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        KB Ranch, Arizona Territory

      

      

      The harsh afternoon sun baked the desert earth until it cracked, but the grass resisted giving in to the arid climate. That was something Chris Morgan appreciated about desert plants and wildlife. No matter what the wind and sun did, no matter how harsh the weather, the plants hung on to life, and the animals just kept going about their business. 

      “Frosty,” one of the new hands, known by the name Whiskers to most, called from behind. 

      Chris turned in his saddle at the shout, his horse not breaking stride. They had just passed under the iron sign that welcomed them home after every cattle drive and foray into the rest of the wide world. KB Ranch, a stylized sun setting atop King Bolton’s initials. 

      Chris had won his cowboy christening, Frosty, for two reasons. His cold blue eyes that made his men shudder when he leveled them with a glare, and his apparent aloofness toward others. Somehow, his dislike of idle chatter had granted him the status of a man who held himself apart. His brusque, direct instructions to his men added to the idea of a taciturn nature. As a foreman, his name added to his perfect reputation of obeying orders and keeping his men in line.

      Whiskers pointed to the road behind them. Toward Sonoita. No one could even call the small collection of buildings that made up the nearest settlement a town. A familiar wagon bounced along the road, coming toward them.

      He didn’t let his shoulders sag. Not so much as a twitch of muscle betrayed his disappointment and annoyance. As much as he wanted to get back to his house, the newest structure on the ranch, it’d be a mite rude to make Holloway come all the way down to the house if Chris could intercept him on the road. Most likely, the old farmer had a batch of mail to deliver up from Tombstone. 

      As the foreman, he could’ve sent one of the cowboys up the road. But Chris preferred to lead by example. That meant greeting the farmer himself.

      Six cowboys and a wagon driven by their cook passed him by on their way to the bunkhouse and much-needed baths. They’d driven the cattle to the Tucson station rather than Benson, getting the last of their beef animals on their way for the year. 

      One rider stopped near him, watching Holloway approach.

      Duke, an Englishman who’d married into the Bolton family, pushed his hat up his forehead. “Want me to wait with you, Frosty?”

      Chris raised his eyebrows at his friend, and technically one of his bosses given his stake in the ranch. “You got a wife waiting on you.”

      The Englishman’s eyes darted toward the ranch buildings, his entire body leaning that direction. He hadn’t been married to the rancher’s daughter long, and only the lure of taking part in his first cattle drive had pulled him away from his bride. 

      “She won’t mind a few more minutes,” Duke answered, focusing his gaze on Chris once more. He turned his horse around toward the road, as did Chris.

      There wasn’t anyone waiting for Chris to return. Just an empty house that still smelled like fresh-cut timber. He hadn’t even needed the house, but King Bolton, owner of the ranch, had insisted that his foreman couldn’t keep living in the bunkhouse with the rest of the hands. 

      “It’s a benefit to your position,” King had insisted. “And it gives you room to stretch out a bit. Maybe start a family.”

      Chris hadn’t deigned to respond to that idea. 

      The privacy of his own house had appealed to him, though, along with more room for putting up shelves for his books. Keeping them in a crate under his bunk wasn’t ideal. So he’d agreed to the house. 

      They passed under the sign again, just as it caught a touch of wind that made it swing above their heads. The breeze, warm as it was, felt good across Chris’s forehead and exposed neck. Grit from the trail had worked its way beneath his collar, despite his care with his bandana. 

      Holloway was nearly to the turnoff in the lane, his mules walking with their heads hung sulkily. They likely hadn’t wanted to pass by the entrance to their home and barn without stopping, as Holloway had to do to deliver the mail. He was their settlement’s registered postal carrier with Western Union. Once a month he went to Tombstone, the county seat, to gather up mail and bring it back to the people who called Sonoita and its surrounding farms and ranches home.

      “Mr. Holloway,” Duke called out loud enough to be heard over the tramp of hooves. “Good afternoon.”

      “Duke. Frosty. Mighty glad to see you had a successful trip.” The man’s tone and the solemn look on his face were at odds with his normally jovial personality. Chris frowned, already expecting bad news. But for whom?

      Holloway pulled the mules to a stop, then looked back into the bed of his wagon. His shoulders slumped. “Frosty, I’ve got a couple of special deliveries for you. They were waiting when I got to town today.”

      Though he hadn’t been expecting anything, he didn’t say as much. Chris nudged his horse to move the gelding alongside the wagon bed and looked down. 

      Two pairs of dark eyes peered back up at him, from two little faces streaked with dirt and tears. A girl sat in the wagon, against the backboard, with her arm around a boy smaller and younger than she was. They both wore straw hats and dark clothes. The boy had a piece of paper pinned to the strap of his overalls. 

      To Chris Morgan

      KB Ranch

      Sonoita, Arizona Territory

      Someone had sent him children. By mail. Someone who knew his proper name rather than the one his fellow cowboys had christened him with. His stomach sank like a stone through cold water. 

      Not two girls. His sister in Missouri had three little girls. They weren’t Susan’s children. 

      The little boy ducked his head, but the girl lifted her chin higher. “Are you our daddy’s cousin? Chris?”

      Cousin. 

      He looked up at Holloway, who’d turned to watch the reunion. The man had made a telegram and sealed envelope appear from nowhere and held them out to Chris. “The telegram came three days ago, but no one brought it out to us. The letter came with them.”

      Chris looked at the children, then took the paper. He read the telegram first. 

      To Chris Morgan. Cousin William Ashford and wife Maria dead. Morgan declared guardian of children in last will. Children arriving August 24, 5 o’clock stage. Regards, Leman Rutherford at Law.

      So few words, yet they altered everything if they were true. He looked up at the little girl. “William Ashford is your dad?”

      Her chin trembled. “He was.”

      William and Chris had been inseparable as young boys. Their kinship had come through their mothers. William had nearly traveled west with Chris when life in the city became too stifling for the boy set on finding adventure and wide-open spaces. “Breathing room,” William had called it. But there had been a girl. Maria Larsen. And William had fallen in love. 

      They’d written from time to time. At least twice a year. They’d filled pages and pages with their doings, with mutual friends and relatives, and Chris had kept every letter he could as a reminder that he had people out in the wide world who cared about him.

      It still took a moment for Chris to remember the names of the children. When he hit upon them at last, he breathed them out loud. “Laura and Ben.” 

      The boy looked up at that, his eyes pained. How old were they? Chris didn’t know enough about children to make an educated guess. 

      He looked up at Holloway. “This says they arrived the twenty-fourth. Yesterday.”

      Holloway nodded. “The general store clerk put them up for the night. His wife fed them. They were getting ready to come looking for us when I showed up to collect the mail.”

      Duke approached, looking at the children for a moment before addressing Chris. “I’m sorry for your loss, Frosty.”

      It hadn’t sunk in yet that William was gone. That his daughter and son were all that remained of the lively young man with a perpetual grin. Chris gave himself a mental shake. He could read the letter and figure out what had happened later. Right now, he needed to worry about the children. 

      Did they know how to ride a horse? No reason to make them uncomfortable, really, if they didn’t like being atop the tall animals. He looked up at Holloway. “D’you mind bringing them all the way to the house?”

      Holloway clicked his tongue. “Not at all.” He gave the mules a command and snapped the leads above their rumps. The mules protested with a couple of brays but obeyed. 

      Chris followed with his eyes on the children, and they gazed back at him without blinking.

      Duke rode alongside him, the gesture one of friendship and support. Chris wanted to thank him but didn’t know exactly what to say in the moment. He looked down at the envelope crushed in his hand, recognizing his name written across the front, even though the handwriting appeared unstable. Shaky. Hardly familiar. But he knew William’s writing. 

      A hard lump formed in Chris’s throat. It took the entire distance from road to ranch for him to rid himself of it well enough to talk. Duke dismounted first, and everything blurred together after that. The women, all three of them, appeared and found the children. They clucked over them, embraced them, took the children into the main ranch house with promises of food and baths.

      Duke explained to whomever else remained what he knew. Holloway filled in gaps. 

      Chris dismounted, handed the reins to someone. He didn’t care who. Then he walked away. Beyond the main house, toward one of the windmills that marked a well and cistern on the property. 

      He leaned against the windmill’s supports and opened the envelope. The letter was brief. The handwriting inside as miserable as on the envelope.

      Chris,

      Maria passed three days ago. Diphtheria and Influenza. We got the kids out of the house as soon as we knew how bad off she was. I’m sick now, too. If you’re reading this, the worst has happened. I contacted lawyers and told them where to find you. I made it legal. Laura and Ben will be in good hands. Tell them I love them, and so does their mother. Raise them like we were raised. I don’t trust anyone else the way I trust you. I know you’ll do right by them.

      See you on the other side.

      -Will

      His fist crumpled the letter, pain ricocheting in his chest like a bullet in an iron stove, making it hard to breathe. 

      Will was gone.

      And Chris knew nothing about raising children.
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          SEPTEMBER 9TH, 1895
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        Bisbee, Arizona Territory

      

      

      Evelyn hadn’t been born into nobility, but she still knew how to carry herself like the lady she had become. When she drifted into the management offices of the Copper Queen Mine, people stopped to stare, just as they had in London. The society papers had called her many unflattering things over the years, but her first nickname had held even when her popularity fell. The Red-Headed Venus. 

      The beauty that had inspired the name—along with the jealous looks, the cruel gossip—she wore like a suit of armor. It protected her. Insulated her from the rest of the world. Today, however, she needed to wear the armor with confidence and grace. Her daughter depended on it.

      Evelyn stopped in front of the largest desk in the room, and the clerk behind it jumped to his feet so fast, he knocked over the chair behind him. 

      “Ma’am,” he squeaked, then cleared his throat and deepened his voice as he continued. “Good afternoon. What may I do for you?”

      She didn’t turn her full smile on the young man because she didn’t need to. His ears turned red before she spoke a single word. “I hope you can direct me to someone in charge. I have come a very long way, and my need is quite urgent.” 

      Uncertainty tinted his eyes. “Do you have an appointment?”

      She hated this. Evelyn’s mother had once said, “Women have precious few advantages in the world. The Good Lord saw fit to give you one with your looks. Use it.” She hadn’t wanted to do as her mother said. But when she’d lost her mother and stability, she’d needed protection. Then she’d lost her first husband, the provider of that protection, and had a daughter. With that beauty, Evelyn had secured a second husband as quickly as she could.

      The London gossip rags had called her a siren, and at every event she attended, she heard worse whispered about her from behind fans and elegantly gloved hands. 

      Evelyn’s daughter depended upon her now just as she had in their unlucky past. 

      “I do not have an appointment.” She held the portfolio in her hand tighter to her side. “This is a matter of expediency, however. Here.” She withdrew one of her calling cards from a fold in the leather and handed it to him, allowing some of her desperation to show through her wide eyes.

      She watched his lips form the words that her late husband had insisted be printed in gold script on the expensive paper. Lady Evelyn Lyon, Countess of Tyneham, Dorset. The London address printed below no longer belonged to her, nor would she ever set foot upon that street again.

      Her late husband’s heir had made certain of that.

      “Of course, Countess. I’ll tell the manager at once. One moment. Mr. Douglas is in his office.” The clerk’s eyes had gone large, though his address to her proved once again that most Americans did not know how to address someone holding a title.

      It was quite refreshing.

      The clerk disappeared through a door behind his desk, big and dark, the frame embellished with woodcarving that looked like something one would find in a castle in England rather than an office in the midst of desert mountains. The wealth of the mining company was on full display in this building. The wood was rich and dark, the chairs of even the lowliest clerks were fine leather, and there were expensive carpets covering the floor. 

      This was a place where money came out of the ground every second of every day. The Copper Queen Mining Company made sure everyone knew it, too.

      She took a steadying breath, her back to the rest of the room. She hoped the tremble in her legs went unnoticed. That the quiet complaint of her empty stomach passed unheard. 

      The door opened, and the clerk came out, holding it open and bowing awkwardly. “Mr. Douglas says please come in.” He gestured broadly with one hand, as though to sweep her inside. Evelyn smiled at his enthusiasm, and for a moment she felt lighter. 

      She entered the office to find a large desk near tall windows, with a man standing at the corner. He approached her, his expression curious. 

      “My lady, it is a pleasure to meet you.” He held his hand out, and Evelyn placed her hand in his. He bowed over it politely, then gestured for her to sit in a chair in front of his desk.

      “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice, Mr. Douglas. This is a very important matter, and I appreciate your time.” She lowered herself to the chair and placed the folder upon her lap, keeping her posture perfect and her chin tilted upward. She smiled, as her late husband had always commanded her to when he presented her to his associates. 

      Mr. Douglas returned the expression. “I am happy to be of service however I can. How can we of the Copper Queen Mining Company be of assistance? Do you wish to learn more about our operation? Perhaps invest with us?”

      “I am already an investor.” She laid her hand flat upon the leather folder. “Or at least, my late husband, the Earl of Tyneham, held stock in the company. He died recently and left the stock certificates to me. I have come to discover what they are worth.” She couldn’t help but glance around the office building with renewed hope. The mines obviously produced wealth. Perhaps the stocks she now owned would be worth enough for her to settle somewhere safe and comfortable with Madeline. That’s all she wanted; Madeline deserved a stable home and an education. 

      “An English earl?” Mr. Douglas held his hand out. “I cannot recall seeing that name in our books, but if you would allow me to examine the certificates?”

      “Yes, of course.” She held the folder out to him, ignoring the way her empty stomach twisted itself into knots. “Thank you.”

      He walked behind his desk and seated himself, then put the folder on the table and flipped it open. The moment his eyes fell upon the first certificate, his brow creased. Deeply. 

      Mr. Douglas turned the first document over, sat it aside, and inspected the next. He did this several times, and with each page his frown grew deeper. Finally, he closed the portfolio, then looked up to meet her gaze. “You are from England? Did your husband ever visit Bisbee? Or send a representative here?”

      Something was wrong. Evelyn forced herself to smile. “He met with a representative seeking investors in London, some four years ago, I think.”

      Mr. Douglas heaved a sigh, focusing his gaze on the paper in front of him again. Then he bent and opened a drawer on his side of the desk and withdrew an enormous book. He opened it, then spun the book around and pushed it to her side of the desk. “These are what our stock certificates look like, Lady Tyneham.”

      She forced herself to remain calm as she leaned forward, peering at the document. The certificates were inked in black, with golden borders dotted with five-pointed stars. At the top of the certificate, in artful lettering, was the name of the company and an image depicting miners with raised pickaxes and lanterns in a cave.

      They looked nothing like the red-and-black inked certificates she had spent weeks holding close to her chest. Nothing about the documents, except the fact that they all bore the name of the mine, looked the same. 

      Her heart clenched and her throat turned dry. She looked up at Mr. Douglas, whose expression had softened with pity. “The papers you have here…they are counterfeit. And not even particularly good counterfeits.”

      She swallowed, attempted to smile, and failed. The room grew dark around the edges. “There must be some mistake. My husband guarded these papers closely—he said they were worth a small fortune.”

      The man across from her slowly shook his head, closed her folder, and handed it back to her. “No, Lady Tyneham. They are not. Someone duped your husband, and I am most sorry for it.”

      She took the folder back, looked down at it, uncomprehending. “Are you certain? Perhaps they are merely old—”

      “I have been a part of this company since it first came to Bisbee,” he told her, tone gentle, as though he spoke to a child of a simple matter. “We have never issued stock certificates like those, and we are the only mining operation in Bisbee. Your papers are worthless.”

      “Can’t you check—there must be records…” Her voice trailed away as he heaved a sigh and rose. He went to a bookcase filled with documents and large leather-bound volumes. He took out two. 

      “Lyon, and Tyneham,” he muttered, bringing them back to the desk. He thumbed through pages on one, then the other, and pushed the books across the desk. “See for yourself. The name doesn’t appear in our records.”

      She looked at the neat rows of alphabetically arranged surnames. The late earl’s title and surname were missing. 

      The black at the corner of her vision deepened and stretched, and she stood mechanically. There was no use in arguing when she could see the truth with her own eyes. She held the folder against her chest and spoke without quite knowing what she said. “I thank you for your time, Mr. Douglas. I am sorry to have interrupted your work. Good day.” 

      He rose, too, and looked at her with some concern. “Will you be all right, ma’am? Do you need something to drink? You’ve gone pale. Here, sit again.” He came toward her.

      Evelyn took a quick step back and shook her head, trying to stave off panic long enough to get out of his sight. “N-no. Thank you. I am well enough.” She turned and hurried to the door, throwing it open despite hearing him call to her again. 

      She marched out the way she had come, her head held high, and her tears kept at bay. She kept a smile on her face all the way out into the sunshine. 

      She turned and walked up the steep hill, the dust from the streets billowing up around horses as they passed, stinging at her eyes. She went in the direction of the boarding house, where she had taken a small room with a single bed the evening before. She’d paid for two nights, thinking it might take a day or two to arrange the liquidation of the stocks. Meals for one had come with that meager investment, and Evelyn had turned her breakfast that morning over to her daughter without hesitation. Trusting that they would be eating well that very night. 

      Her knees buckled, and she stumbled against the wall of the building as she passed. Spots appeared in her vision. The former countess blinked rapidly until she made out a bench only a few steps away. She kept her hand against the wall to maintain her balance until she could make it to the bench and lower herself to its rough wooden planks. 

      People passed by her without saying a word. Without looking at her. Trousers and shined shoes, buttoned heels, boots. She kept her gaze to the ground and watched them all, without really looking. 

      The purse dangling from her wrist was empty except for a clean handkerchief and her last calling card. The leather portfolio on the bench beside her was worthless. The fine dress she wore, an entire year out of season in England. 

      She had nothing left. And after that night, there wouldn’t even be a roof over her head. Or Madeline’s. 

      Gripping the edge of the bench, Evelyn tried to think of something—anything—she might do to spare her daughter from the knowledge that they had nothing. She could sell every article of clothing she owned—though she hadn’t been able to bring much with her in the single trunk she had shared with Madeline on their ocean crossing. She had sold as much of her personal possessions as she could in England, then more in New York City, her hope fixed on the idea of owning stock in a lucrative copper mine in the Arizona Territory. 

      Her late husband, the earl, had promised to leave her and Madeline something in his will, even though Evelyn was his third wife. And Madeline a child of Evelyn’s first marriage. 

      He had promised that all she had to do was behave as a proper English countess and she would be well looked after. But mere hours after his unexpected death, his abrupt passing in the middle of the night, his eldest son and heir—a man her own age—had turned her out of the house. 

      He’d accused her of trapping the earl in marriage, of seeking to use the earl’s wealth and position in society to raise herself up its rungs. And he’d said even worse things to her, calling her every vile name a woman could be called. 

      She’d never liked the earl’s oldest son, nor the way his eyes followed her across the room when he visited his father’s London house. She’d always felt sick when he came near. Evelyn had taken Madeline and fled the house with almost nothing rather than attempt to reason with him. 

      The solicitor hadn’t been pleased when Evelyn had arrived at his door in London. He’d wasted no time to inform Evelyn that the late earl had not changed his will since marrying her. 

      There was no legal way for her to claim any part of the estate. 

      Her second marriage had ended the same as the first. A dead husband she felt no inclination to mourn, her daughter’s hand in hers, and not a penny to her name. 

      A pair of pointed women’s shoes walked by. The shining shoes of a child skipped along behind. Then came a man’s dusty boots. As she watched the boots stand a moment, toes pointed away from her, a penny fell onto the boardwalk with a quiet little “clack.” It spun for a moment, then fell onto its side between the heels of the boots. 

      Evelyn watched the penny, fascinated by its bright gleam in the late afternoon sun. 

      The man in the boots stepped away, leaving the bright piece of copper behind. 

      Evelyn rose from the bench, the useless folder left behind, and bent to retrieve the coin. She stood and looked up, her eyes finding the boots and their owner a few steps away. 

      “Sir?” The word came out as a whisper. Evelyn forced herself to speak louder, though why it mattered she didn’t know. “Sir? Pardon me, but you dropped this.”

      The man paused, and when he turned, she took in several things at once. He was tall. He wore a stern expression, as though displeased with the day and everything in it. And his features were chiseled roughly, making her think he might well be made of stone.

      He looked like the unruly cowboys she had seen outside her window the night before—the same type of hat, dust-covered trousers, and broad shoulders. She’d woken when a group of rowdy men had stumbled down the street, singing raucously and using the worst sort of language. 

      She’d shuddered and pulled the drapes closed, reflecting on how different this dirty mining town was from everything she had known in England. 

      She swallowed her discomfort as the man looked from the penny in her hand slowly upward to meet her gaze.

      A shock went through her, as though she’d fallen through ice and into frigid water. Never had she seen such clear blue eyes. Given the heat of the day, the cold sensation wasn’t entirely unpleasant. One of his dark brown eyebrows raised. 

      “Ma’am? Were you speaking to me?” He didn’t sound as heartless as he looked.

      The ground shifted, returning beneath her feet to hold her up. As it solidified once more, she held her hand out further, palm-up, with the penny in its center. “I believe you dropped this coin.”

      He blinked, then approached slowly. Until he stood only a foot away, and her head tipped back just enough to keep her eyes upon his. She was tall, by English standards. He was tall by any standards. His gaze dropped to her glove, and his hand reached into his pocket. She heard the jingle of metal against metal before he pulled out a handful of coins and looked at them. 

      “Hm. You might be right.” He offered her the barest of smiles, and that changed everything about his appearance. Quite suddenly, the stone face became kind. “But I can’t be sure. Maybe you’d better hang on to it. In these parts, a penny found can bring good luck.”

      Evelyn looked down at the penny in her hand, noting the dirt on the tips of her gloves where they had scraped the ground to lift the coin.

      And she burst into tears.
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      Chris hadn’t been around many women of late, other than the married ladies on the ranch where he worked, but he didn’t think he’d grown uncouth enough to make a woman cry just by speaking to her. And the way the beautiful woman standing in front of him started crying, as though she bore as much pain as sorrow, immediately split his heart in two. 

      No one should cry like that. He hadn’t been able to bear it when his little sister cried, either. He’d given her anything she’d wanted to make her smile again. 

      What could he possibly do for this copper-haired, green-eyed stranger who looked like she belonged in a big city opera house rather than the streets of Bisbee? 

      Chris took her by the elbow, as gently as he could, and walked her to the bench where she’d been sitting before. Yes, he’d noticed her there. Just in passing. He doubted a man could walk by someone like her without taking a second look. 

      He sat, lowering her down to the bench with him. She had closed her hand into a fist around the coin, and as soon as she sat, she curled herself forward, her body stiff and shaking. 

      He knew he ought to say something, offer some sort of reassurance, but his mind went completely blank. By rights, he couldn’t even touch her to offer any kind of comfort. Not unless he wanted a hard slap across his face. 

      What could he say, not knowing what had sent her into such heart-wrenching sobs? He glanced up once, looking around to see if there might be a husband or a friend coming to the woman’s aid. There was no one. Just a few strangers who slanted him an uncomfortable look before picking up their speed, walking away. Determined not to get involved.

      Chris wasn’t any good with this sort of thing. 

      Laura cried sometimes, and he didn’t know what to do for the little girl, either. He’d hold her when she’d let him and kept his distance when she’d pushed him away. Ben was almost worse, given how often he looked near to tears, but never said a single word. Hardly made a sound. He’d just stare at Chris, heart in his eyes, as though he waited for Chris to understand what to do to fix things. 

      But how did he fix a little boy’s broken heart?

      So, he just sat there, like he did for the children. Waiting.

      The woman’s sobs abated, turning into softer sniffles. She worked at the strings of the purse dangling from her wrist, penny still clutched in her hand, and pulled out a white handkerchief edged in delicate lace. 

      “I’m terribly sorry,” she said, her words as elegantly accented as the cloth in her hand. “Forgive me. I did not mean to turn into a watering pot.”

      He wished he knew how to help her banish those tears. “I think I ought to apologize, ma’am. You were fine until I opened my mouth.” He offered what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 

      “Oh, it wasn’t you.” She sniffed, her lovely eyes now rimmed in red, and looked up at him again.

      Despite the crying, she was one of the prettiest ladies he’d ever seen. Everything from her fair skin to the dark leather of her shoes spoke of a life far from the desert wind and sun.

      “Truly, sir. You are very kind. Thank you for attending to me. I am well enough now. You may continue on about your business.” 

      He hadn’t been busy, exactly. Mr. Bolton and his wife had come to Bisbee to hear some politician give a speech the day before, and he’d accompanied them to provide extra protection on the road and visit the bookseller to see about collecting more children’s books. Laura and Ben hadn’t seemed interested in much, but he’d seen them eyeing his books frequently in the two weeks they’d been with him. 

      Chris leaned away from her enough to take in the whole of her appearance again. The woman wore a hat and dress finer than anything he’d ever seen, and he knew she had to come from the same side of the Atlantic as Duke. She was British, and most likely born to a higher station in life than he could imagine. 

      She wasn’t his problem. And he had plenty of his own to deal with.

      He stayed on the bench next to her. “I can’t leave you here like this. Not unless it’s to find someone else to help you. Do you have a husband or someone I can fetch?”

      To his dismay, her eyes started watering again. “No husband. Not anymore.” She put a hand to forehead, then looked up the street in the direction he’d been headed. “Only my daughter, and I cannot let her see me like this.”

      A woman alone with her daughter, in a desert town like Bisbee—especially a woman like her—meant trouble. Though the town had made progress toward respectability, roughnecked miners still made up most of the population. 

      Why was she without protection or companionship?

      Chris studied her profile, noting her still swollen eyes and reddened nose with concern. That kind of crying didn’t usually happen over something small. This woman needed help, and it didn’t sound like any was coming. 

      “We best cheer you up before you see her, then.” He gestured across the dusty street, where a small shop had a sign offering up coffee, soup, and a sandwich for a nickel. “I haven’t had lunch yet. Would you join me for a bite to eat?”

      “Oh, no. Thank you. You have already done enough.” She pulled herself upright, and her deep green eyes widened. Maybe in England men didn’t invite women they’d just met to lunch. She gathered up a folder he hadn’t noticed on the bench.

      Then an all too familiar sound bubbled up from somewhere inside the lady—a growl of hunger his own stomach had made more times than he could count. Her cheeks went pink as her gaze darted away from his. Seemed she hadn’t had lunch yet, either. 

      “I have a friend from your part of the world, ma’am. In these situations, he always gets his way by saying just two words. Hope you don’t mind me trying them on for size.” He stood and extended his hand out to her. “I insist.” Those words always worked when Duke was determined to do something kind for anyone, especially when their pride got in his way. 

      “I suppose… if you insist.” Though her smile wavered, it had at least appeared. 

      The woman put her hand in his, the cream color of her glove contrasting with his calloused, sun-bronzed skin. After she stood, he stole another of Duke’s easy gestures and settled her hand on his forearm, as though he meant to escort her to a ball rather than across a dusty road. Once there was a break in traffic, he took her across to the little restaurant. 

      “My name’s Chris Morgan,” he told her, figuring she’d prefer calling him something more traditional-sounding than Frosty. “I’m the foreman at a ranch north of here.”

      And he was supposed to meet up with his employer in less than an hour to make the return trip to that ranch.

      They had attained the other side of the road when she responded, almost too quiet for him to hear. “I’m Lady Tyneham. My late husband was the Earl of Tyneham.” She winced and turned her face away. “I suppose that doesn’t matter here, though.”

      So she was a widow. An English widow, unaccompanied by anyone but a daughter. Despite knowing it wasn’t his business, Chris couldn’t help being intrigued. 

      “If it’s who you are, it matters,” he said, trying to reassure her. Whether or not it was the right thing to say, he didn’t know. He settled her at the table beneath the awning and went to find the proprietor. He ordered two sandwiches and two coffees, then went back to join her. 

      She sat as still as a statue, her gaze directed up the street, though he doubted she was actually looking at anything. More likely, her thoughts had drawn her gaze inward. When he sat down, she blinked and turned to face him. A smile touched her lips, but not her eyes. 

      “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Morgan. Please, don’t feel obligated to buy me refreshment. I have no wish to inconvenience you.”

      Chris sat back in his chair and removed his hat, then ran a hand through his hair in hopes of giving it some semblance of tidiness. He put the hat in an empty chair next to their table. 

      “Buying a sandwich and coffee for a lady isn’t an inconvenience. Besides, my mother raised me to know when people need looking after.” It was the best excuse he could give for wanting to offer help. 

      “She sounds kind,” the English woman said, voice low and expression soft. “Thank you, Mr. Morgan.” 

      A young woman came out carrying a tray laden with two mugs, two plates, and sandwiches on thickly cut bread. She put each item on the table, one at a time, and sent a flirtatious smile Chris’s direction before disappearing back inside the eatery. 

      Lady Tyneham put her folder in her lap, then removed her gloves and put them to the side. Then she sat a moment staring at the large sandwich as though uncertain how to approach eating it. Chris doubted she’d ever eaten such simplistic food. He’d heard that the wealthy ate things they called finger sandwiches, laden with cucumber and tomatoes rather than the hearty stuffings found in most of the food to which he was accustomed. 

      He picked up his sandwich in one hand, his coffee in the other, and started eating in silence. She’d figure it out. 

      She took up the coffee first, inhaling deeply before sipping at it as daintily as if it were in a teacup made of fine china. She closed her eyes as she drank, and Chris couldn’t help but smile. He’d done the right thing, based on how pleased the simple offering made her. 

      She didn’t catch him looking, thankfully, as she turned her attention to her sandwich and took it up in both hands. She held it gingerly, examined the bread and trimmings from all sides, then tried to open her mouth wide enough to take a bite of all the layers at once. 

      Chris had to take a large bite of his own food to keep from chuckling. Though it couldn’t be easy, she somehow maintained her dignity and delicate appearance while she ate. And it didn’t take her long to polish off the last bite. 

      Maybe she hadn’t had breakfast, either. 

      With some food in her, maybe she’d share more of her story. Why he felt the tug to hear the whole of it, Chris couldn’t say. Nor did he think too much about it. The fact was, if he could help her, he needed to. He could feel it.

      “Thank you again,” she said, patting at her lips with her handkerchief. “I am most grateful, Mr. Morgan.”

      He folded his arms and leaned against the table. He fixed her with the stern look he’d give a young cowboy whose hat couldn’t carry water. The one that got him confessions of foolish mistakes and promises to do better.

      “Ma’am, I know we’ve barely met. You’ve got no reason to explain yourself to me. But if you’d tell me what’s troubling you, I can promise I’ll do my best to help or find someone who can. I’ve got a sister and a little girl under my care, and if someone found them crying all alone in a strange town, I’d hope that person would help.”

      She didn’t shift or shy away from the question. Chris watched as she folded her gloveless hands upon the table, and he heard the deep breath she took before she answered. “Normally, sir, I would refuse to impart such personal information to a stranger. But my position is such that I have few options, and nowhere to go for help.” Her gaze stayed upon her hands, the table, not looking at him at all. “You said you are friends with an Englishman?”

      “Yup. He lives on the same ranch that I do. He used to be an English lord.” She raised her eyebrows at that, and he shrugged. “It’s true. His brother paid us a call not too long ago, too.”

      “Then perhaps you know a little of what it is like in England for someone like me.” She nibbled at her bottom lip, then her shoulders slumped. “I was not the earl’s first wife. He’d been married before and already produced an heir and several other children. We married recently, after my first husband passed away.” She winced, and he saw the tension in her fingers—her knuckles whitening—as she continued. “My first husband left us with nothing. The earl knew this, and he promised he would take care of my daughter and me. But after he died, his eldest son wasted no time in removing me from my home, taking away most of my things, and leaving me on the streets. The earl never changed his will. He left my daughter and me with nothing. Again.”

      She looked across the street, her eyebrows furrowing. “Except for a portfolio full of stock certificates for a mine in this dirty little town. I sold my clothing. My wedding ring. We came so far…”

      Chris looked down the street. “I could take you to the mining office—”

      “The certificates aren’t real.”

      His mouth clicked shut, and he frowned at her. “Not real? You got fake stock certificates for a territory mine all the way over in England?”

      She nodded, her expression miserable and her eyes growing damp again. “The Copper Queen Mine has never heard of my husband, and their certificates look nothing like the ones I brought with me.”

      He rubbed at the back of his neck, his thoughts circling the problem the way a cattle dog circled a herd, trying to make order out of chaos. “You don’t have any friends here?”

      “We know no one in the United States.” She raised her gaze to his at last. “And after tonight, we will have nowhere to stay, unless the woman who owns the boarding house takes pity on us. Perhaps…perhaps I could find work…” Her voice shrank as she spoke, dwindling to almost nothing when she added, “Though I don’t know what I might do.” 

      This wasn’t a woman who knew how to take on a position she might find in Bisbee. Her fair hands looked smooth and soft. She held herself like a queen. Chris knew well enough that people who had worked all their lives were impatient with those who had not. 

      And she was alone. In a mining town. Without protection of husband, family, or friends. In a territory where folks could be sweet as honey or mean as hornets.

      She couldn’t stay in Bisbee. 

      “How old is your little girl?” he asked.

      Though she didn’t quite smile, her expression lightened. “Madeline is ten years old.”

      “That’s my niece’s age.” Chris saw her eyebrows raise. “I’m her guardian. Her and her brother. It’s not always easy with kids, is it?” He saw her expression change, growing thoughtful. He didn’t have any care to discuss his particular situation, though, so he hurried the conversation along. “Where’s your daughter right now?”

      “The woman who runs the boarding house promised to keep an eye on her, but I left Madeline with a book in our room.” She put her fingers to her head and massaged her temple, her gaze losing focus. “We’re staying at the Little Blue Boarding House.”

      “Ma’am, I’m here in town with my boss and his wife. Maybe the four of us might come up with a solution to keep you and your daughter safe. May I bring them back to your boardinghouse?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “You would do that, for a stranger? It’s too much trouble—”

      “Not at all. I’ll round them up and meet you there in half an hour or less.” He grabbed his hat and put it on as he came to his feet. “Between the four of us, we’ll figure it out. I’m sure of it.” She came to her feet slowly, her eyebrows drawing together. Maybe she didn’t believe him, or perhaps she wondered if she could trust him.

      Mrs. Bolton would set her at ease. She mothered everyone, and this English woman with her dark green eyes and uncertain smile would be no exception to that. Before she could thank him again, he gave her a deep nod and hurried on his way to the hotel across the street from the post office, where Mr. Bolton and his wife would be waiting. 
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        * * *

      

      Evelyn watched the cowboy stride away, with purpose in his every footstep. Did he even see the two dusty miners who stepped aside to let him pass? He was the sort who didn’t let people get in his way, and others likely sensed it when they saw him coming. 

      She had moved with that kind of confidence once, certain of her path and where she wished to go. She had cut through ballrooms, and women in brightly hued gowns had parted in a sea of silk rather than stall her progress across the floor. 

      Where Evelyn had fought to convey herself with poise, Mr. Morgan had an easiness of movement that made her think that nothing he did was an act. 

      She tugged her gloves back into place, and she returned her handkerchief to her otherwise empty reticule—except it wasn’t totally empty. Her gloved hand brushed the edge of the coin, a penny she’d only meant to return to a stranger and which had instead brought her to someone who might help her. 

      A stranger. She shook her head at her own foolishness. She had given away too much of herself to someone she had no reason to trust. Except—he had stopped to sit with her while she cried. Had anyone ever done that for her before?

      Pulling the strings of her purse tight, Evelyn tucked the folder against her side, and she rose from the table. The whole town felt like one steep hill which she had to climb to get back to Madeline. 

      Bisbee was a strange place. As she walked up the hill, she found her eyes traveling upward on either side of the road. The town wasn’t conventional, but it looked as though someone had poured buildings and houses into the crack between two red-tinted mountains. The buildings pressed together, every inch of space filled, all the way up to the tops of the mountains on either side. Houses had two corners against the rocks and the other two resting on stilts, propping the buildings up against the solid, steep ground. 

      How did people live this way, atop one another, tucked into stone?

      She shuddered and stopped before the small blue building where she had purchased two nights of safety. Inside, Madeline waited for her in a room with a single narrow bed pushed against a wall and a chair in one corner. Madeline had slept in the bed, and Evelyn had reassured her several times that the chair was best for her own rest. 

      Mrs. Parker sat on a chair that barely fit on the narrow-boarded porch. She peeled potatoes, her hands as brown as the vegetables in her basket. She sniffed and wiped her forehead with the back of her arm. 

      “How is Madeline?” Evelyn asked.

      “Hasn’t made a peep. Your business go well?” The older woman went back to her potatoes, her disinterest in Evelyn something that felt merciful rather than dismissive. 

      Evelyn didn’t answer the question as she stepped onto the porch and through the door. “Thank you for minding her, Mrs. Parker.”

      The front room of the boarding house was smaller than Evelyn’s closet had been, back when she’d been a person of importance. A faded blue settee and two wooden chairs were the only furnishings inside the formal room. The stairs going up to the four tiny rooms above were narrow, the wood worn smooth in the center of each step. 

      Evelyn came to the door and pushed it open, her heart in her throat. 

      Madeline lay across the bed on her stomach, book in hand, a bored expression on her face. She looked up at the same moment Evelyn released a relieved sigh. 

      “Mama.” Madeline squirmed off the bed, fluffed the skirt of her blue traveling dress, and came two steps closer. “Can we explore the town now?”

      “Not just yet, dear.” Evelyn bent to kiss her daughter’s head, then smoothed a curl behind Madeline’s ear. “I have guests coming to discuss business before we decide on our next act.”

      The little girl’s shoulders slumped, and she picked up the book again, then sat down in the chair near the window. “Mrs. Parker says there isn’t anything to see here but dusty miners and chipped paint.”

      “I cannot entirely disagree with Mrs. Parker.” Rickety buildings, splintering windowpanes, and dirty covered windows were all she had seen when she’d allowed herself to notice on the way to the mining offices. Stepping inside that office, wood gleaming with polish and wealth, she had felt more at home than she had since they’d left New York City. 

      Evelyn went to the window that faced the barren side of the mountain. Plants with more prickles than an African porcupine grew between the red rocks, and grass that appeared warped and dry rustled in the infrequent breeze. 

      The train ride across the country had been dusty, smoky, and dirty. The landscape out their window had changed from green to brown so subtly, she couldn’t be certain when all the color had vanished from the world, only that it had. Then they had boarded the stagecoach that brought them from the train station in Tucson down to Bisbee. Evelyn had spent most of that trip clutching Madeline to her side and keeping her mouth covered with a handkerchief. That piece of flimsy, lacey fabric had ended the trip streaked with dust, and Evelyn had stowed it away in the trunk that held what was left of their worldly possessions. 

      The trunk contained Madeline’s favorite book, Evelyn’s photograph of her parents, another of Madeline’s father, and what remained of their clothing. The documents in the folder, along with the fake stock certificates, were of the sort to prove her identity and her child’s. A birth certificate and copy of the church register, a wedding certificate, and a letter of introduction from the otherwise unhelpful solicitor of the late earl. 

      Little enough from their lives remained that Evelyn feared they would both vanish altogether. 

      “What did the men at the mine say?” Madeline asked, her innocent question tugging Evelyn out of her thoughts rather abruptly. 

      “Not the mine, dear. The mining offices.” She forced a smile as she moved to stand beside Madeline’s chair. “I am afraid the stock certificates are not worth what I had hoped.”

      Madeline turned somewhat pale as she lifted her face to search her mother’s gaze. “But that is all right, isn’t it? We still have some money, don’t we?” 

      Despite trying to hide their circumstances from her daughter, Evelyn knew the clever little girl had picked up on much of the situation. She had to know why they could not afford the sleeper car on the train. Why they had such light meals, and Evelyn proclaimed herself not hungry at least twice a day while still encouraging Madeline to eat her bread and butter. 

      “Never you fret.” Evelyn bent and kissed Madeline on the forehead. “Go on and read your book. I must wait for my guests in Mrs. Parker’s front room.” She brushed the back of her hand against Madeline’s cheek. “I will be up again soon.”

      As Evelyn descended the steps, she fought against the vise-like feeling tightening around her chest and heart. If she had been in New York when this discovery occurred, perhaps she could have found a sympathetic member of Society to lean upon. Or she could have applied to a service for companions or governesses—despite her lack of experience teaching, she had an education of her own—or to a girls’ school. 

      No one in this dried-up town, or even in the whole of the Territory, would see any need for the type of training she possessed. Which meant having to earn an entirely new education. Something more practical. 

      But what?
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      When Evelyn spied Mr. Morgan in front of the boarding house, two people with him, she had to blink in some surprise. Did everyone in Arizona grow to such unmatched heights? The older gentleman wore a fine black suit and a black felt hat, and his well-weathered face boasted a rather impressive mustache. At his side was a woman nearly his equal in years, and easily the same height as Evelyn. She had a motherly look about her as she peered at the boarding house from beneath a purple bonnet. 

      Evelyn kept watch from behind the faded curtains, sick with anticipation and dread all at the same time.

      Mr. Morgan led the older couple, a determined expression upon his face, up to the porch where Mrs. Parker still worked with her vegetables. 

      The walls were thin enough for Evelyn to hear when he asked, “Is Lady Tyneham staying here?”

      “If you mean that English woman and her kid, then yes.” Mrs. Parker didn’t sound at all gracious. In fact, she was downright suspicious. “What business do you’uns have with her?”

      The other man came forward and doffed his hat. “We’re here to conduct some private business, ma’am. My name is King Bolton, and this is my wife, Mrs. Bolton. We have a ranch a day’s ride north of here.”

      The ranch owner and his wife appeared perfectly respectable. Evelyn leaned closer to the window—and Mr. Morgan’s stare caught her there, his blue eyes bright beneath the brim of his hat. She swallowed, then dropped the edge of the curtain and hurried to the door. There was no use delaying any longer. Either these people could be of help to her, or she and Madeline were on their own once more. 

      At the door, she brushed her full skirts most ineffectually. The dust clung to her no matter what she did. She stiffened her spine, squared her shoulders, and opened the door wearing her most lady-like smile—small, demure, unassuming. 

      “Thank you, Mrs. Parker. I’ll see my guests inside.” She opened the door wider and gestured for the three people on the street to enter the house. “Please, let me take your hats, gentlemen.” She had never taken a man’s hat before. There had always been footmen or maids to do that task. But there was a hat tree in the tiny entry, and she meant to make use of it. 

      The older of the two men towered over her, but he handed her the hat with a kindly smile. Then he led his wife into the sitting room with its two chairs and faded settee. They took the settee. Mr. Morgan handed her his hat, too, and offered her a reassuring tilt of his head before he went in to take one of the chairs. 

      That left Evelyn to follow after them, and she realized somewhat belatedly that she had nothing to offer them. A trickle of shame fell down her spine, and she looked to the back of the house, wondering if she dared try to find something in the kitchen. 

      “May I offer anyone…anything?” she asked weakly, then bit the insides of her cheeks. She was too old to exhibit social uncertainty. 

      The matronly woman took charge at once, her expression gentle and kind. “We’re fine, dear. Please, let me introduce myself. I am Mrs. Beth Bolton, and this is my husband, King Bolton. Frosty works for my husband, and he told us all about your plight.”

      Evelyn darted a glance toward the now-silent cowboy. Frosty? What a strange name. Then she gave her full attention to the married couple. “I am terribly sorry to cause you any trouble, Mrs. Bolton. Mr. Morgan found me in an awkward position. He was kind, and he seemed to think that you might know how to help me. Though my father was fond of saying that God helps those who help themselves.” She felt her cheeks coloring. 

      The earl had insisted she learn how to speak more like a noblewoman instead of like a “middle-class spinster.” But she hadn’t been brought up to live in that world. It had taken time to learn that one didn’t mention God in casual conversation.

      She was equally ill-equipped for the position she found herself in at that moment.

      “True enough,” Mr. Bolton rumbled from where he sat, lines appearing in his forehead as he considered her. “But sometimes that same God sends along a good Samaritan or two.”

      His wife beamed at him and put her hand upon his arm. “Precisely my thought.” She turned her cheerful expression to Evelyn. “Frosty said that you haven’t any friends in our country, and no place to go after tonight. Is that correct?”

      “I am afraid so.” Evelyn hadn’t any friends anywhere. She threaded her fingers together and looked down at her lap, the streaks of dust on her dress reminding her of how low she had fallen. “I am uncertain what a woman in my position ought to do this far from home.”

      “I don’t know what you’d do about the situation in England,” Mr. Bolton said with a grumbly sort of tone. “Out here, we try to look after one another. You’re a woman with a child, alone in a strange place. My wife and I would like to open our home to you and your daughter.” 

      Evelyn had to stare a moment, uncertain of what she’d heard. She looked to Mr. Morgan, who silently cocked an eyebrow at her, and then to Mrs. Bolton. 

      The woman’s expression, gentle and sincere, set Evelyn at ease even before she spoke. “You are welcome to stay with us as long as necessary, my dear. I promise I will look after you, and you’ll find your feet again in no time.”

      Tears prickled at Evelyn’s eyes, and her throat tightened. She waited a moment to answer
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