got killed.


England. He didnt know anyone from England. He was sure of it. Still, the way the man talked tickled something at the back of his memory. He couldnt get it out of his head, but then he couldnt seem to get Lauren out of his head either. Hed been taking her to sleep with him, her and that one unbuttoned button.


Why do you care about him? she asked.


I dont. Just curious. Something tugging at my memory. Cant rightly put my finger on it.


Im sorry my mama got you in trouble with him.


With his thumb, he tipped his hat off his brow. He let me go as soon as your mama was gone. Didnt have to spend the night in jail after all.


She smiled. Im glad.


Lord have mercy. His heart kicked painfully against his ribs. When she smiled, she got downright beautiful. You still fourteen?


She laughed lightly, and somehow managed to take his breath away at the same time.


Course, silly. Why are you asking?


Cuz its my birthday, and I wanted to buy me a present.


Her eyes and smile got brighter. What are you gonna buy?


An unbuttoned bodice.


She furrowed her brow, narrowed her eyes, and pinched her mouth. Didnt think you had any money.


Told you I had a bit.


Thought you were saving it for an emergency.


The way his heart was hammeringIt is an emergency.



My mama sure was mad


Thats cuz I didnt know that I had to pay. He scrambled to his feet, removed his hat, and pulled the quarter out of his pocket. The marshal said it was all right for me to do it if I paid for it.


Why are you so set on unbuttoning my bodice?


Cuz I aint never seen a bosom before, and I heard fellas talking about what a fine sight it was.


She took on a mulish expression, so he unfurled his fingers to show her what he was willing to offer this time.


What fellas? she asked.


On the orphan train.


You rode on the orphan train?


He nodded. All the way from New York. Not to here, of course. I walked here, didnt much like the family what took me in.


How come?


Just didnt. You want this two bits or not? he asked impatiently. He didnt want to think about all that had happened after his folks died. He wanted to have a good memory of his sixteenth birthday, something hed be thinking about if he lived to be a hundred.


She skewed up her face, which he thought should have made her look ugly, but it didnt. It just made him want to tease her more, to keep her lingering around.



All you want to do is unbutton my bodice?


He nodded, his mouth suddenly so dry that he didnt think hed be able to talk if he had to.


You cant touch nothing, she said.


I wont, he forced out through the knot forming in his throat as his anticipation built. Ill just look.


I guess theres no harm in just looking.


None at all.


She held out her hand. He dropped the coin in it, wishing his didnt look so dirty to him all of a sudden. After setting his hat aside, he wiped his hands on his trousers and cursed them for starting to tremble again. He hated to think how badly they might be shaking if he got to touch more than buttons. Not that he would touch more than shed given him permission to. He might be a thief, a liar, a cusser, andmost recentlya drunk, but he wasnt a scoundrel. Well, maybe he was a little. The unbuttoning might be walking right up to the line, but he wasnt going to step over it. A man had to have some principles.


Holding his gaze, she lifted her chin. He swallowed hard, wishing she didnt have so many danged buttons. The first one seemed to take forever to slip through that tiny little loop. It parted to reveal the tiniest bit of her throat. He stopped breathing. Moved his fingers to the next button


Lauren Fairfield!


Before he could make a move to escape, his ear was held in a painful grip, and he was dancing on his toes, trying to stop the agony. How could a woman inflict such torment with a pinch?


She was hauling him around the building before he could work up a protest.


Marshal Montgomery!


Sliding his gaze to the side, because she wouldnt let him turn his head, Tom caught sight of the marshal, standing by the telegraph office. She marched Tom across the dusty street.


Madam


He was doing it again. Unbuttoning my Laurens bodice.


The marshal glared at him. I told you


I turned sixteen today, he hastened to explain, and you said I could have a look-see if she was willing to take money. I give her two bits.


You told him he could unbutton my daughters bodice if he paid her?


Not exactly. He misinterpreted my instructions, the marshal tried to explain.


You worthless son of a bitch! she yelled as she thrust Tom toward the marshal. I want him in jail and you along with him. Im going to the town council.


Tom watched her march off, righteous indignation in every determined step. Lauren was looking over her shoulder at him, worry in her expression that caused his chest to tighten. It had been a long time since anyone had worried about him.



Whats your name, lad? the marshal asked.


Tommy. He preferred Tom, but hed learned that people cottoned up better when he used a version of his name that made him sound younger, more innocent. A Tommy they might protect. A Tom theyd cart to jail.


Where in Gods name are your parents?


Dead.


The marshal sighed heavily. Come with me.


Dang it. His ploy had never let him down before. He jerked up his chin defiantly. Hed gotten out of many a scrape of late by bluffing. I aint afraid of jail.


Im not taking you to jail.


The marshal walked along the boardwalk, his steps echoing over the planks. Tom recognized the sound of anger when he heard it. He might really be in trouble. He thought about running, but he was so danged tired of running. And if he ran, he might never see that blue-eyed gal again.


The marshal shoved open the door to the saloon.


You gonna lie and tell em Im old enough to drink? Tom asked, hopefully.


The marshal gave him a steely glare. The man wasnt as much of a dandy as Tom had thought. He was usually pretty good at figuring fellas out, but this one confused him.


Tom shrugged insolently. I reckon you aint.


Wyndhaven, a man said as he slowly walked over, leaning heavily on a cane. Tom recognized him as being the owner of the saloon. He talked the same funny way that the marshal did. What have you got here?


A lad with no parents and too much time on his hands. What can I do with him?


The saloon owner looked Tom over. Tom clenched his jaw. He hated being looked over, measured, judged.


Know anything about cattle, lad?


I know it all, Tom said confidently, defiantly. He knew what happened when a fella was found lacking. He got a sound beating.


You dont know a bloody thing, you little liar, the saloon owner said, but you will before the month is out.


What are you going to do with him? the marshal asked.


Put him to work for the Texas Lady Cattle Venture.


By nightfall, Tom had a full belly, a soft pallet on which to sleep, and for the first time in a long while, hope for a better life.


Ten years later hed come to thank the man responsible. It had been RavenleighViscount Wyndhaven at the timewhod offered him a chance back in Fortune. As fate would have it, it hadnt been the marshal to whom Laurens mother had kept turning Tom overit had been the mans twin brother, come for a visit. And when hed left Fortune, hed taken Laurens mother, Lauren, and her sisters with him.


Tom wasnt sure if he made a noise or Lauren simply sensed his presence, but she rose gracefullyso gracefullyturned to face him, then stilled as though suddenly encountering an unknown danger.


Sweet Lord in heaven! Shed grown more beautiful than hed imagined. And hed done a lot of imagining about her over the years. And he realized with a startling clarity so sharp that it almost doubled him over that he hadnt come to thank Ravenleigh. Hed come for something else entirely. But he had too much pride to go begging, too much pride to admit how much her silence had hurt him. But not so much pride that he wouldnt take what he was owed.


Lauren had heard the smallest whisper of movement, had assumed the tea shed requested earlier had finally been brought by a servant. But when she rose and faced the door, her breath caught painfully in her chest. She was barely aware of the other ladies gasping, one of them squeaking.


Tea hadnt arrived. A cowboy had.


And she would have recognized him anywhere.


Tall, whipcord lean with a loose-hipped stride that hinted at no hurry to arrive, he boldly crossed over to her, confidence brimming in every step, a man with a mission. The thud of his bootheels hitting the polished parquet floor echoed through the room. He clutched his black hat in his large, weathered hand, while his dark brown eyes held her captive.


His midnight black hair, more tamed than shed ever seen it, brushed the collar of his white shirt, almost hidden beneath his simple black jacket. A black silk tie was knotted into a limp bow at his throat. His mustache was a new addition, as thick as his hair, framing the upper bow of his mouth and the sides that spread wide as he bestowed on her one of his slow, sensual grins.


She didnt think it was squinting at the unforgiving Texas sun and wind that had carved lines into his face, at the corners of his eyes, across his brow. It was harsh living, and probably hard playing. Hed never been one to do things in half measure. For all the changes that she noted, it was what remained the same that made him so recognizable.


He gazed at her as though she belonged to him. Once upon a time, perhaps she had.


He was the last person shed ever expected to see again, the one person shed given up hope of ever seeing again. Perhaps he was a mirage, a figment of her imagination, a faint hope that shed held on to when shed thought shed given up completely.


Except when he stopped directly in front of her, his scentleather, tobacco, a touch of whiskey, a bit of duststirred to life forgotten memories of nights spent with him beneath the stars. He was real. And he was there. At long last, he was there. She could scarcely believe it.


Her heart was thundering so hard that she was certain everyone could hear it, could see it pressing against her chest with each forceful beat.


Tom? she finally whispered.


Hello, Lauren. His voice was a deep rumble, raspy, sensual, which shimmered through her and touched all the lonely barren corners of her heart.


What in the world are you doing here? she asked.


Ive come to collect a debt.


A debt? What on earth was he talking about?


My goodness, Tom, who owes you


You do, darlin.
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