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Virginia Lawson has always considered herself a strong, down to earth person. She wasn't shaken easily, and took pride in her ability to stay calm in difficult circumstances. She kept herself together when her father died at age sixteen. She stayed practical when she lost her inheritance in the Civil War. And when she had to travel hundreds of miles to where she was now, Virginia didn't even break a sweat.

So why now, standing on the enormous porch outside of her new fiancé's house, did she feel sick enough to pass out? This had taken weeks of careful planning; answering the mail order bride advert in the newspaper, booking the train and packing her suitcase. Virginia had gotten this far, so why did the nerves start now?

Bracing herself, Virginia took in a breath, and chapped on the door.

For a long, tense moment, there was only silence. Inside the great farmhouse, there was only stillness. With a jolt of worry, she wondered if she had somehow ended up at the wrong ranch, despite precise directions - but then a flash of shadow passed across the window, and the front door creaked open.

"Hello?"

Virginia swallowed. "Good morning. I know I'm a little late, but it's Virginia Lawson. Your... fiancée." The words stuck in her throat, and she cast her eyes to the ground. The sun beat against her back, hot and prickly, and her neck was beginning to burn.

Truthfully, Virginia didn't expect a hearty welcome - they were strangers, after all - but his disappointed sigh still stung. "That was today?" he murmured, more to himself than anyone else, "I'm sorry, I didn't realise."

Fantastic. Head darting up, Virginia shot him a harsh glare. "You forgot that your new fiancée was coming to live with you?" It was terribly rude of her to snap like that, but she couldn't help it. Already, anger was beginning to boil under the surface. Did he not want her here? Was he regretting sending out that advert?

If so, then Gregory Johnson was an appalling man. 

He hovered by the front door, and for one terrible moment, Virginia thought he was going to close the door on her. Then he sighed, stepping aside to let her in, and opened the door wide.

Unwilling to stand out there in the heat any longer, Virginia hauled up her suitcase and scurried inside. It was cooler in the hallway, at least, although stuffy enough to make her throat feel dry. She dropped the suitcase by a tall wooden coat rack, then spun to face Gregory.

He was attractive, that much was undeniable. Curly, cherry coloured hair and tanned skin dusted with dark freckles. A slim yet sturdy build, his bare arms corded with muscle from years working on the ranch. His eyes, which were a lovely golden brown, studied her just as she studied him.

He spoke first. "I'm sorry about all of this. Honestly, I wasn't even the one to post the advert." He sucked in a sigh, dark eyes downcast. "My mother did it, without consulting me first. I went along with it, but-"

"But you didn't really want it?" Virginia finished. She had travelled across three states for him, spent days in a cramped train carriage with complete strangers, left her entire world behind, in the hopes Gregory could provide a better life. Now, it was clear, that had been nothing but a dream for her.

Guilt flashed across his strong features, a blush spreading across his high cheekbones and sloped nose. "It was selfish, yes, but I really do want to help you. Maybe it isn't the romantic meeting you hoped for, but that doesn't mean we can't make this work."

He's only saying that because he knows you've nowhere to go, a little voice whispered in the back of her mind, he doesn't want you here. Arms folded, she cast a look about the hall, simply so she didn't have to look at him. The walls were painted a dark blue with floral print, the carpet was worn with age. There were no photographs or paintings on the walls, no decorations on the side table. It was plain, but well kept, at least.

Gregory must have known she was avoiding his gaze, because he let out a little huff and rolled his eyes. Yet his voice was gentle as he said, "I know this is difficult for you. I should have been more welcoming. Perhaps I could... give you a tour of the ranch?"

After travelling for days, Virginia honestly just wanted to sleep. It was half-past ten in the morning and yet she was exhausted, the energy sapped from her. Eyes darting down to her suitcase, she said, "I'd like to unpack, please. Where will I be staying?"

"Guest bedroom, second on the left. Here, let me help." Gregory lifted her suitcase as if it weighed nothing - yet in reality Virginia had struggled to carry it from the beginning. He darted up the stairs, leaving her no choice but to follow.

The guest bedroom, it appeared, was a simply box shaped room with only a bed, one side table, and a wardrobe set against the far wall. It was plain, like the rest of the house, everything the same boring shade of dark brown. The small window overlooked a stretch of empty field, bringing the only colour into the room.

"Take your time to unpack," Gregory muttered as he dropped the suitcase onto the bed. The mattress squeaked underneath the sudden weight. "I'll be out back if you need me."

"Thank you," Virginia replied - she could, at least, make an effort to be kind despite the disappointment settling heavily in her stomach. She turned to offer a wavering smile, but Gregory was already leaving.

Well. This hadn't gone nearly as planned. Collapsing onto the bed, Virginia stared up at the white ceiling with a scowl. What now?

——————————

After tossing and turning for half the night, Virginia finally found herself floating back to consciousness. She rolled over, reaching for her familiar side lamp, but finding it gone. Her hand swept through thin air, before slapping against the side table instead. When her eyes snapped open, she was met with an unfamiliar room, the door cracked open to reveal a dark hallway beyond.

Oh. Right. She was here. Memories came back to her - appearing at Gregory's front door, the less than enthusiastic welcome. Letting out a groan, she rolled out of bed. Awake now, there was no point in trying to get back to sleep. Pulling on a skirt and blouse, she wandered downstairs in the hopes of finding coffee.

Except she wasn't the only one awake. Gregory paused in the hallway, one arm half way through his coat, and stared owlishly through thick, dark eyelashes.

"Bit early even for ranch work, isn't it?" Virginia asked sleepily. She was too tired to even be angry.

"Actually," Gregory replied, and his voice echoed through the silent house, "I have to leave for a bit."

"Why?" Although she didn't mean it, it sounded like an accusation.

Frowning, Gregory shrugged on his coat, breaking eye contact as he glanced down to fumble with the buttons. "The ranch has been having trouble lately, and I've been trying to put a stop to it. If I can catch one of them in the act and go to the Sheriff's station-"

"What kind of trouble?" Virginia's heart jolted against her ribs, her eyes snapping wide. The last edges of sleep vanished, leaving her with an uneasy feeling in her gut.

He hesitated, clearly unwilling to tell her the truth. Biting down on his lip, Gregory cast a nervous look outside. Whatever he was about to say, he caught himself at the last moment and huffed. "Poachers," he admitted, "they've been killing off the livestock for weeks now, but I've never seen anybody on ranch grounds."

Virginia's stomach dropped. So not only was she stuck here at a ranch she wasn't welcome in, it was a ranch where poachers ran wild? Suddenly, she had to wonder if this had been a huge mistake. "And you have to leave now, because?"

"Because I heard noises, and I intend to have this dealt with."

Swallowing, Virginia cast a look out the window. The ranch outside was silent, the fields undisturbed. "Let me come with you."

"No," came Gregory's stern response, "I could be all day, and I don't want to leave the ranch unoccupied. Look after the house while I'm gone."

Was she supposed to be his future wife, or a servant? Frustration bubbled, but she forced it down with a scowl. Saying nothing, Virginia marched into the kitchen and grabbed the first mug she found, beginning to make coffee with as much noise as possible. She had no clue where anything was kept, and the kitchen had a dozen cupboards, but that hardly stopped her.

Gregory poked his head through the door, brows raised. "No goodbye?"

"Just hurry back," she snapped, aware of how she sounded and yet unable to stop it, "I don't want to be alone here."

He hummed softly in agreement, brushing a hand through his thick curls. It was irritating, how innocent he looked - with wide eyes and a sweet face, he was deceptively nice looking. Unfortunately, his attitude was sour. "I'll see you later, then?" was all he offered.

Virginia nodded, too busy filling up the kettle to bother looking. "Yes," she replied coolly. Was it rude? Undeniably. Did she care? In that moment, not one bit.

Gregory hovered for a moment longer, eyeing her as she bent to light the hearth. He sucked in a breath, as if about to speak, but left the kitchen without another word. 

Virginia didn't watch him go, but she did turn at the very last minute to see his long coat swish around the corner. With the water ready to be boiled, Virginia flopped down onto the nearest chair and sighed. "What a stupid idea this all was," she murmured to herself, "travelling all this way for a man who doesn't want you."

Really, what had she been thinking? It had been naïve to think this would work out how she imagined. That two strangers living states apart could fall into domestic life without a hitch. She had expected him to solve all of her problems, but the reality was he only created more.

Virginia wasn't aware of how long she had sat there - but suddenly the kettle was shrieking and she bolted to her feet, towel wrapped around her hands to fetch it. The heat from the heart was oppressive, worse even than the dry heat of the morning sun, and she realised she didn't even want the coffee any more.

In the end, Virginia spent the day alone. In such an unfamiliar house she didn't know what to do - was it all right to tidy up, or would she misplace something important? Could she read, or were Gregory's books off limits? Was it safe to explore the ranch? It seemed as if everything she wanted to do was somehow wrong, invading a stranger's space, and so she ended up on the front porch with a glass of iced tea, staring out at the expansive of land around her.

If poachers were here, they were long gone now. Virginia could see for miles, and there was only beautiful green fields and little dirt roads. It was beautiful, really, and nothing like what she was used to. Back home everything was dark and grimy, and the only green was from the little shrubs in her tiny back yard. 

Perhaps it wasn't so terrible, living here. In fact, it was easy to see the appeal when she looked over the expansive land, listened to the cows' gentle calls in the distance. There was a certain appeal about the ranch that she couldn't place, but it was peaceful.

The problem wasn't the ranch itself, but Gregory, and that knowledge made her chest ache.

——————————

Frankly, Virginia never expected to meet Gregory's formidable mother - at least not so soon. She had barely been here a week and already she was here. Grace Johnson was a tall and wiry woman with a shock of greying auburn hair, piercing brown eyes, and a smile so sever it could cut through anything.

She was the opposite of Virginia, who was all gentle curves and girlish curls. Her own hair was a soft blonde that accented her fair skin, and her green eyes here framed by thick lashes. Grace and Virginia were nothing alike in looks, and it became increasingly obvious they were opposites in attitude, too.

"I hoped this mail order bride idea would show my boy how much he needed a wife," she spoke, her voice clipped, "I told him that if he waited too long, he would never find a woman." She sat with her back straight, peering over the rim of her glasses as if Virginia was hardly even worth her time. She didn't look at all like how Virginia had imagined her.

"It was rather dishonest," Virginia pointed out with a frown, "to write those letters as if from Gregory's point of view."

"Well, it was the only way to do it! Would you have been interested, knowing I was writing on his behalf?"

His behalf was a kind way to put it. According to Gregory, he had no idea about any of it. Not until the agreement of Virginia's move had already been made. Fighting down the urge to snap, she folded her arms. "I suppose not," she relented. This whole thing made her uneasy, her nose crinkling. 

Gregory saved her at the last moment, sidling into the room with tea and biscuits. Virginia had offered to fetch it herself, but Gregory had insisted that she and Grace needed a moment alone to get acquainted. She had the feeling he simply didn't want to be alone with his mother. 

"Serving tea should be your job, should it not?" Grace's narrow eyes swivelled to Virginia. "Or do you plan to make my Gregory do all the work?"

Oh, she was really beginning to get on Virginia's nerves. She parted her lips, still forming her reply, when Gregory cut in with, "I offered, Mother. Please, be kind. It's the least you can do." After causing all of this, the second half went unsaid.

To offer a distraction, Virginia scooped up her tea and took a healthy drink. It scalded the roof of her mouth and made her wince, but she enjoyed the mellow taste of the milk, fresh this morning. 

Grace took a cup too, pointedly ignoring the biscuits on offer. She must have been wearing an exceptionally tight corset, because her waist was so tiny, hips flared out, it was a wonder she could sit down at all. She certainly wasn't what Grace expected from a woman who had lived on a ranch. Or had this developed after she left it to Gregory?

"So," Virginia said carefully, "why did you place the advert? And why did you choose me?"

Grace's laugh was like wind chimes, high pitched and forced. "Well, you were the only one that answered, Virginia. It seemed that in the entire month we corresponded, nobody else was interested. I confess it was my own fault - perhaps if I had tried harder to appeal to possible women instead of emulating Gregory quite so honestly-"

In a flash Gregory was on his feet, his dark eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. "What are you trying to say, Mother? That if you had been less honest about me, you would have been more successful? Am I not good enough?"

Grace's expression remained stony. Setting down her teacup, she regarded him with a faint smile. One that appeared more mocking than genuine. "That isn't what I mean. I'm simply saying that I could have added more flair, when I wrote those letters for you."

"You already did all of this without asking me. Pretended to be me. Now you're saying that you had to lie just to get Virginia to care?"

"Lie, no-"

Grace never had the chance to finish her sentence. Gregory stormed from the room, the door slamming harshly behind him. His heavy footsteps carried across the hall, the front door clicking open as he raced outside. Although Virginia couldn't see him from the small living room window, she heard him clatter and stomp around the back of the house.

"He's always been too sensitive," Grace tried to appease.

"No," Virginia snapped. She, too, hauled herself upright. Tea forgotten, she folded her arms across her chest and glared. "What you said was cruel and uncalled for. He has every right to be angry."

"It's for his own good," she replied evenly.

Virginia huffed, eyes rolled toward the sky. "No, it was for yours. He didn't want this, and now you've roped me into it, too." Turning on her heel, Virginia stomped off, following Gregory's route, and swung the front door open to march off toward the back of the house.

She found Gregory there, sitting on a rickety porch bench. He glanced up as she approached, face going pale, and bit back a frown. "I'm sorry about her," he murmured, "she never used to be so rude, but then she remarried and it seems the comfortable life has gone to her head."

Virginia brushed golden hair from her eyes as she collapsed beside him. It was hardly ladylike, but since when did she care? "It's not your fault," she replied honestly. Settled beside him, there was hardly enough space for them both. Virginia was forced to place her hands on her knees, their shoulders gently touching. Tentatively, she reached for Gregory's hand and squeezed. "Should I ask her to leave?"

"I'll do it," he replied, "she'll cause a fuss otherwise." Yet he didn't move, instead entwining their hands together with a soft smile. "I know I said I didn't want this, and I'm sorry you came all this way, but I'm starting to like having you here."

Virginia's chest thudded, her cheeks flushed a pretty pink. "Yes," she agreed, "I think I like it here, too."

——————————

For a while, everything was good. Virginia settled into her new life with surprising ease, tending to the house as if it were her own. Well, she supposed, it was hers now. She lived here, and would for the foreseeable future. Once she and Gregory married, it would be her proper home. That thought, which once had her gut rolling in anxiety, now made her smile pleasantly. 

At least, she felt that way until the three week marker. It was three weeks to the day when she next found Gregory preparing to leave, shrugging on his coat with the front door wide open. She knew it wasn't normal ranch work because he never wore that coat to work in, unwilling to get his few nice clothes dirty or ruined.

"Going into town?" Virginia asked, although deep down she knew the answer already. She hovered by the bottom of the stairs, shoulder leaning gently against the wall. She had been upstairs dusting the study, a room neither of them ever seemed to use, when she heard him moving about.

He turned to her with an apologetic smile. "I'm afraid not. The poachers came back during the night. Took two of our bulls. I... I think I know who's doing it, but I have no proof."

"So back to the Sheriff's station you go," Virginia surmised with a sigh. At first, she had assumed it was a one time thing, something not to be repeated. It appeared she wasn't so lucky. Frowning, she pushed off from the wall and descended the last few steps, standing between him and the door. "Stay, please?"

"I can't." Grabbing his hat from the stand, Gregory pulled it low over his eyes. With his angular features shadowed, some of that boyish warmth vanished. For the first time, he looked truly menacing. "If I go now, I might be able to catch them leaving. Or at least track the horses they rode here."

"Leave it to the Sheriff-"

"They don't listen," Gregory snapped, "the Sheriff doesn't care, and neither does the Deputy." He was shaking now, his eyes narrowed with barely concealed anger. "I know who's doing this, and I won't stand for it any more. It's Mother's new husband, and I can prove it."

"Why would your step-father want to hurt the ranch?" It sounded ridiculous, a childish notion borne of some deep seated resentment. Virginia's own mother had remarried, despite how it was frowned upon in her part of the city, and Virginia herself had disliked the man for no fault of his own. This, though, to accuse him of something like this?"

But Gregory didn't want to hear it. "He's always disliked me. Hated how Mother spent so much time and energy on me. He's a disappointment no matter what you do, he told her. Right in front of me." Gregory shuddered, arms folded over his chest. "Now I need to go, so please, get out of my way."

Gregory pushed past her, and Virginia scuttled to the side to avoid an elbow to the ribs. Staring after him, she felt panic rising in her chest, a deep uneasiness that made her want to be sick. Yet what could she do? Virginia couldn't stop him, couldn't convince him - so with a deep sigh she simply watched him go.

There was no goodbye, just a clipped nod as Gregory descended the porch steps. The horse stables were located near the back of the house, by the barns, and he turned to march down the gravel path with a murmured, "stay safe."

I'm better off without you here, she wanted to snap - but the words wouldn't come. They stuck in her throat, dried up to nothing, and Virginia was left to stare silently after Gregory's disappearing form. It wasn't until he disappeared from sight that she let out a muffled groan, running a hand through her thick, golden locks. "Idiot," she mumbled, but it was without venom.

In the end, though, perhaps it was better that he was gone. She had the house to herself, and she no longer had qualms about invading his space. She lived here too, and so she had every right to do as she pleased. Virginia took the time to explore the ranch, purposefully shoving all thoughts of Gregory from her mind. He was handsome and sweet, when he wanted to be, but he was also a fool.

As it turned out, ranch work was not as easy as she assumed. Honestly, she had no clue where to begin. There was so much space, so many animals, and Virginia didn't have a clue how to care for any of it. In the end, Virginia ended up by the fields, leaning over the fence posts to beckon forward one of the cows.

It huffed as it approached, and Virginia was delighted to see how fluffy it looked up close. "I've never met a cow in person before," she told it with a smile, "I bet you're nicer than Gregory, aren't you?"

The cow puffed out a breath of warm air, the smell stale and grassy. They were prettier than expected, but also smelled disgusting. Not that the cow seemed to care - it regarded her with big, round eyes, chewing on a mouthful of grass.

"Well, at least you can't talk back to me," Virginia mused. Tentatively, she reached out to run a gentle hand over the space between it's ears. "Do you have a name? I'll call you Vivienne." Back home, she had a friend named Vivienne Caulfield, a pretty redheaded girl with big golden eyes. Perhaps she wouldn't have appreciated having a cow named after her, but it brought a smile to Virginia's lips anyway.

Another cow joined the first, then another, until there were five crowded around her little spot. They were huge and hulking creatures, but there was a gentleness to them that she enjoyed.

"What I don't understand," Virginia said with a frown, "is why anyone would want to kill you lovely creatures."

——————————

As the afternoon faded into a cool evening, and then into night, Virginia found herself bundled in blankets just to stay warm. The fire roared in the fireplace, casting a pleasant glow across the living room. Gregory still hadn't reappeared, causing a stab of anxiousness every time she thought of him, but he hadn't said when he would be back. She put it down to his own ridiculous determination.

Curled up on the sofa, Virginia felt herself begin to fall asleep. Wind hummed outside, occasionally batting against the windows, and the rhythmic sound had her dozing off right there in her armchair.

Then there was a sharp, battering sound and she shot up with a gasp leaving her lips. Heart shuddering in her chest, Virginia turned to gaze out of the window, hoping it was Gregory returning - but no, it was just a tree hitting against the window. Sinking back into the seat, Virginia rolled her eyes-

Only to freeze as she spotted a dark shape lurking by the
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