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      Keeping their hearts hidden seems like the only choice…

      Kathryn Rollins, heiress to the Rollins shipping fortune, sees her life slip away from her when her father promises her hand in marriage to his partner in the shipping business. Desperate to escape and have some say in her own future, she responds to an ad for a mail order bride and boards the train to Colorado as plain Kate Rush, a young maid servant from a poor family who would be a good match for a hard working ranch hand in need of a wife, prepared to tackle a rough life and hard work if it will earn her a husband and family to call her own far from her father’s callous use of the people around him. 

      Danford Brandt is the heir to the largest ranch in Windy Banks, Colorado, under a deadline enforced by his father’s will to marry before he claims his inheritance. In a town of few women, most of whom only see his land, his choices are limited. Urged on by his younger brother, Danford places an ad and sends for a bride from out East, whom he meets as unassuming Dan Barton, one of the dozen ranch hands who work the big cattle ranch for a living.

      United in their desire to see if they can suit each other and make a future, Dan and Kate both keep their falsehoods wrapped tight even as the truth of what they see in each other brings them closer together... but there’s one truth that can bring their hoped for future crashing down.
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            Chapter One

          

          Colorado, 1882

        

      

    

    
      The blur of the landscape beyond the train car windows had transitioned from the first wash of early green spring to unrelieved beige and brown over the course of the last week. Kathryn had watched it with a feeling of breathless relief, as though the gradual loss of the familiar trees and flowers, cities, and landscape of her birthplace freed something tight and choking within her chest.

      The journey by rail from New York to Colorado had given her plenty of time for second thoughts - second, third, and more, a baker’s dozen of doubts about how she would get on in her new life. Her conviction never wavered, however, even as the finger shaped bruises high on her arm slowly faded to an unbecoming shade of brown that rather matched the landscape outside. It suited, she thought, with a grim sort of humor, that the last remnant of the beast she was running from should fade into her new life like watercolors blooming from one color to the next across the page. 

      “...don’t know how you can do it, Kate.”

      The diminutive of her given name took a moment to register to Kathryn; it was something her nanny last called her when she was still in short skirts, but the first thing that had come to mind when asked to put a name on the passenger list. She blinked, pulling her head out of the mess of her thoughts and away from the view of the passing countryside, and turned her attention to the plump, matronly woman seated across from her. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bohn, what did you say?”

      Emily Bohn shook her head, the bonnet ribbons tied beneath her chin rustling. “I said, I don’t know how you can do it. All the way out here, on your lonesome, to meet some man you’ve done nothing but exchange a few letters with - you must be nothing but nerves.”

      Kathryn managed a smile for the older woman, or at least enough to pass for one, her fingers unconsciously tightening where she clasped them in her lap. Those letters, from one Dan Barton in Windy Banks, Colorado, were pressed carefully between the pages of a journal, the only book she had dared to spirit away with her. It, along with the rest of her worldly goods - which amounted to little more than a few plain dresses and a bit of money saved from her pin allowance - was packed in a sturdy carpet bag, the dresses and bag itself traded for with the last fine dress she would ever wear, the day she had slipped out of her parent’s home to go ‘shopping’ and never returned.

      “Maybe I am,” she admitted to Mrs. Bohn with a small nod. Her voice sounded small in her own ears, the only way she could keep the elegant drawing room from ringing out plainly, since hours of silently rolling sounds through her mouth had still failed to instill Kathryn with any confidence of her ability to mimic the cadence of her former maid’s workhouse accent. “I’m not sure I can rightly say. It’s all too new.”

      Dan Barton wanted a ‘young woman of respectable manners, capable of making a house into a home’. He worked on a cattle ranch; Kathryn had little idea what that entailed but envisioned something between a vast stable and the cattle stockyards that fed into her father’s shipping trains. Whatever a ranch hand did was probably hard work, but Mr. Barton was young - only seven years separated them - and by his own description strong and in good health. His letters, all two of them after her initial response to his advertisement in the newspaper, had painted the barest sketch of frontier life, which her own imagination had turned into something resembling the small row houses of the city.

      It was a new life, far removed from her old. She would thrive or fail in it, but she would do it of her own free will, her choices her own to make and not dictated by her father. Henry Rollins had forever seen his only child as a disappointment; Kathryn was decidedly female, not the long hoped-for male heir, and was therefore a bargaining piece at best. Some childish part of her was still bitterly disillusioned that her father blithely settled on the easiest solution of sealing the deal with his business partner - Frederick Sanders was some fifteen years younger than Henry Rollins, but that still put him easily twenty-eight years ahead of Kathryn herself, a large, balding man with a flushed, rounded face and a smile that never reached his eyes. 

      Kathryn had always thought Frederick Sanders rather unfortunately porcine in appearance, but his presumptive handling the night her father announced his blessing on the man’s suit for Kathryn’s hand cemented his place in her mind as a beast only thinly disguised in human form. She had expected to be disappointed in her marriage, dependent as it was upon her father’s decision, but Sanders with his grasping hands and cold, glittering eyes went far past disappointment to a sick feeling in Kathryn’s stomach that had only abated as New York faded into a distant memory behind the rattling train car. Dan Barton, by comparison, was an unknown, but Kathryn couldn’t envision him being worse.

      The train whistle sounded, shrill and strident, alerting the station master of Windy Banks to their imminent arrival. Kathryn put on a larger smile for Mrs. Bohn’s sake, though her lips and her knees both felt rather numb. “I’m sure it will be alright,” she assured the older woman. “And if not, well, I’ll figure something out.” 

      “You’re sure?” Mrs. Bohn asked dubiously. She was going some ways further than Windy Banks, to visit a cousin in Denver. She had already asked, three times, if Kathryn would consider coming with her. Kathryn appreciated the thought but remained firm in her denial; the minimal wage of a paid lady’s companion was something she would look for only if her other plans fell through, and she wasn’t going to begin her new life by reneging on her promise to at least meet her prospective new husband; she owed him that much for wiring her the funds for the ticket. “Well, if there’s no changing your mind - do you want me to take a letter to your folks back home? They must be worried sick, and the Denver post will keep to schedule better than some place like Banks will.”

      Her ‘folks’ brought to mind an image of her father’s calculating, unsmiling face and her mother’s wan glance that forever fell right past her child as though she weren’t even there. Kathryn’s smile hardened, her best hostess expression turning her lips up in a smooth gesture that meant nothing and promised even less. “No, thank you,” she demurred, moving to stand and take her bag in hand as the train whistle rang out again. “I’m sure a Denver postmark would only make them worry more that something had gone wrong with the trains. I’ll be all right, Mrs. Bohn - you have my word.”

      And a Rollins’ word was forged in iron, as her father liked to say. Brushing out the folds of her travel coat, Kathryn waved an almost cheery goodbye to her traveling companion and stepped forward as the conductor called out their arrival to Windy Banks, her heart in her throat and something that could have been nerves but felt more like excitement thrumming beneath her skin.
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      “Stop scowling.”

      “I’m not scowling.” Danford Brandt glared - and most definitely did not scowl - at his younger brother. “I’m thinking.”

      “Then think less aggressively.” Anthony Brandt crossed his arms but couldn’t quite hide the teasing smile aimed at his brother. Stood side by side, they both bore the stamp of their father in the same dark hair and arresting blue eyes, but Anthony wore the family look with a sharp and stylish air on his lean frame while Dan, even washed and combed and in clean clothes, looked like what he was - a rancher, tanned by the sun and countless hours in the saddle. “You’re going to scare her right back onto the train, and you don’t have that much time to waste. It’d take another couple of months to arrange for a new bride, and that wouldn’t give you much time at all to decide if she’d suit you.”

      Dan snorted. “What do you think I’ve been thinking about? Sending away for a mail order bride was a gamble.”

      He’d done his best to be certain it was as close to a sure thing as he could, but he was man enough to admit to himself he shouldn’t have delayed searching for a bride outside of the little town of Windy Banks, Colorado. Not once his father’s will was read, with its stipulation that, if Danford wanted to fully inherit the family ranch, he needed to be married no more than two years later than the old man’s death. Dan felt his forehead creasing back into a frown. Pa had known him well enough to realize he wasn’t likely to take time to find a bride without a push, but he’d also known just how scarce women were in the area. Windy Banks had grown up since its days as a glorified supply camp for the mines, but even though the locals had switched their focus from mining to ranching and farming, the number of men to women was still ten to one. And that was if you included the girls working upstairs at the Copper Penny, Windy Banks’ one and only saloon. 

      “And it’s a gamble I don’t want to see you lose,” Anthony said firmly. “I don’t have time to run a ranch and the bank. So try to look a little less like you eat charming young ladies for breakfast, if you please.” He elbowed Dan lightly in the ribs. “Because if you don’t, I’m going straight to the Forrest ranch and assuring Miss Jade you harbor a hidden passion for her.”

      “Please don’t,” Dan groaned, grimacing. “I don’t want to find out what happens to the ranch if you’re six feet under and I’m not married by the deadline.”

      The Forrest ranch was the other big spread in the area, and the only daughter, Jade, had been after Dan since she was fifteen. Dan didn’t have any illusions that she was actually interested in him; Jade was as mercenary as she was pretty, and even as a raw twenty-year-old Dan had recognized that she was less interested in him than in going from the daughter of the second-biggest ranch in the area to the future mistress of the biggest. None of her attempted flirtations over the past five years had done anything to change his mind. 

      In fact, Miss Jade was the main reason he hadn’t mentioned owning the ranch in his advertisement for a mail-order bride. Technically, it wasn’t even a lie; the deed for the property and all of its holdings was being held in trust by his father’s lawyer until he successfully got himself hitched or missed the deadline, at which point Anthony would inherit whether he liked it or not. Dan had full control over the ranch’s management, but he didn’t own it. Not yet.

      Now, the little matter of his name...that, he had to admit, was a lie. 

      He’d wrestled with the decision for quite a while before placing the advertisement under the name ‘Dan Barton’. In the end, he decided the small fabrication was necessary; the Brandt name was known around these parts, and he had no real certainty who would respond to his search for a bride. It would have done him no good to omit ownership of the ranch from his description, if someone recognized his last name and put two and two together. 

      The deception wouldn’t last longer than a month, he promised himself. Long enough to meet Miss Kate and get to know her; long enough to assure himself they could at least get along amiably and she was interested in him, not in his land and cattle. In a month, Kate would either be Mrs. Brandt - with his apologies for the white lie - or he’d be in a lick of trouble, with Pa’s deadline looming closer still.

      It was one of the many reasons he was more than a little nervous as he and his brother awaited the train, and why his thoughts kept pulling his rugged features into a frown no matter how Anthony might try to lighten his mood. Too much of his future hinged on this woman he’d never met, and on his ability to play the part he’d established in his letters.

      The approaching sound of a train whistle pulled him out of his musings, and his frown deepened as he raised his head to look down the track. Dan found himself tugging anxiously at the cuffs of his plain work shirt, his gaze on the thick plumes of white smoke which marked the location of the oncoming train.

      “Stop scowling,” Anthony reminded him. A heavy hand gave his shoulder a shake. “I’m going to go see to the horses while you wait for your bride-to-be. We don’t want her falling for the civilized brother, after all.”

      “You do, and I’ll mess up that city-boy face of yours,” Dan said without any real heat. He couldn’t deny that his brother’s fashionable suits were far more impressive than even the best of his own wardrobe, and this work shirt and slightly worn denims were far from his best. “You helped get me into this, you’re going to help see me through it.”

      Another whistle drowned out Anthony’s reply, though from his laughter Dan suspected he was just as glad he couldn’t hear it. Resolutely, he turned his back on his brother and watched the train approach, pushing down his nerves over the looming meeting which could well change his entire future.

      The arrival of the train was a form of regimented chaos, heralded by the blast of the whistle and the thundering chugged roar of the engine and brakes as it pulled up to the platform. The station handlers leapt into action, intent on the mail bags and delivery packages that were being dropped off; in the midst of the flurry the lone passenger that disembarked towards the rear of the platform might have been easy to miss if Dan hadn’t been watching for her. 

      She was a slip of a thing, slender and petite, but she held herself tall. She wore a dark traveling skirt and jacket, white blouse, and a loose tan duster over all, a small straw hat pinned atop golden hair that was the one bright spot of color in an otherwise stark outfit. Practical for travel, Dan approved, but he found himself wondering, given the single worn bag she clutched, if she even owned anything else. 

      She paused after stepping down from the train, her gaze sweeping over the station platform, and Dan could see the moment she landed on the only two men who weren’t involved in unloading. Anthony had seen her too; his elbow caught Dan’s ribs, making Dan involuntarily stand straighter to escape his brother’s nudging.

      Miss Kate - it had to be her - took a visible breath and for one horrible moment Dan thought she might flee right back onto the train like Anthony had predicted. She was made of sterner stuff than that, though, and after a bare moment she started towards them determinedly.

      Up close she was even smaller than Dan initially thought, the brim of her hat barely cresting his shoulder. Green eyes, bright and sharp, flicked between the two brothers, the unspoken question visible on her face, but in the end instead of asking it she dropped into an honest to God curtsey, the bobbed motion smooth and steady. “Dan Barton?” she asked, her voice so soft Dan could barely catch it over the general noise around them. “I’m Kate Rush.”

      Anthony stepped back, leaving Dan to remove the dark Stetson he wore and nod a polite greeting. “Ma’am,” he said. “Welcome to Windy Banks. I’m right glad to see you had a safe trip out.”

      Kate’s sharp gaze focused on him and for a heartbeat Dan found himself looking into an astute gaze that judged him - not unfairly, but frankly, taking in his worn clothes and weathered appearance. It was gone just as quickly and Kate dropped her eyes to a more demure level, but the ghost of a nervous smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I’m right glad the train was as safe as it was,” she admitted, “but it’s a relief to be off it all the same. And a pleasure to meet you,” she added, her smile becoming a little more pronounced. 

      She hesitated for a moment, then shifted her grip on her bag, offering her hand - palm down, as a lady would, but in mid gesture she shifted it sideways to invite Dan to clasp it instead of bow over it. Her hand was small and warm and soft in his own; he held it carefully for a polite beat, not tightening or pumping it the way he would have a man’s. Kate retreated immediately after, hands clasped securely on her bag once more, but her gaze flicked past Dan to Anthony, the cock of her head and brow asking the unspoken question.

      Silently, Dan cursed himself for not anticipating this very moment; he could only hope that, between his own practical attire and Anthony’s city suit and carefully slicked back hair, she missed the family resemblance between them. “Forgive my lack of manners, ma’am. This is the town banker, Anthony Brandt. We grew up together.”

      “Practically brothers,” Anthony said, mischief sparkling in the glance he flicked up at Dan before offering Kate a smile. “When Dan told me that his intended was arriving today, I simply couldn’t miss the opportunity to meet you and wish you well.”

      The confusion cleared from Kate’s face and she offered Anthony a soft “pleased to meet you” and another curtsey. She didn’t, Dan was pleased to note, give her hand to his brother, and her gaze immediately turned back to Dan himself. 

      “Well,” she said with a ghost of a smile and a flash of humor in her eyes, “I’m afraid I’ve never heard of any etiquette on what to do next in this kind of situation.”

      Dan felt his lips curl into an answering smile, attracted to her quiet, easy humor even as he raised an amused brow at her concerns over the etiquette of their situation. “I don’t suppose there’s too much established propriety around what we’re getting ourselves into,” he said agreeably. “But my...the ranch where I work has separate cabins for the married hands; not big, but with room enough for us to have separate sleeping arrangements.” He found himself worrying at the brim of his hat and forced his hands still. “I thought it might be best to give ourselves a while to get to know one another, if you’re amenable to the idea.” 

      Her green eyes widened for a heartbeat - surprise? relief? - and her smile turned broader and more real. “And your employer has agreed to let us use a cabin while we’re...” she paused slightly, the tip of her tongue just touching her lower lip before she gave a soft laugh and shrugged “...courting, I suppose, for lack of a better term? That’s uncommonly kind of him.”

      Her gratitude made Dan feel a hint of guilt over his deception, though he wasn’t quite certain why this should bother him more than the rest of it. “One of the men recently started up his own ranch,” he explained uncomfortably, rubbing the back of his neck. “The cabin we’ll be using has been closed up since last summer. Though I’m sure the boss will be glad to know you think he’s kind.”

      Hoping to divert her from the topic, he continued, “Did you bring any luggage with you? The buckboard doesn’t have as much room as the hay wagon, but it should be able to manage a trunk or two. And it’s a sight more comfortable.”

      Kate’s expression didn’t fall, not exactly, but the openness in her smile and her eyes snuffed out like a blown out lamp. A hint of color bloomed high across her cheeks and she dropped her gaze. “Ah... no, thank you,” she said quietly, her hands tightening on her carpet bag. “I’m afraid I came with little - but all of it is quite serviceable,” she added a little defensively. “You needn’t worry on that count.”

      Dan wanted to kick himself for embarrassing her, and more than that, he wanted to reassure her that she needn’t fear over her lack of possessions or, presumably, finances. Soon, he promised himself. When he’d known her for more than five minutes and could say with certainty that there could be something lasting between them. 

      “May I take your bag then, ma’am?” he asked, his voice gentling, like she was a filly he’d accidentally spooked. “I expect you’ll want a chance to rest for a bit after rattling along in a train for so many days.” 

      There was a moment of hesitation where Dan watched her knuckles flush white from how tightly she was gripping her bag and he wondered if she’d refuse. Whatever troubled her, however, she put firmly aside, and her smile was a shade too firm but there nonetheless when she unwound her fingers and offered him the bag. “Thank you,” she said, sounding sincere. “I’m afraid I’m about as stiff as you might expect, and heartily tired of sleeping in a seat. I can’t even begin to tell you how appealing a bit of proper rest sounds.”

      Dan took the bag with care, only allowing his fingers the lightest, unavoidable brush against hers. The last thing he wanted was to spook her again by being overly familiar. “It’s a fair bit of a drive,” he admitted, shifting the bag to his left hand so he could offer her his right arm. “But Cook promised to have dinner waiting for us. Bunkhouse food isn’t fancy, but it’s filling.”

      After another small hesitation, she accepted his proffered arm, the tips of her fingers just barely touching his sleeve and clear daylight between their bodies, an obvious indication of how much intimacy she was willing to allow. Dan approved of her quiet, unobtrusive method of establishing her own boundaries; privately, he was glad to see she was neither inclined to clinging and histrionics, nor so rigid in her adherence to Eastern propriety that life out West would come as an unwelcome shock.  

      “It seems I won’t be needed as a beast of burden, after all,” Anthony said with his own easy humor, brushing at his sleeves. “It was a great pleasure to meet you, ma’am, and I hope you will grace our town for many years to come. For now, though, I’ll leave you to get acquainted with this ne’er do well.”

      “Windy Banks must be quite a change from the city,” Dan said, not trying to match Anthony’s brisk pace as he guided Kate down the platform steps and to the dusty street below. He hoped to draw her back out, as well as being mindful of the long and tiring trip she’d had, so he set a leisurely pace as they strolled toward his buckboard, which gleamed in contrast to the weathered wooden livery it was tied in front of. “Fortunately, with the rail line passing through, we can generally get any goods you may want. Eventually.”

      Kate shook her head, the gesture thoughtful. The act of walking seemed to steady her, like a filly kept boxed up too long in a stall and needing the feel of her own feet. “It’s... very different,” she admitted, her gaze taking in everything in quick glances, from the station platform to the broad street of packed dirt beyond. “Beautiful, but so open - I don’t know that I feel quite safe without all the buildings,” she said with a short sound that was almost a laugh. “Not in a bad way, but as though any breeze might lift me up and whisk me away.”

      Her smile was brighter, the curve of her lips inviting Dan to share in her humor. “I’m sure it will be very different but... truthfully, I look forward to it. I hope I’ll be too busy learning new ways to fret about what I left behind.”

      Dan chuckled softly, more pleased to see the return of her smile than he could have expected. “There’s no lack of work to be done,” he conceded, “but you’re not going to be tossed into doing it alone. The foreman’s wife cooks for the hands, and there are two girls to help with things like laundry and keeping up with all the dirt that gets tracked into the bunkhouse. I like to hope you’ll get at least some socializing done, busy or not.”

      He gazed down at her warmly, wishing he had the freedom to offer her more than his arm, but the worn carpetbag in his left hand ensured he had to mind his manners. “And of course, I’m hoping you’ll have time to spend with me, too,” he said softly. “Be a shame if you were kept too busy for us to court properly.”

      Her green eyes widened for a moment, blinking at him, and then Dan was treated to the sound of her laugh again. She muffled it quickly, almost embarrassed, behind her free hand, but her smile peeked out around her palm. “I should hope so,” she assured him. “That’s the entire point of being out here, or you’d have been advertising for a maid of all work and could’ve gotten one much closer than from New York, that’s for certain.”

      Kate let him hand her up into the seat of the buckboard, climbing up and flicking her skirt into neat lines. “Is it a very long drive?” she asked, still looking around in rapt attention at the squat buildings that comprised the main street of Windy Banks with curiosity. “I
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