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Years ago, when Rose was only a little girl and the world seemed that much brighter, she could never have imagined herself forced to leave home; but now she was an adult of twenty and she knew that wasn't how the world worked. Her father died when she was eleven, and then her mother at sixteen; and now she was forced to leave the only place she had ever called home. It was that or be married off to a man twice her age, a man rude and disinterested - just the thought made her stomach churn. Who wanted a life like that?

The steam train rumbled, the vibration constant as Rose lay her palm flat against the dirty window. This was going to allow her a better life; a life fulfilling and independent - so why did she feel so uneasy, like something was going to go terribly wrong?

The next station slowly pulled into view. It was dark and dingy, weak light barely filtering through to reveal the gaggle of passengers waiting to board. The place was a sea of grey and brown, no colour shining through. It did nothing to alleviate the heavy ball of stress forming in her gut. In fact, as her eyes travelled over dozens of faces, she felt worse.

All too eager to leave the stuffy train, Rose jumped from her seat before her brain had the time to catch up - and then she was clambering out of the train with her bags in tow, staring wide eyed and lost. 

The station looked bigger than it did from the train. Cavernous by comparison to the little station back home. Although, it wasn't really home any more, was it? Her uncle, eager to marry her off and take her inheritance, made sure of that. 

You have a new beginning here, she reminded herself, don't be so glum.

Carefully sidestepping a group of women chattering away, Rose scouted for the exit. Her new home was supposed to be close, a simple carriage ride into town - but all she had was a slip of paper with the address and the official documents tucked neatly in her suitcase - as well as almost all of the money to her name. At least she had something, and it was a lot more than some.

As Rose made her way across the station she let her eyes wander. Men and women flitted about their business, paying her no mind as they slipped past, rushing for the next train as it pulled into the station. There were children too - a woman with three boys, and a little girl with bright auburn hair stood stiffly by someone's side. 

The little girl looked over and for a brief moment their eyes locked - her own dark blue ones and the girl's, pale green. Rose was the first to turn away.

Her bags, although small and barely full, slowly weighed down on her slender arms as she walked. She was almost at the exit before she huffed and let them drop. They thudded to the ground and she was left wondering how she was going to get them to the carriage waiting for her. With a sigh she rooted in her pockets for the little slip of paper. She had read that address a hundred times or more but she read it again, ingraining it into her mind.

It wasn't until she felt a tug on her skirt that she looked over, eyes widening as she watched the auburn haired girl scamper off. She held a crumpled white envelope in her hand and wore an enormous grin on her face.

Oh no. Rose's heart skipped a beat and her hands flew to the pocket of her skirt. It confirmed her thoughts - that white envelope was hers, the one containing all of her money. The money she needed to start up her new life. 

The  panic didn't set in right away. She stood there, mouth agape, staring at the girl as she skipper merrily over to the older woman - who seemed oblivious to the girl's tricks. Then she watched the girl stuff the envelope into the leg of her tall brown boots and Rose realised, really realised how terrible this was. She felt the blood drain from her face.

The next few moments passed in a blur as Rose stormed over, dragging her bags behind. She made it half way across the distance before she stopped in her tracks.

An elderly couple passed her, and they each gave her a wary glance.

That wasn't what stopped her, though - it was the words the woman spoke to the redheadded girl. Her voice was soft and barely carried across the station but a few words stood out. "Now you know what to expect, yes dear? I know you haven't spent much time with Mister Rex in the past, but as your only living relative you do have to live with him."

So the girl was an orphan? Rose faltered, her rage dwindling - and all of a sudden she had no urge to storm over, to make a scene. That poor girl...

"His new wife will be here later today - in fact, she might even be here now. Go and wait by Rex's carriage, Lacey."

The girl - Lacey - muttered something but Rose only caught one phrase; mail order bride.

She scurried off and Rose made a move to follow - but she was quick for a child her age and Rose was weighed down by travelling bags. Her arms already felt heavy from the weight. Even so she followed Lacey from a distance, keeping an eye on those flowing red locks so unlike her own blonde curls.

She followed Lacey right out of the station and into the cool evening air. Already it was dark outside, street lamps newly lit and glowing yellow in the gloom. It was beautiful - so much lovelier than the dank station - but Rose didn't stop to appreciate it. Hefting her backs into a more comfortable position, she followed the red.

Lacey stopped by a black carriage fit for four, led by a pair of beautiful grey speckled horses. Rose, born in a town house and not a ranch, had no name for their breeds.

She was about to approach Lacey when a man stepped out - tall and handsomely rugged, with dark hair swept to one side and gorgeous green eyes, he looked like something out of her cousin's romance novels. Rose couldn't help but stare, awestruck, as he emerged.

The two conversed, but Rose couldn't hear a thing. Then Lacey stepped up into the carriage and disappeared - bags, money and all.

Then the man's eyes swept to her, and they were so green, like grass but somehow even brighter. "Good evening," he said, and when he smiled he positively beamed, "it's so wonderful to finally meet you in person, Isabelle." Before Rose had time to react he had swept her into his arms and pressed a kiss to the back of her palm.

His skin was so warm, it left her speechless.

Of course, she wasn't Isabelle and she had no idea who this man was - but she was intelligent enough to figure it out. This man was Rex, and Isabelle was his mail order bride. And Rex had mistaken her for Isabelle.

"It's wonderful to meet you too, Rex," she replied - and the words spilled from her painted lips without thought. 

"I've been waiting on this day for weeks. You arrived just in time to meet my niece Lacey. Here, let me help you inside the carriage; the coachman will take your bags." He extended a tanned hand that Rose immediately took, and lifted her with such ease it was as if it took him no effort at all.

The inside of the carriage was nicely decorated, but certainly not tacky like she imagined the rich people back home enjoyed. She had seen what her almost-husband had chosen to ride in, and it had been far too much.

Lacey sat across from her. She glanced up with a bored expression - but even in the dim carriage it as impossible to miss how she paled. "What are you doing here?"

It was impossible to tell if she knew Rose had seen her take the money. She looked so shocked, but not afraid of being caught. Then again, Rose had never been good at reading children's faces.

"I-" Rose faltered, her mind going blank. Why was she there, stuffed inside a foreign carriage across from a girl she didn't know, pretending to be the wife of a man she had never spoken to. Her palms were beginning to dampen and she tried to wipe them on her dress, eyes averted. Oh, what a mess!

"Isabelle dear is going to be living with us. Surely the woman looking after you told you my wife was arriving today?" Rex climbed into the carriage with a beaming smile, so at ease it was difficult to believe. He really had no idea. Had he not even seen Isabelle before he decided to meet her?

Rose spared only a moment of deep, gut turning guilt for the poor woman before remembering her own circumstances.

The carriage lurched into motion and she let out a gasp. Her hair, naturally curled and pinned into place, bounced with the motion and a ringlet fell into her eyes. When she reached up to brush it back her fingers touched warm skin instead of hair.

Rex tucked the strand behind her ear and smiled so gently it made the whole carriage warmer. "There. Now I can see your eyes."

A flush spread across her cheeks and she dropped her gaze. Why was she like this? She didn't know this man, and certainly couldn't have feelings for him! This was ridiculous, and she was letting things get so out of hand. The right thing to do was confess, apologise and leave before things became more dire.

Except there was one issue; with her money safely stored inside Lacey's boots, Rose had nothing except for a suitcase full of clothes and documents for a home she couldn't pay rent for. She needed that money, and if the girl was sneaky enough to steal it in the first place she wasn't simply going to hand it back.

So she kept quiet as Lacey eyed her nervously and Rex spoke to her about the wonderful ranch he owned. She kept her head low and didn't say a thing despite the heaviness in her stomach and the rapid beating of her heart.

She was quiet for the whole ride. Not a word left her lips even as Rex opened the carriage doors and helped her out, or as she looked across the expanse of beautiful green fields to the house beyond.

Lacey ran ahead and a laugh burst from her lips as she ran through a group of chickens. The chickens scattered with panicked clucking but Lacey didn't have a care.

Rex smiled fondly, though there was discomfort there. Rose had experienced enough of that today to know the signs. "She's a good girl, but she needs more than I can provide."

Ah, of course. That was why she - no, Isabelle - was important. A child deserved a mother; and if that wasn't possible, a mother figure was almost as good. As someone who had lived the last of her teenage years without a parent, she understood.

"But none of that talk right now. Let me show you around the house. You can unpack, settle in, and we can discuss Lacey later. For now, I'd like to spend time with you, Isabelle." He offered an arm for her to take and that beaming smile appeared once more.

Rose didn't question why she linked her arm through his so readily, or why she leaned into the feel of the hard muscle of his biceps. After all, she was just a woman who wanted her money back, and he was just a stranger she had no feelings toward.

At least that's what she told herself as they strode toward the house, arm in arm with Rex's rich, warm voice playing in her ear.

——————————
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Three days. Rose had been here for three days, cooking and knitting and reading like nothing was wrong. She had even managed to spend time with Lacey without arousing suspicion - it had almost become routine, seeing her off to her new school and then putting her to bed at night.

And Rex, as sweet and as he was, spent too much time at the ranch to see her much. That cattle of his was his true pride and joy, not his new wife. Well, Rose wasn't really his wife, so what did it matter if he spent so much time outdoors?

From her place by the stove it was easy to see out across expanse of fields, to watch Rex as he worked. It was the perfect spot to stand and watch but not be seen, though she doubted he would have noticed if she had walked up right behind him and wrapped him in an embrace.

The sun had already began to dip low, casting stunning pink shadows across the fields, coating them in darkness. Summer was at an end, and although the cold hadn't yet set in the days were beginning to shorten. Rex had promised to take her to the markets before they slowed for the autumn, but he hadn't fulfilled that promise yet.

It wasn't that she cared, of course, because soon enough she would have her money back and be on her way. Even so, it sounded nice to travel to the markets with him, just once. Something to remember him by.

In her daydream Rose had forgotten about the pot of stew on the stove. It bubbled over, hot broth spilling from the pan and dripping onto her hand. With a gasp she drew back, swiping the hot liquid from her fingers.

When she looked up, Rex was gone from the field.

It was barely a moment later when the kitchen door creaked open and Rex sauntered in. "The cows still aren't ready," he commented as if that meant anything to Rose. What did she know about ranches or animals? "If I'm to buy Anderson's property, they need to be ready to sell by the end of the month. So many men are desperate to snatch that land up."

Rose didn't take her eyes up from the pot, still stirring, as Rex moved to stand by her side. "There will always be land to buy," she commented, "why this property specifically?" It was none of her business. Yet she asked anyway. Stirring a little quicker, she tried not to question it.

"It's right next door, and the selling price is fantastic. I've had my eye on it for years, but the man's never been willing to sell until now. He's moving to be with his ill mother, I believe."

She only huffed quietly. It was none of her business and it didn't matter. She was just asking to be polite and avoid suspicion. "Well," she said after a beat of silence, "dinner will be ready soon. I'll call Lacey down to eat." Setting the wooden spoon aside, she turned to Rex.

His lips caught hers only for a moment, a passing touch really, but it was enough for her to freeze, gazing owlishly up at him. Her heart shuddered but she didn't know why, and it felt as if every hair on her body stood on end.

"I'm terribly sorry," Rex apologised; but when he took a step back his smile didn't look sorry at all, "that was too forward of me. We've only met each other this week after all. Forgive me."

"I-" Rose stuttered, her stomach churning with butterflies like she had never experienced before, "I should call Lacey downstairs." In a flurry of movement she swept past Rex, cheeks burning, and fled upstairs.

The landing was quiet; not even the wooden floor creaked beneath her feet. The only sound was the roaring of blood in her ears and the hushed little gasp that left her lips.

She hadn't heard Lacey approach or even seen her she she slipped from the bedroom- but suddenly they were face to face in the hallway, just meters between them. 

"Dinner is ready," Rose spoke - and at least her voice was even, "wash your hands and wait at the table. I'll be down in a moment."

"Okay." Lacey left without complaint, a smile on her lips as she disappeared downstairs. She was a good child, happy and fun - or that's what Rose would have assumed had she met her under different circumstances. Glancing back to confirm she was alone, Rose then cracked open the door to Lacey's room.

It was simple but sweet, much like her own. A single bed sat at the far corner littered with children's toys, and an oak wardrobe hung open, clothes spilling out. With so many crevices and drawers, it was impossible to know where the money was hidden. For all she knew, Lacey hadn't let go of it since she stole it.

"Isabelle, are you all right up there?"

Rose slammed the door closed with a start, spinning around like a caught child. "I'm just coming!" she called back, voice pitched. She held her breath, waiting - but if anyone had heard the door slam or the squeak in their voice, they found nothing suspicious about it. Letting out that breath, Rose felt her chest loosen.

Not today. But sometime, and hopefully soon, she would get that money back.

——————————
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The radio played soft, gentle music from the corner of the porch as Rose sat in the little swinging chair, a bundle of dark blue yarn trailing across the ground. Knitting had never interested her until now, despite how her mother had spent years teaching her. There was just something so comforting and homely about listening to the radio while her needles clicked away in her hands.

Of course, this was only temporary; she wasn't getting used to it. Not at all.

Across the fields Rex worked, rake in hand. Those cows really were his true pride, the one thing he cared about. Was he really so desperate for the neighbouring land? Rose didn't understand it, other than knowing from observations just how dedicated he was to his ranch - perhaps too dedicated. 

She enjoyed watching him work, though - and had once even found herself asking questions, genuinely interested in his love for his work. He had been so eager to talk it made her heart swell, butterflies swirling in her stomach. She hadn't asked again, fearful of what those butterflies meant.

Dropping her gaze back to the half-knitted scarf in her hand, Rose allowed herself a tiny smile.

With no clock outside and no pocket watch, she didn't know how much time had passed. She completed another row of the scarf, then another four, and before she knew it the sun was dipping below the horizon, blue melting into soft pinks and yellows as the sun disappeared.

"Isabelle!"

The name caught her off guard. Rose snapped her head up with a start, confusion muddling her mind - but by now she was becoming used to that name as if it were her own. "Yes, dear?"

Lacey stood by the door, smiling brightly and innocently - and Rose was honestly beginning to wonder just how terrible a girl with such a smile could be. "Do you think if we helped Rex, he might be able to buy Mister Anderson's house in time?"

Rose quirked a brow, but said nothing. "I doubt we would be any help on the ranch," she replied after a while, "and you're only a child." Although, if Lacey spent more time with him the house would be empty much more often - allowing her a chance to go through Lacey's room. "But you may ask him if you like," she amended with a smile that was almost genuine. 

"Do you think he can buy it? He really wants to - says he needs the land if he wants to expand the ranch."

Rose didn't see why he needed more land - but she kept that to herself. "I don't know, but you can ask him. He might give you a few odd jobs if they're suitable."

"Okay!"

Rose watched as Lacey scampered off, small legs eagerly carrying her across the path and into the fields. She was so sweet and kind - not the kind of child she expected to steal from strangers. At least she was still oblivious to the fact Rose knew. She chatted to Rex with an eager smile, but they were too far for Rose to hear the conversation.

It was a rare moment of peace, watching them, and a moment of quiet calm washed over her. It would be upsetting to leave, but she had a house and a life waiting for her. She wasn't Isabelle, and she certainly didn't belong here.

In the distance, Rex set his rake against the fence post and swung the gate open. He and Lacey strode across the path together, hand in hand like father and daughter. As they neared the house Lacey peeled off to disappear around the corner - to the old stables where the horses were kept - but Rex walked straight for Rose.

"Good evening, Isabelle. I'm sorry I haven't been away from the ranch today, but I'm hoping if I carry on this way I can sell the cows for Monday."

"And have the money for Mister Anderson?"

"Precisely."

Rose nodded and set aside her knitting. The chair swung gently as her feet scraped the ground. She was a short woman, not even five foot tall. Rex towered above her, but she didn't mind. "Well then, I suppose I cannot blame you for working so hard."

He smiled, so gently it warmed her entire chest. "It's unfortunate but necessary - for all of us. I can earn enough money to support Lacey, perhaps buy more pigs to sell for meat."

"Hmm." Rose nodded as if she understood - or cared - but in reality it made no difference to her. What did she care about a few more acres of land and an extra pig or two when she was soon going to be out of here, living in town and working like an independent woman?

The radio played gently behind her, quiet and serene, but soon faded into a new song. She didn't know it; but it was soft and romantic with it's gentle violin.

Rex's eyes brightened and his lips formed a smile so wide it transformed his entire face. "Oh, I do enjoy this song. I don't suppose you know how to dance, do you Isabelle?"

She did, but barely. A handful of lessons as a child and her father's brief knowledge didn't account for much. Even so Rose found herself rising to her feet and taking his outstretched hand. They fell into position perfectly, like they had danced together a hundred times or more, and Rose was warm in his arms.

They swayed together on the porch as the music played, the soft breeze rustling through their hair. Rose's own blonde locks mingled with Rex's dark brunet curls, tickling her cheek as he spun her around - only to catch her in his arms again.

A grin spread across her face and she just couldn't help it. He was so sweet and gentle, so unlike that disgusting man her uncle had tried to force on her. Was this what it was supposed to be like?

A single word lingered at the back of her mind but she didn't dare say it. Not now and not ever, because she wasn't staying here for long.

Even so, as Rex spun her once more and his warm palms pressed against her, she wondered if perhaps being here wasn't so terrible after all. 

It wasn't until Rose heard a giggle from behind that they parted - jumping from each other like teenagers caught holding hands. 

There stood Lacey with a beaming grin, holding back peels of laughter as she leaned against the porch railing. When had she arrived? "My parents used to dance like you - though they were much better. I wish I could have dancing lessons, but everyone said it's a waste of money. A proper young woman should focus on learning to look after the house."

"Well, once I sell those cows and buy Anderson's land, let's see what we can do - though I can't promise anything."

Lacey smiled then, jumping in excitement.

Lacey watched her, and then turned to Rex, and realised she didn't really want to leave.

——————————
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This was Rose's chance. Her one opening to sneak upstairs and take what was hers. With Lacey playing outside and Rex readying the cattle for the market, she had the house to herself. 

The money was stashed safely inside Lacey's bedroom, that much she knew. For the first few days she had kept it on her at all times - but last night, while putting her to bed, Lacey had seen an old shoebox tucked away under the bed - and the lid, not on properly, had revealed it's hidden fortune.

Rose crept upstairs despite being alone; each creak of the steps made her wince and each heavy breath was painfully loud in the silence. At the top of the stairs she took the time to glance down - but the front door remained firmly closed, the house still. It felt too easy, just waltzing in there and taking it. It felt wrong too, like a betrayal. She hated how guilt settled deep in her stomach, chest fluttering. It was her money, and she needed it. 

But once she took it, everything was going to be revealed. Her true name, her lies, everything. How was Rex going to feel, knowing Isabelle hadn't arrived and she had taken the poor woman's place?

She paused with her hand on the door, the wood rough under her pale fingers. How easy would it be, to go back downstairs and pretend nothing was wrong? To carry on using another woman's name? To care for a girl she barely knew and a man she had pretended to be married to?

It would have been easy - so easy it frightened her - but Rose didn't do any of those things. She opened the door and slipped inside, letting it fall closed with a definite thud.

In this room, filled with dolls and blankets, everything felt surreal, dreamlike. She had done it, so simply, and now her money - her life - was within reach. She crossed the room and threw back the covers to reveal that innocent box. When she knelt down to grab it everything seemed slow, like she was watching herself from a distance.

The box was cool in her hands, feather light. Her money, while a decent amount, was no rich man's fortune. Enough to sway her uncle's debt, enough to be married off for, but not enough to last forever.

It was still far more than anyone, child or not, had a right to steal.

The door creaked quietly behind her and she jumped, heart lurching into her throat - but it was an old house, and the wood was distorted. Letting out a breath, Rose relaxed. 

Until tiny, childlike footsteps echoed through the room and stopped just behind her. "What are you doing in my room?"

Rose shot to her feet, hands pressing the shoebox into her back so much it hurt, but she couldn't let Lacey see. "Oh, nothing. I heard something, thought perhaps a stray cat had wandered in."

"Oh, okay?" Lacey's bright red hair swished as she tilted her head. "What's behind your back?"

"Nothing."

"Then why are you hiding your hands?"

"I'm not."

"Yes you are."

Rose's pale cheeks flushed, blue eyes widening. "I promise you I'm not, dear."

For a child so small Lacey was fast, dashing behind Rose and plucking the box from her hands before she could even react. Then she was in front again, a scowl marring her sweet features as she brandished it accusingly. "That's mine!"

So much for sneaking in and out unnoticed
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