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			Chapter 1

			“We’ve got to get the hell out of this town!” Ophelia Kendrake yanked open the hotel dresser drawer, snatched up her meager belongings and threw them into the oversized carpetbag that served as valise, catchall and home-away-from-home, wrapped up in one slightly faded package.

			Jenny Kendrake bolted upright in bed and blinked in the abrupt glow of the gas lamp and the utter confusion of one roused out of a sound sleep in the middle of the night. “What is it? What on earth is going on?”

			“We just have to get out of here, that’s all.” Ophelia grabbed her sister’s lone presentable traveling dress and tossed it at the bewildered girl. “Get dressed. Now.”

			Jenny stared for a moment, then her eyes widened in understanding. She raised her arm and aimed her finger dramatically at her sister. “You’ve been cheating, haven’t you?”

			Ophelia drew herself up to her full, and somewhat impressive, height of five feet six inches and regarded the younger girl with a lofty glare. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t call it cheating.”

			Jenny’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Would somebody else call it cheating?”

			“Somebody already has,” Ophelia said sharply. “He’s a vile, nasty and downright disgusting man, and that’s why we have to get out of here.” She strode across the room to a beat-up wardrobe and flung open the door, muttering all the while. “I wasn’t cheating.”

			“Then why do we have to leave?” Jenny said smugly.

			Ophelia glared. “Because he thinks I was cheating. I frankly don’t know what happened.” She shook her head, still trying to sort out exactly what had transpired. “But it seems there were a few too many aces in the deck and several of them—through no fault of my own, mind you—were in my hand.”

			Jenny groaned and fell back on the bed. “You were cheating.”

			“No, honestly.” Ophelia drew her brows together in puzzlement. “It wasn’t me. Someone else must have done it.”

			Jenny raised up on her elbows. “Who?”

			“I have a rather horrible suspicion about that.” Ophelia plopped down beside her sister. “When this little discrepancy in the cards became apparent, the loathsome beast I referred to earlier gave me the choice of rotting in jail or acquiescing to his demands of a relatively personal nature.”

			Jenny clapped her hands over her mouth. “Goodness.”

			“Goodness has nothing to do with this proposition,” Ophelia said wryly. “Although, to give the revolting creature his due, he did offer to marry me. He said it was about time he settled down and got him a wife. ‘Got him a wife.’ ” She snorted with disdain. “Like he was purchasing a pack mule.”

			Jenny brightened. “But marriage—”

			“But marriage, nothing. The man had”—Ophelia shuddered at the thought—“hair on his knuckles.”

			“Oh my,” Jenny said faintly.

			“And that’s why we have to get going.” Ophelia bounded from the bed and continued collecting the various bits and pieces that comprised their few possessions and total worth on earth. Jenny had finally realized the seriousness of the situation and was dressing with appropriate speed.

			Dear, sweet Jenny. Just sixteen, the girl was a vision of purity with white-blonde hair, a delicate figure and the face of an angel. Ophelia was determined to keep it that way.

			Jenny was as much a legacy of Ophelia’s father as were Ophelia’s own unruly dark red hair, instinctive gift for gambling and diabolically clever, creative mind. Edwin Kendrake was a great—at least according to his own personal reviews—Shakespearean actor who had toured the country with various troupes of entertainers, hauling his daughters behind him like so much excess baggage. When he died six years ago, Ophelia found herself, at age seventeen, the sole support of a ten-year-old girl.

			Jenny was her sister in every way except blood. Edwin found her abandoned at a backstage door when the child was less than two years old and took her in as his own. Edwin Kendrake had more character flaws than any man had a right to, but in one area he was a saint: he loved children and treated them as gifts from God. Ophelia often wondered if that alone got him into heaven. Nothing else in his life would have.

			“Are you ready?” Ophelia scanned the tiny hotel room, looking for any articles they might have missed.

			Jenny jammed an old, tattered rag doll and a frayed, deteriorating book into her bag, a smaller version of her sister’s. “I suppose so. But where can we go in the middle of the night?”

			Ophelia threw up the window sash. “It’s not the middle of the night, it’s nearly dawn. And there’s a train through here at daybreak.”

			“Then you did win some money tonight?”

			“Not exactly,” Ophelia hedged. “But I did manage to procure two train tickets for us.”

			Jenny studied her carefully. “You won tickets?”

			“Let’s just say I have the tickets and leave it at that.” Ophelia glanced up and down the street below their window. All was still quiet in this dusty, little frontier town.

			Jenny sighed and rolled her eyes heavenward. “You stole them, didn’t you?”

			“Stole!” Ophelia mustered her best indignant look. “I am appalled you would even think such a thing.”

			Jenny planted her hands on her hips and glared. “Just tell me if you won the tickets or stole them.”

			“Very well.” Ophelia shrugged. “I took the opportunity to liberate the tickets when the chance presented itself, but I would have won them if the game hadn’t broken up when it did. The previous owner of the tickets, an English gentleman, quite refined, was no doubt about to wager them.” She leaned toward her sister in a confidential manner. “The man was extremely charming in a Continental sort of way, but a lousy card player. The vouchers would have been mine if Hairy Knuckles hadn’t interfered.”

			“Was that really his name?” Curiosity tinged Jenny’s voice.

			“No, but”—Ophelia sighed with a theatrical flair that would have made her father proud—“he’ll always be Hairy Knuckles to me.”

			Jenny laughed and Ophelia grinned. “Now,” she said briskly, nodding toward the window. “Let’s go.”

			“We have money for the room, though, don’t we?” Jenny said hopefully.

			“Nope.” Ophelia tossed her bag through the window, a muted thump signaling its landing below.

			Jenny paled. “Not out the window again. I can’t abide going out the window.”

			Ophelia swung one leg over the sill. “There really isn’t any other choice. Come on.”

			“Can’t we just sneak out through the front door?” Jenny said hopefully.

			“Absolutely not.” Ophelia glanced down, estimating the drop to the ground. They were on the second floor, in a room facing the back alley. A simple leap out the window could well result in a broken limb or worse. A narrow ledge, perhaps a foot in width, no more, ran around the building. If they could inch their way along the ledge to the corner of the hotel, they’d meet the porch. From there it was a simple matter to slide down the post supporting the roof. Ophelia nodded with satisfaction. “This will do quite nicely.”

			She swung her other leg over the sill, stood up cautiously and tossed her sister a reassuring smile. “It’s just like a stroll in a park.”

			Jenny opened her mouth as if she was about to protest, then seemed to think better of it and sighed in the manner of a martyr being led to the stake. She tossed her bag out the window, then gritted her teeth and climbed out, following carefully behind her sister.

			Ophelia reached the corner and shinnied down the post, landing on the dusty ground with a soft thud. “Oof.” She glanced up, speaking in her best stage whisper. “That wasn’t so bad. Your turn.”

			Even in the dark she could see the glimmer of fear in Jenny’s eyes, and guilt twinged through her. This was no life for an impressionable young girl. Ophelia stared at the frightened child, and a concern that had been growing for months abruptly crystallized into a solid determination. She had to find a way—or rather, she corrected herself, she had to find the money—to allow the two of them to settle down in some nice, respectable community. Jenny’s budding beauty was increasingly difficult to hide, and Ophelia wasn’t sure how she’d protect her sister from the advances of bawdy men in the free-for-all atmosphere of the booming frontier towns the girls passed through.

			“Here I come,” Jenny whispered.

			“Watch out.” Ophelia eyed her sister with apprehension. Jenny was not at all fond of heights. Even as a child, she had never taken to climbing the rafters and catwalks above the stage the way Ophelia had. The dear girl was pretty and sweet and kind but had simply no physical agility beyond the coordination it took to balance a parasol and walk at the same time. “Be careful. No, Jen! Climb! Don’t let g—”

			It was too late. Jenny landed on Ophelia with all the subtlety of a bag of bricks, knocking her breath from her lungs and her body to the ground. Both sisters lay winded in the dirt, Jenny slightly atop Ophelia.

			“Are you alive?” Jenny said cautiously.

			“Yes, dear,” Ophelia said, hoping she was indeed still alive. Goodness, for such a delicate little thing, Jenny certainly packed a rather impressive wallop when dropped like a stone from above. “Now, if you would just get off me ...”

			“Sorry.” Jenny scrambled to her feet and helped her sister up.

			Ophelia stifled a groan and rubbed hard at her stinging posterior, which had obviously taken the brunt of Jenny’s landing. Ophelia sighed in acute discomfort. “It could be worse, I suppose. I could have broken something.” She dusted her skirt with a disgusted slap. “Still, the very idea of having to sit on a train for the next day or so ...”

			“Day?” Surprise colored Jenny’s voice. “Where are we going, anyway?”

			“I’m really not certain exactly.” Ophelia spotted their bags and headed toward them. She grabbed her valise, handed Jenny her satchel and took off in the general direction of the train station. “Anywhere is just fine with me as long as we get as far as possible as fast as possible.”

			Jenny struggled to keep up with her sister’s long stride. “Don’t you have any idea where we’re heading?”

			“I can’t remember the name of the town.” Ophelia shrugged. “Somewhere in Wyoming, I think.”

			“We’ve never been to Wyoming,” Jenny said wistfully. “It sounds lovely.”

			“Doesn’t it, though?” Ophelia forced a cheerful tone to her voice, but her heart sank. She’d meant to get to Wyoming for years, but somehow the opportunity had never presented itself. It would indeed be lovely if this little town could provide her with the means to acquire the home and life Jenny so badly wanted and needed. But it would probably be no better, and hopefully no worse, than the dozens of frontier villages the girls had seen in recent years.

			The sisters trudged toward the train station. Ophelia had to come up with a plan for Jenny’s future. Maybe she could figure something out in Wyoming. No doubt it was as good a place as any.

			Still, the name of the community listed on the ticket flashed through her mind, and she grimaced to herself. It was unlikely they’d find any kind of future there.

			After all, how much faith could one have in a place that bore the depressingly prophetic name of Dead End, Wyoming?

			“Now the first thing we have to do ...” Randolph Watson paused dramatically, and everyone else sitting around the table in the back room of his bank held their breath. “We have to change the name of the town.”

			Tyler Matthews groaned to himself and rubbed his forehead. He knew that something was up as soon as what passed for civic leaders in Dead End asked him to attend this little meeting. He didn’t really care one way or another what the town was called, but he suspected renaming the community was only the beginning. He had a bad feeling about this. A real bad feeling.

			Tye looked up and found six pairs of expectant eyes trained on him.

			“I see,” he said with a pleasant, if somewhat forced, smile. “What have you got in mind?”

			The gathering breathed a collective sigh of relief, and he realized at once his initial suspicions were correct. There was much more going on here than a simple name change.

			“At first, we thought about naming it for your uncle,” Randolph said. “Big Jack Matthews owns a good chunk of the land around here, and it seemed fitting. He’s always pretty much run things in town anyway.”

			Henrietta Watson nodded vigorously. “It would have been quite an honor.”

			“But it sounded too damn biblical.” Joe Simmons snorted, while his wife, Anna Rose, bobbed her head in agreement.

			“Not good for business.” Anna Rose’s unnaturally raven black curls bounced up and down. “Not good at all.”

			“Don’t know how you’d expect me to run a proper saloon in a place called Matthew City,” Joe grumbled.

			“I hardly think the word proper has any connection whatsoever with the goings-on in that so-called business of yours.” Maize Johnson cast a disdainful glance at the saloon keeper, who returned the stare of the widowed general store owner with a sneer of his own.

			Tye rolled his eyes heavenward. It apparently didn’t matter how long he’d been gone; some things never changed.

			“Knock it off, Joe. Maize.” Sheriff Sam Parker nodded at the widow and turned to Tye. “The point is, son, it’s 1888, and we think it’s high time that we made some changes in this town.”

			“Time we became respectable,” the banker said.

			“Sophisticated,” his wife added.

			“Civilized,” the widow chimed in.

			“Yeah,” the saloon keeper said reluctantly, “civilized.”

			The hair on the back of Tye’s neck bristled. His voice was cautious. “And you can do that by changing the name of the town?”

			Sam shrugged. “To start with.”

			“Well, I don’t see anything wrong with Dead End.” Tye shook his head. “It’s really rather historical, when you think about it, and damned appropriate. This is the spot where construction on the railroad stopped for that bad winter back in the sixties and the town sprang up around the camp. Dead End fits.”

			“Times have changed, Tyler,” Randolph said briskly.

			Henrietta nodded. “We’re at the dawn of a whole new world.”

			“Why, in less than a dozen years we’ll be in a brand-new century.” Maize’s voice rang out with the fervor of a church bell tolling the new year, and Tye suppressed a grin.

			“So,” he said, biting his lip to keep from laughing. “What are you going to call the town?”

			The group exchanged glances.

			“We wanted something that sounded civilized,” Randolph added. “And impressive.”

			“We thought about Presidents City,” Henrietta said.

			“I liked that one,” Joe muttered.

			Maize ignored him. “We also considered King City.”

			“Liked that, too,” Joe said under his breath.

			Sam slanted him a quelling glance. “We still approve of the idea of naming it after Big Jack.”

			“As long as it ain’t too Bible-like.” Anna Rose compressed her fleshy lips together in a firm line.

			Randolph drew a deep breath. “So we decided to call it”—he paused like an actor waiting for a drum roll—“Empire City.”

			“Empire City?” Tye choked on the words. “Isn’t that a little high-flown? I mean, you can call it Dead End or Empire City or Paradise on Earth if you want, but it’s still the same old town.”

			“It won’t be for long,” Randolph said confidently.

			“What do you mean?” Apprehension nipped at the back of Tye’s mind.

			“We’ve appointed a Community Betterment Committee,” Maize said eagerly.

			“We are the Community Betterment Committee,” Sam corrected.

			“That’s what I said,” Maize snapped.

			Sam gazed upward as if questioning a higher power about the wisdom of including women in this particular venture, or even possibly questioning their very existence.

			“And the committee has decided ...” Again Randolph paused as if to heighten the drama of the moment.

			His wife rushed ahead. “The committee has decided a respectable town—”

			“A sophisticated town,” Maize jumped in.

			“A proper town,” Joe groaned.

			“A civilized town.” Sam nodded.

			Randolph pushed back into the conversation. “—would have a mayor.”

			“A mayor?” Tye pulled his brows together in a puzzled frown.

			“That’s right.” Randolph beamed. “A mayor.”

			“So ...” Tye narrowed his eyes in confusion. “Elect one.”

			For the first time since the meeting began, Joe smiled smugly. “Already did.”

			“What do you mean, you already did?” Tye said.

			“Tyler, we’ve never felt the need for a mayor before.” Maize sighed as if the lack of such an official made them all somewhat illegitimate. “So we’ve never had to hold an actual election. And at this particular point it seems much more important to have a genuine mayor already in office than to go through all the fuss and bother of a complicated election.”

			Tye thrust his hands out in front of him. “Wait. Hold it. Stop.” He shook his head. “I thought you said you already elected a mayor.”

			The group exchanged glances.

			“We did.” Randolph shrugged. “More or less. At least we talked to a lot of folks around town. Everyone agreed the committee should choose the first mayor.”

			“It’s really pretty simple, Tye,” Sam said patiently. “Before we can become a proper city—”

			“Civilized,” Maize chanted.

			“Respectable,” Henrietta chimed.

			“—we need to get all these little details ironed out,” Sam continued. “Like a mayor and whatever else comes along.”

			“I see,” Tye said slowly. He feared he was indeed getting an inkling of what was going on. And he didn’t like it one bit. “What does all this have to do with me?”

			Again the gathering traded looks.

			Randolph drew a deep breath. “Tyler, my boy, we think—”

			“Or rather, it’s our considered opinion,” Henrietta said.

			“After a great deal of thought—,” Maize added.

			“Oh, just spit it out.” Joe glared at Maize, then turned to Tye. “We want you to be the damned mayor.”

			“ ‘Damned mayor’ is probably the most appropriate term I’ve heard here,” Tye said under his breath. He studied the faces eyeing him expectantly. “I am honored. Thanks ... but no thanks.”

			Joe groaned.

			The ladies gasped.

			Randolph sighed heavily.

			Sam narrowed his eyes. “Why not?”

			“Why not?” A hundred reasons, a thousand legitimate excuses, flew through his mind. “First of all, I haven’t been home for years.”

			“That’s exactly why we want you,” Henrietta said. “You’ve spent all that time back East, going to school—”

			“You got more book learning than anyone in the county,” Joe said with a look that made it clear exactly what he thought of book learning.

			“What about the schoolteacher? Mr. Robinson?” Tye said, a note of triumph in his voice.

			Sam snorted. “No backbone.”

			Randolph shrugged. “No spirit.”

			Maize lowered her voice confidentially. “And he’s not really one of us.”

			“Okay, but there must be someone else.” Tye searched his mind for another likely candidate. “What about Maize? She’s a respected member of the community and a good businesswoman, besides.”

			“Why, Tyler, how sweet.” Blotches of pale red blossomed on Maize’s cheeks.

			Joe shook his head in disgust. “She’s a woman, Tye.”

			Tye winced at the look on Maize’s face.

			“What does that have to do with anything?” she snapped, the blush of embarrassment quickly turning into a flush of anger. “Need I remind you, Mr. Simmons, woman have been voting in this state for nearly twenty years.”

			“Dammed foolishness, too,” Joe muttered.

			“Now, Maize.” Randolph’s tone was conciliatory. “No one is saying women aren’t qualified to handle a job like this.” A snicker erupted from Joe, and Randolph threw him a warning glare. “But we did all agree Tyler is the right person for this position.”

			“Sorry, folks.” Tye rose to his feet and paced the short distance across the room. “I’ve been away from here for five long years. First I wasted my time going to college, then traveling Europe, all at the insistence of my aunt and uncle.” He stopped, placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “The only thing I’ve ever wanted was to ranch the land my folks left me. Now I’m back, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

			“Big Jack thought you’d be the right man for the job,” Sam said quietly.

			Tye groaned and sank back into his chair. If his uncle was behind this, Tye didn’t stand a chance. Big Jack and Aunt Lorelie gave him a home after his parents died when he was twelve, right after they lost their own child. They treated him like a son. Which was exactly why, after years of fighting, he gave into the idea of attending a snooty, Ivy League university. The grand tour of Europe after graduation was yet another part of his doting guardians’ plan for his life. He loved his aunt and uncle, and even though he was a grown man, he was willing to set aside his own wishes for their happiness. But this latest proposal...

			“No.” Tye shook his head vehemently. “I don’t get it, anyway. Why this sudden desire for respectability and civilization?”

			“Can’t say I care one way or the other,” Joe mumbled.

			“We’re heading into a new century. Miracles are being invented every day. The world itself is getting smaller,” Sam explained.

			Randolph nodded in agreement. “Once people recognize the benefits to be found in our wide-open spaces, mark my words, the population of the West will boom. Why, in a year or two, Wyoming will even be a state.”

			Henrietta sniffed. “Just as good a state as any in the East.”

			Maize nodded. “We need to show residents of the big cities that civilization doesn’t stop at the Mississippi.”

			“We want to attract new business and new people,” Randolph added.

			“It’s a question of progress,” Sam said.

			“A matter of growth,” Henrietta said.

			“Business,” Maize added.

			“Pride.” Randolph pounded the table with his fist. “And ... respectability.”

			“And we got to have a mayor to be respectable,” Anna Rose said.

			“I don’t want to be mayor,” Tye said through gritted teeth. “You said it yourself, my uncle’s always pretty much run things. Why change?”

			“Jack agrees with us,” Randolph said firmly.

			“We need you, son.” Sam smiled in a matter-of-fact manner.

			Tye stared at the gathering. He’d known these people his entire life. Tye also knew that if this was what his uncle wished, he could put up a struggle all he wanted, but it would be a waste of time.

			Big Jack was a powerful force in this part of the territory, and he’d never arbitrarily impose his will on his nephew. But Tye knew as well that his uncle—and his aunt too, for that matter—would work on him with the dedication of a dog worrying a bone. The same way they wore down his resistance to going off to school until Tye threw up his hands in defeat. Tye had a will of iron, but no one could beat the combined efforts of Jack and Lorelie Matthews. And they were his soft spot. It was easier to give in now and accept the inevitable.

			Tye leaned back in his chair and considered his options. There weren’t any. Well, hell, how bad could it be, anyway?

			He heaved a defeated sigh. “What exactly would I have to do?”

			Sam grinned broadly.

			Randolph smiled benevolently.

			The ladies twittered.

			And Joe emitted a grunt that might have passed for approval.

			“There’s any number of things this community needs to start working on,” Maize said.

			“But that’s in the future,” Randolph added quickly. “For now, we just need you to represent the town at official civic functions.”

			“And present the key to the city to distinguished visitors.” Excitement colored Henrietta’s voice.

			“What key?” Tye laughed. “What distinguished visitors? Just who do you think is coming to Dead End?”

			“Empire City,” Maize corrected.

			“Well ...” Randolph hedged, and Tye narrowed his eyes in curiosity.

			“Well ... ,” Randolph repeated.

			“You said that.” Tye studied the older man. What was going on now?

			“For heaven’s sake, Randolph, just tell him.” Henrietta sighed with exasperation. “I don’t know why you don’t say it outright.” She turned to Tye with sparkling eyes. “It’s quite the most delightful thing that’s ever happened to Dead End.”

			“Empire City,” Sam amended.

			“What is?” Tye’s tone was cautious.

			“Royalty, Tyler.” Maize flushed with excitement. “A real live English countess is coming here. To Dead End.”

			“Empire City,” Tye said absently, his mind struggling with the absurdity of her statement. “Why would a countess be coming here?”

			Randolph grinned. “She’s touring the West. We got a letter a month or so ago asking about accommodations in Dead End.” Pride puffed out the banker’s chest. “It seems someone in her party heard about the beauty of the territory and she wanted to see for herself.”

			“The hotel really isn’t up to royal standards, so they’re going to stay at Big Jack’s place,” Maize said.

			“I got rooms,” Joe muttered.

			“Hah.” Maize cast him a lethal glance. “No respectable human being, let alone an English countess, would consider setting one foot into that ... that ... that brothel of yours.”

			“It’s not a brothel,” Joe said loftily, “it’s a saloon.”

			Maize snorted her disbelief. “And I suppose those girls of yours are all waitresses?”

			Joe narrowed his eyes in an unspoken threat. “My girls are—”

			“Stop it now, both of you.” Sam cast them a stern glance.

			Tye sighed to himself. The public debate about the actual duties of Joe and Anna Rose’s girls was nothing new. But privately, everyone knew exactly what the girls did and how they earned their money.

			Sam turned to Tye. “At any rate, Tye, the countess is arriving tomorrow. We’ve got a big welcoming ceremony planned, with a band—”

			Tye scoffed. “A band? Where did you round up a band?”

			“Well, it’s not an actual band,” Henrietta admitted.

			“More like an accordion, a couple of fiddles and a mouth organ.” Joe shook his head contemptuously.

			“And tomorrow night,” Sam ignored the interruption and continued, “Big Jack is hosting a huge celebration for the countess and her party.”

			“We thought you could bring that English friend of yours.” Eagerness underlay Maize’s tone.

			Tye stared at the group. “Why haven’t I heard anything about this?”

			“Tyler, you’ve been home for two months now,” Randolph said. “And you’ve spent all your time on your ranch. Today is, what, the second time you’ve come to town?”

			“Third,” Tye muttered. If he’d known about this scheme, he wouldn’t have come in today.

			Or ever.

			“Tyler.” Randolph leaned forward to emphasize his words. “The point is, we see this visit as the first step toward the changes we want in this community. If this woman is impressed, we could get a lot more visitors, which would lead to business and growth and prosperity. Why, we could be the Chicago of the West.”

			“The St. Louis,” Henrietta added.

			“The Boston,” Maize said dreamily.

			“The Abilene.” Joe glared defensively at the others. “I like Abilene.”

			Tye ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. He had so much work to do to get the ranch going again that he hated the idea of wasting his time playing mayor to impress some foreign snob. Maybe he could enlist Sedge’s help. The man was from England, the second son of a titled family; surely he knew how to entertain a countess. Tye brightened at the thought. Sedge might even take over some of the hosting chores that were no doubt planned for him by the diabolical minds of the Betterment Committee.

			Tye held out his hands in a gesture of surrender. “When do I start?”

			Randolph grinned triumphantly. “She arrives on the afternoon train. It’s just the beginning of a new way of life for us, my boy, just the beginning.”

			Tye rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “And the finish of Dead End.”

			The group chorused together. “Empire City.”

			“What do we do now?” Jenny said with a weary sigh.

			“I’m not certain yet.” Ophelia forced a brightness she didn’t feel to her voice. “But let’s sit here and think for a minute.”

			What were they going to do? Ophelia adjusted her parasol and sank onto the huge pile of trunks and traveling cases stacked on the train siding. The heap of obviously expensive luggage had been unloaded from their train, but she and Jenny had been the only passengers to disembark. Jenny settled in beside her.

			Ophelia glanced around the tiny station, and her gaze fell on a weathered sign propped up against the wall. It proclaimed this wide spot in the road to be Dead End, Wyoming. She wondered if the sign had fallen and no one had bothered to put it back where it belonged. She wouldn’t be at all surprised. Anyone who lived in a place called Dead End no doubt had little ambition or civic pride.

			Her gaze wandered upward, and she stared in surprise. The sign apparently hadn’t fallen after all, it had been replaced. A newly painted plaque announced a new name.

			“Empire City,” she said under her breath. For some odd reason, the new name lifted her spirits. Surely a community called Empire City had far more to offer an enterprising young woman such as herself than anything called Dead End. Why, if there was a decent gambling parlor here, she could probably make enough to get them back on their feet and headed once again toward the distant goal of settling down.

			“Oh, dear! We thought you weren’t coming.” A short, balding man came out of the office and scurried toward them. “What I mean to say is we got your telegram a few hours ago and canceled everything.”

			Ophelia and Jenny traded glances. Ophelia eyed the clerk cautiously. “You canceled ... everything?”

			“Yes, indeed.” The bald head bobbed up and down. “Although I am delighted to see your plans have changed.”

			“Yes, well,” Ophelia said vaguely. What on earth was this man talking about? “Plans do tend to do that now and then.”

			“Everyone will be so thrilled.” The little man fairly beamed with excitement.

			“They will?” Confusion colored Jenny’s words. Ophelia threw her a warning glance. Best not to say too much until she figured out what was going on here.

			“Of course. Why, the whole town has been planning this since we first heard you were coming.” The clerk stopped abruptly and gasped. “Dear Lord, I’m sure I’m not doing this right.” He swept low in an odd imitation of a bow or a curtsy or possibly something never before seen. What kind of strange town had they stumbled into? “Your Majesty.”

			“Your Majesty?” Apparently the man had mistaken Ophelia for someone else.

			“That’s not right, is it?” He shook his head in a worried manner. “None of us was quite sure how to address a countess.”

			“A countess,” Ophelia repeated slowly. Jenny nudged her and glanced toward one of the trunks. Ophelia followed her gaze and for the first time noted that a crest marked each piece of baggage. Below the crest was the name Bridgewater. She extended her hand in a gracious manner. “ ‘My lady’ is acceptable.”

			Jenny threw her a sharp glance. Ophelia smiled a silent admonition for her to keep still. The clerk grasped her hand and babbled incoherently, apparently caught up in the thrill of being the only one in Dead End or Empire City or wherever they were to greet the arriving countess.

			Eventually, sanity seemed to return to the little man, and he glanced curiously around the station. “Where is the rest of your party?”

			Ophelia shrugged and sighed. “They were delayed.” Jenny’s brows rose at Ophelia’s newly acquired English accent. “I daresay we will meet up with them at a later date. For now”—she rose with as majestic a manner as she could muster and favored the man with a beneficent smile—“I assume our accommodations are still available?”

			“Yes, of course. You were going to stay at Big Jack’s place, just a short drive out of town.” He cast a questioning glance at Jenny.

			“This is my ... my lady’s maid,” Ophelia said quickly. “I assume arrangements can be made for herto be lodged as close to my own quarters as possible?”

			“Of course, my lady.” The clerk executed his odd bow once more, turned to leave, then turned back. “If you’ll pardon me for just a minute, my lady, I’ll arrange for your ride.” He bobbed again and took off, his enthusiastic mutterings trailing behind him. “Imagine, she’s actually here. And I met her first. Who’s going to believe ...”

			“Your maid!” Sparks of outrage shot from Jenny’s eyes. “You get to be the countess and I have to be the maid?”

			“Well, you couldn’t be the count, dear,” Ophelia said absently, her gaze following the flustered clerk.

			“But the maid.” Jenny moaned.

			“This may well be the opportunity I’ve been waiting for,” Ophelia murmured.

			“What opportunity?” Jenny’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not really going to pretend to be this woman, are you?”

			“Jenny, one can’t turn up one’s nose when fate thrusts one into the chance of a lifetime.”

			“You’re not serious.” Disbelief washed over Jenny’s face. “You’ll never carry it off.”

			“Of course I will.” Ophelia smiled serenely. “Didn’t Papa always say I was a born actress?”

			“But you hate acting,” Jenny wailed.

			“No, darling,” Ophelia corrected. “I hate actors. But I adore acting. There is a distinct difference.”

			“But ...” A glimmer of panic shone in the younger girl’s eyes. “What if the real countess shows up?”

			Ophelia shrugged. “She won’t. You heard the gentleman say she sent a telegram canceling her visit.”

			“What about her luggage?” Jenny waved at the pile of bags.

			“A happy coincidence, nothing more.” Ophelia considered the stacked trunks. “I suspect this is just a small portion of what she travels with, anyway. I doubt if she’ll even miss these for quite some time. And then tracking them down will be next to impossible in this part of the country.” She gazed thoughtfully at the luggage. “I do hope we’re of a similar size.”

			“You’ll get caught. We’ll get caught.” Jenny shook her head. “You can’t fool a whole town.”

			Ophelia cast her a condescending smile. The girl was such an innocent. “Jenny, dear, look around you. We are literally in the middle of nowhere. It’s not the ends of the earth, but I imagine you can see them from here. The creatures who inhabit such a community, while no doubt honest, hardworking folk, are simply not terribly sophisticated. They have no idea what to expect from a countess.”

			“Can you act like a countess?” Doubt sounded in Jenny’s voice.

			Ophelia laughed. “We were raised on the kings and queens and various and sundry nobility inhabiting the works of Shakespeare himself. I daresay impersonating a countess will be child’s play.”

			“All right.” Jenny sighed in resignation. “How long do you plan on this little farce of yours running?”

			“As long as it takes to make a decent amount of money. I suspect the good people of”—she glanced upward—“Empire City enjoy an occasional evening of cards. One or two substantial games and the Countess of Baywater can be on the next train out of town.”

			“Bridgewater.” Jenny groaned.

			“I will make it a point to study my lines,” Ophelia murmured. “At any rate, if nothing else, our stay here, with room and board at no expense, will provide me with some time to determine our next move and, hopefully, make some definitive plans for the future.”

			“Plans about settling down somewhere?” A wistful note sounded in Jenny’s voice.

			Determination washed through Ophelia. She had to find them a permanent home. “Yes, darling. But for now.” Ophelia squared her shoulders and smiled graciously at the clerk hurrying back down the dusty street toward them. “For now, I am the Countess of Backwater.”

			“Bridgewater,” Jenny said in a furious whisper.

			Ophelia nodded and favored the approaching man with her most charming expression. It scarcely mattered if she called herself the Countess of Bridgewater or the Queen of Sheba. Instinct honed in the years of trying to protect her sister and keep body and soul together told her, even though she wasn’t sure how right now, this time she just might have hit the jackpot.

			And Dead End could be just the beginning.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			“... and I’m the damned mayor.” Tye shook his head in disgust.

			“That’s a bloody inconvenience,” Sedge said solemnly, but the irritating twinkle in his eye belied the agreement with his friend.

			“It’s not funny,” Tye muttered.

			Sedge laughed. “Actually, old man, it’s quite amusing.”

			Tye glared sullenly. Usually he appreciated Sedge’s uniquely British way of looking at life, but today he saw nothing whatsoever humorous in his predicament.

			The two men stood on the porch of Tye’s modest home on the ranch his parents had run until their deaths. Uncle Jack had kept the place up more or less through the years, but a house left too long unoccupied required a fair amount of work to bring it back to decent living conditions. That was just one of a long list of chores demanding Tye’s attention. He didn’t have time for this mayor nonsense.

			“When do your official duties begin?” Sedge’s manner was casual, but Tye read a smirk behind the words.

			“Tonight.” He sighed in surrender. “It’s not much, but it’s kind of a reprieve. I was supposed to appear this afternoon until we got word the countess wouldn’t be coming. Then the blasted women showed up anyway, so all the festivities are back on.”

			“Countess?” Sedge raised a curious brow. “We have a countess in Dead End?”

			“Empire City.”

			“Empire City?” Sedge laughed again. “Apparently, Tye, you’ve failed to give me all the fascinating details of your trip to town.”

			“It’s the details that muddy the water,” Tye said grudgingly. In retrospect, everything did seem a bit preposterous, and even he could see the humor. “Let me lay it all out for you. If you want to be a civilized town, you need a mayor.”

			“And that, naturally, is you.”

			“That’s me, all right. Next you need a respectable name.”

			“I gather Dead End did not come up to the standards of respectability?” Amusement colored Sedge’s tone.

			Tye snorted. “No, but I suppose they could have come up with something even more ridiculous. To put the icing on the cake, some damned countess is stopping by on her tour of the West.”

			“I see,” Sedge said slowly. “And I gather you, as mayor, of course, are the official host for the town.”

			“Something like that,” Tye grumbled. He crossed his arms over his chest, leaned against the porch and eyed his friend.

			He’d first met Sedgewick Montgomery at school. The two were a bit older than the other students, owing to their individual reluctance to submit to higher learning, and both were far from home. It was only natural that they’d become fast friends in spite of the vast difference in their backgrounds: Tye, fresh from the wide-open spaces of Wyoming, and Sedge, the black sheep second son of an English lord. The men had backed each other up more than once, and each knew the other could be counted on.

			Tye had to count on him now. “I need a little favor.”

			Sedge narrowed his eyes. “What kind of favor?”

			“I need you to come with me to Big Jack’s party tonight for the countess.”

			Sedge grinned. “I daresay I can use a bit of amusement. I’ve been working far too hard as it is.” He aimed an accusing finger. “You didn’t warn me how bloody difficult this ranching business would be when you talked me into abandoning home and country and purchasing property here.”

			It was Tye’s turn to grin. “You didn’t ask me. Anyway ...” Tye shrugged. “If I remember right, it wasn’t so much a case of you abandoning England as England abandoning you.”

			“It really quite depends on your point of view.” Sedge spread his hands out before him in a gesture of resignation. “I prefer to think of my unfortunate departure as simply an opportune twist of fate.” He waved at the land around him. “I have the chance here to create a life of my own making. There’s something to be said for that.” He smiled wryly. “At this moment I’m not sure exactly what, but something, no doubt.”

			“No doubt.” Tye laughed.

			“Who is this countess?”

			“Name’s Bridgewater. Ever heard of her?”

			Sedge shook his head. “No, but I have been out of British social circles for some time.” He cast Tye a wicked grin. “I only pop in, you know, to create a certain amount of chaos and scandal.”

			Tye slanted him a stern glance. “Let’s try and avoid that for the time being. I was hoping you’d help me out with this woman. I haven’t had a lot of experience with countesses.”

			“And I have had a great deal of experience, in every sense of the word, with women of noble blood.” Sedge swept low in a mocking bow. “I shall be by your side every minute tonight, my lord.”

			“Great. But that’s not all.” Tye drew a deep breath. “She’s going to be here for at least a week, maybe more. Folks in town are planning all kinds of festivities. I know you’re as busy as I am, but there’s no way I want to be stuck with this woman all by myself. If you could see your way clear to ... well ... share the escorting duties ...”

			The British brow rose again. “You want me to share this woman with you?”

			Tye threw him a lopsided grin. “When you say it that way it sounds so ...”

			“Crass? Crude? Callous?”

			Tye laughed. “Yeah.”

			“I rather suspect it is.” Sedge raised his shoulders in a casual shrug. “I would, of course, do anything within my power to help you out, but before I make any firm commitments, what do you know about this countess? Is she old or young? Pretty or hideous? And, most importantly, does she have money?”

			Tye shook his head. “I don’t know for sure. I know she’s a widow, so I imagine she’s old. She’s traveling the West, so she’s probably rich. All I really know is that her whim to visit this part of the world is going to be a real pain in the ass.”

			“A royal pain in the ass.”

			“I’d bet the ranch on that,” Tye said glumly.

			“Cheer up, old chap, I’ll do it, but on one condition.”

			Relief washed through Tye. “Name it.”

			“If she’s young and pretty and rich, I reserve the right to keep her for myself.” Sedge grinned. “I may not want to share at all.”

			“Hey, even if she’s young and pretty and rich you can have her.”

			“What?” Sedge gasped in mock surprise. “No competing for the same fair lady? No attempts to seduce a woman I’m attempting to seduce as well? No games, no contests, no wagers?”

			“Not this time,” Tye said firmly.

			Sedge cast him a suspicious stare. “Are you certain you’re feeling well, Tye? All this fresh air hasn’t rendered you insane, has it?”

			“I’m fine.” Tye tossed him a rueful smile. “But the one thing I don’t need in my life these days is a woman. Any woman. They’re too damned much trouble. You want her, friend, you can have her.”

			“Excellent. I must say, it’s something of a relief to know I shall have a clear field with this countess if, of course, she warrants it. Although it might not be as much of a challenge without you in the fray.”

			Tye laughed. “I’m sure you’ll manage somehow.”

			Sedge nodded and stepped off the porch toward his waiting horse. “I shall see you at Big Jack’s tonight, then?”

			“Oh, I’ll definitely be there.” Tye tossed Sedge a sharp salute. “Whether I want to be or not.”

			Sedge waved in response and rode off. Tye watched his friend thoughtfully. While Tye had met any number of Englishmen in Europe, Sedge was the only one he could claim a friendship with. And even Tye realized that Sedge was not typical of his countrymen.

			What would this countess be like? Tye hadn’t much cared one way or another until Sedge had brought it up. How would he feel if indeed she did turn out to be young and pretty and rich?

			He shook his head and started toward the barn. He didn’t much care about money, even though wealth would come in handy right now. These were tough times for cattle ranches. Big Jack had invested heavily in the railroads and built a fortune that kept his cattle empire going, but the money left from Tye’s parents was dwindling fast. If he couldn’t make a go of the ranch ... well, failure was one thing he preferred not to dwell on. And a rich wife would make life a lot easier.

			Tye laughed out loud at the notion. There was no way he was ready to get involved with any female, wealthy or otherwise. He had far too many other things demanding his attention. Besides, she was more than likely old and unattractive, and probably an aristocratic snob as well. If not ... even then, Sedge was welcome to her.

			Tye strode into the barn and put all thoughts of the countess out of his head. He had a dozen jobs to complete before he could clean up for tonight’s party. Still ... the thought lingered in the back of his mind.

			What if she was pretty?

			“Well, where is she?” Tye growled.

			“I haven’t seen her yet,” Sedge said idly and raised his glass, studying the sparkling wine it held. “My, this is an occasion. Big Jack has broken out the champagne.” He took a sip. “And it’s a decent vintage as well.”

			“Swell.” Tye drew a long sip from his glass. Champagne. How absurd. Jack and Lorelie had pulled out all the stops for this little shindig.

			“Relax, old man. You look like you’re going to a hanging instead of a ball. Besides, I am still willing to assist you in showing your countess our fair community.”

			“She’s not my countess.” Tye narrowed his eyes in annoyance. How had he let himself be roped into this, anyway?

			“Tyler, my dear.” Lorelie bustled up to him and enveloped him in a warm hug. “Good evening, Mr. Montgomery.”

			Sedge nodded politely. “Mrs. Matthews.”

			“And as for you ...” She turned to Tye with a chastising air about her. “Why, we’ve barely seen you since you moved out to your folks’ place. How are you doing?”

			Tye’s irritation melted at the sight of his aunt’s loving face. Lorelie Matthews was tiny in stature, her blonde head barely hitting the middle of his chest. She tended to be flighty and frivolous and scatterbrained, with a rather vague way of coping with the world around her, to the point that strangers sometimes wondered if she wasn’t like a house whose walls didn’t quite reach completely to the roof. But beneath it all, she was good and kind and even smart in her own, unique manner. Tye loved her with all the protective passion of a son.

			He kissed the rosy cheek she presented to him. “Aunt Lorelie.” He gestured at the huge parlor festooned with flowers and ribbons and tiny British and American flags. Most of the furniture had been moved out to provide space for dancing, and a group of musicians tuned up at the far end of the room. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the house done up like this before.”

			“Well, it isn’t every day we entertain royalty.” Lorelie dimpled a smile. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? Jack wanted the house, I mean the hall—”

			Tye choked back a laugh. “The hall?”

			“Oh yes, dear, didn’t you know?” Lorelie beamed. “It’s no longer just a house. Now it’s a hall. Matthews Hall.” She nodded at Sedge. “You have halls in England, you know.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Sedge’s tone was serious, but Tye could see the glint of amusement in his eye. “And manor houses and abbeys and even an occasional castle or two.”

			“A castle,” she said with a dreamy smile. “Jack would dearly love a castle.”

			“What do you call this?” Tye waved at the immense room. “Your house is probably the biggest place between Chicago and San Francisco.”

			“Well, it is nice, dear, and we did want it to be impressive when we built it, but ...” Lorelie gestured vaguely. “It doesn’t have that ... that ...”

			“Ambiance?” Sedge suggested.

			“That’s it.” Lorelie nodded. “Jack was talking about getting one of those architects from back East, or maybe even Europe, to come out here and see what can be done to add a bit more ambiance.”

			“Make it more in keeping with its new name?” Sarcasm colored Tye’s words.

			Lorelie ignored the tone of his comments. “Exactly. Now.” She gazed around the room. It was already crowded with townspeople and local ranchers, all dressed in their Sunday best, the women obviously excited, the men distinctly uncomfortable.

			“I don’t see Jack anywhere, and I don’t believe the countess has come down yet. Perhaps they’re still in her room.”

			“Together?” Tye said cautiously.

			“My, that is hospitable.” Sedge cast her an innocent smile.

			“Oh, we’re very hospitable and friendly.” Sincerity rang in her voice. “You’ll learn that the longer you live here, Mr. Montgomery.”

			“Call me Sedge, please.” Sedge nodded at Tye. “I’ve rather become used to the congeniality and informality of your country. And I must say I like it.”

			“To tell you the truth, so do I.” She leaned toward him confidentially. “I don’t mind telling you that’s the very reason why I was a little worried about having this countess staying here. You never know what people, especially foreigners, are used to. And I fear our ways can be a bit overwhelming.”

			“Which ways are those?” As usual, Tye’s head swam with the difficulty of following his aunt’s conversation from one thought to the next. “The informality? Hospitality? Friendliness?”

			“Everything, of course.” She sighed. “You just never know what royalty is going to expect, and I do so want to avoid disappointing her.”

			“By the by, what is she like?” Sedge asked as if the answer didn’t matter.

			“Oh, she’s wonderful.” Lorelie fairly gushed with enthusiasm. “Of course, we didn’t have much of an opportunity to talk. They arrived very late this afternoon and needed a rest—”

			“They?” Tye asked.

			“Yes, the countess and her maid.”

			“No one else?” Sedge said.

			“No, just them.” Lorelie shook her head. “The countess—her name is Ophelia, by the way—is very charming and quite friendly too. I was worried for nothing. At any rate, she said the rest of her party decided to go on to California and she arranged to meet them there.” Lorelie glowed with excitement. “She said she didn’t want to miss out on the chance to visit our little neck of the woods. Isn’t that delightful?”

			“Delightful,” Tye muttered.

			“Indeed,” Sedge said.

			“I’m sure they’ll be here any minute. Jack went up to escort her down.” A woman waving from across the room caught Lorelie’s eye, and she responded with eagerness. “Oh, there’s Henrietta. I must tell her all about the countess.” She bobbed a nod and flounced off.

			Tye and Sedge stared after her.

			“She didn’t give us a single, solitary detail about the countess, did she?” Sedge said with amusement.

			Tye heaved a resigned sigh. “That’s one thing you’ll have to learn about my aunt, Sedge, you can talk to her for hours on end and come away from the conversation knowing absolutely nothing more than when you started. You’re lucky if you can manage to make sense out of anything that comes out of her mouth.”

			“Charming woman, though.”

			“That she is.” Tye grinned. “It’s that wonderful muddleheaded innocence of hers that makes her irresistible. Uncle Jack learned that the hard way.

			“They met in St. Louis. It’s an odd story having something to do with mislaid ponies and misplaced parasols and mistaken identities and I’m not sure what else.” He laughed. “Every time she tells the tale, the yarn changes a little and I’ve never been able to make sense out of it.

			“Anyway, Jack demanded her hand in marriage, telling her father he was the only man alive who could truly take care of her. Probably scared the hell out of the old man. It was her father’s money that gave him a start out here, and Jack in turn helped his brother—my dad.”

			“Not quite on a par with tales of the Tudor dynasty.” Sedge raised his glass in a toast. “But an excellent family saga nonetheless.”

			Tye grinned and saluted him back. “Thanks.”

			Tye took a sip of his drink. Sedge brought his glass to his lips and froze. Slowly, he dropped his hand and aimed his words at Tye, but his gaze was fixed elsewhere.

			“Tye, old man, remember your promise to let me keep the countess if she was young and pretty and rich?”

			“Sure.” Tye swirled the wine in his glass, wishing it was some of that good Scottish whisky Uncle Jack usually kept around the house.

			“You won’t change your mind, will you?”

			What on earth was Sedge up to now? Tye raised his glass. “She’s all yours.”

			“Excellent.” Sedge thrust his glass into Tye’s hand and strode across the room. Tye’s gaze followed his progress toward where Big Jack descended the massive stairway.

			Jack was always an impressive sight. A tall, powerfully built man, he towered over most of his
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