
  
    [image: A Lady’s Heart of Gold]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Lady’s Heart of Gold © 2022 by Sally Britton. All Rights Reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Pink Citrus Books Logo]
        

      

      
        
        Published by Pink Citrus Books

        Edited by Jenny Proctor of Midnight Owl Editors

        Cover design by Blue Water Books

        Illustrations by Melanie Bateman

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        Sally Britton

        www.authorsallybritton.com

      

        

      
        First Printing: September 2022

      

      

      CONTENT WARNING: Chapter Nine of this book includes historically accurate descriptions of Native American children removed from their homes. We now know many of those children died while at so-called “Indian Schools” and never returned home. There is also mention of abusive practices in the training of horses.

    

  


  
    
      For Those Who Fight for Equality, Justice, Love, and Beauty.

      May You Continue to Change the World.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S PRE-READ NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The term “Indian” for Native American and First Nations people is inappropriate. However, it was applied here with historical accuracy in mind. The term was used sparingly, and in reference to the characters’ understanding of the Native peoples of North America.

      As the author of this book, I spent several months researching the history of Native Americans, especially in regards to the 1890’s in the United States of America and its Territories. This is a gentle love story and does not delve deeply into all the things that were wrong about treatment of Native people and People of Color. Please do not mistake this for an accurate account of how things were. Please read the historical notes at the end of the book for more information.

      I believe the United States Government owes more than apologies to those who lost so much, including their lives, their children, their homes, and their culture. The Native Americans of the United States of America still fight against racism, cultural appropriation, poverty, and the loss of their ancestral identity.

      There is content in Chapter Nine that may be disturbing for some readers. Please see the content warning on the copyright page for more information.
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          LONDON, ENGLAND
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      If the right combination of doors opened all at the same time, the noise from the presses in the basement traveled all the way to the rooftops of the publishing district. But since most people considered the click-clack and thrum of machinery deafening, the doors of The London Guardian all stayed firmly shut during business hours. Which made the fact that Molly McKinney could hear the editor-in-chief shouting inside his office while she remained in the waiting room quite a feat. 

      Molly kept her shoulders back, her chin up, and her gloved hands folded tightly over her portfolio of clippings. She made brief eye contact with Mr. Gilchrist’s secretary, who winced sympathetically when the editor’s voice rose still higher. Really, it was quite impossible to miss what he shouted at the half-dozen journalists inside the room with him. 

      “You’re all writing fluff that any street urchin’d do a better job reportin’.” Several words unfit for print followed as he continued to describe the quality of the stories the men had submitted. “We need somethin’ better. Somethin’ different. We’re fighting against cheap novels, sensational headlines, and you give me more stories about wharf-murders and society parties? We need stories better than that if we’re goin’ to capture our readers. We need somethin’ they come back for, week after week, that they can’t get anywhere else.” 

      Someone else in the room spoke, too low for Molly or the secretary—whose neck had disappeared into her shoulders—to hear. Whatever that person said, the editor didn’t like it.

      “Get out of here! All of you, get out of here and bring me back something worth the paper and ink I waste on you!” 

      The first man out flung the door open and rushed through the room, clapping a hat on his head as he went, his face pale. The other five men who’d sat through that tongue lashing hurried out, too. Some of them red in the face, others white as sheets, but all looking as though they’d eaten something that disagreed with them. 

      The secretary stood and picked up a small notebook. She swallowed, then walked on shaky legs to the door. “M-M-Mr. Gilchrist?”

      “What is it now?” he snarled.

      Molly pulled her leather portfolio tight against her chest. The clock on the wall opposite showed the exact time she had scheduled her meeting with the editor. And while she had no intention of letting his temper get the better of her, an impatient man was unlikely to give her a fair interview. 

      “Your next appointment is here. A M-M-Miss McKinney?”

      “The lady journalist?” He sounded as irritable as ever as he said, “Show her in. And bring us some tea.”

      Nothing else could have relaxed Molly the way the mention of tea did. Tea was a civilized drink. A drink that people took time to consume. Tea meant at least a quarter hour of Mr. Gilchrist’s time. 

      She rose at the same moment the secretary reappeared in the doorway. The older woman offered Molly a tremulous smile. “Mr. Gilchrist will see you now, miss.”

      “Thank you.” Molly adjusted the purse at her wrist, briefly touched the locket resting against her chest, lifted her chin, and pasted on a confident smile. She knew she wasn’t much to look at, but a smile went a long way to making a plain person attractive. At least, that’s what her schoolteachers had told her. 

      Molly entered the office to find Mr. Gilchrist already on his feet, standing beside his desk. Had she not heard the man’s shouting moments before, she wouldn’t have guessed that he had a temper at all. He was her same height, which wasn’t overly impressive for a man even if it was unfashionable for a woman to be five foot six in her stockings. And Molly wore heeled boots that gave her two more inches on the man. But he was built like a bull, with wide shoulders and forearms that made the sleeves of his jacket strain against them. He had dark hair and a large handlebar mustache. He wore a lemon-yellow bowtie and a kind smile. 

      “Miss McKinney. A pleasure to meet you.” He held his hand out, and Molly offered her own. She never knew whether to expect a firm handshake or a bow, and most men didn’t seem to know which was best when greeting a female reporter. Mr. Gilchrist went up in her estimation with his offer of a handshake. “Please, have a seat.”

      Molly thanked him and took a seat on the leather chair across from his desk while he made his way back to his own chair. “Thank you for agreeing to see me, Mr. Gilchrist.”

      “How could I say no when you included an introductory letter from J.S. Wood?” Gilchrist folded his hands on his desk. “He called you a promising young mind, you know.”

      The letter of introduction Molly had obtained from Mr. Wood had been sealed. She hadn’t any idea what he had said of her, but the glowing praise gave her courage another boost. “That is most kind of him.”

      “He’s a good fellow, of course. A man with more of a mind for helping people around him than helping himself. I’ve noticed he has a real eye for people. I’ve read articles and editorials written by him for years, and my wife and daughters read aloud from his Gentlewoman magazine every time it comes into our house.” He shook his head slightly, and in a single blink, Molly could imagine him sitting in a room before a fire with a wife reading to him. “But I imagine you didn’t come to talk about Wood.”

      Molly curled her gloved fingers around the portfolio in her lap. “No, sir. I actually came to see about a job with your newspaper.”

      His broad shoulders sank. “Oh?” His smile faded. “Ah, I see. Of course. May I ask what sort of job you were hoping for?”

      Her hope of a fair hearing lessened. Whatever the man had expected her to say, this clearly wasn’t it. “I would like a position on your staff as a reporter. I am an accomplished journalist. I brought samples of my work to show you.” She held the portfolio up but hesitated to place it on the desk. “I have written a few pieces for The Gentlewoman.”

       “Very well. Let’s have a look.” He held his hand out and she surrendered her work to him. He appeared no more cheerful than before. “I must warn you.” He put her portfolio down in front of him. “I have a full staff of reporters and several who work freelance and send things in from time to time. I’m not in great need of more journalists at present.” He flipped open the portfolio, and Molly held her breath.

      She had put her best piece first. The one that meant the most to her. At the beginning of that year, she had visited Octavia Hill and interviewed the social reformer about her organization, the National Trust for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty. Molly had spent an entire day with the woman who many called a troublemaker even while others thought her a saint. 

      The interview had changed Molly’s life. The hours speaking to a woman with such a love for nature and people had shifted Molly’s perspective. Working for a woman’s publication had been a safe start for her. But she could do so much more.

      And she wanted to see the world in all of its natural beauty.

      The secretary came in and quietly put the tea tray on a table near Mr. Gilchrist’s desk. She made a cup for him, setting it at his elbow. She softly inquired after Molly’s tastes before handing her a cup, too. The woman gave Molly an encouraging smile before closing the door, which Molly returned with tightened lips. 

      “I read this when The Gentlewoman published it,” Mr. Gilchrist said quietly, as though to himself. Then he turned that article and went to the next without another word. Molly’s heart sank. Her best work, and he’d already read it and had nothing to say about it. 

      The teacup rattled in the saucer, so she lifted it off the plate to stop the noise. She sipped at the warm drink, letting it soothe her anxiety as much as warm leaf-water possibly could. Why had she let herself hope for more than what she already had? The world of newspapers and journals hadn’t opened to women until recently, and she still found herself elbowed out of the way by her male peers. If she didn’t ask for private meetings with the interesting people of the day, she didn’t get to ask questions at all. 

      Her kind-hearted teachers had warned her when she left school at seventeen. They’d showered her with gifts—beautiful writing pens, reams of paper, notebooks, and letters of recommendation—but they had not given her much hope regarding her prospects. Indeed, it had taken her three years to find a newspaper willing to print her, and even then they’d only allowed her to comment on fashion. 

      The Gentlewoman had been a dream come true when they’d hired her the day she turned twenty-two. Now, at twenty-five years of age, five years of journalistic experience under her hat, Molly hoped for so much more. 

      “I notice you use initials in all your work,” Mr. Gilchrist said, turning another article over. “M.E. McKinney. Why is that?”

      She returned her teacup to its saucer. “That was under Mr. Wood’s advisement. Even while writing for a publication meant for women, the thought is that using my initials will make readers take me more seriously. Most assume I am a man when they read my work.”

      Mr. Gilchrist snorted. Then he picked up his teacup and sipped, his large mustache twitching the whole time. “I told you I have daughters. Two of them. Their mother was a governess before we met. A dying breed, I’m told. She’s well educated, and so are our girls. They’re thirteen and eleven. The eleven-year-old fancies herself a newspaper woman. Mrs. Gilchrist and I often wonder what we should tell her. Do we encourage her, because we can see women making steps in the world of newspapers—there’s even that lady editor now. I’m sure you’ve heard of her. Or do we tell her to become a teacher? Or a nurse?” He gave Molly a sad sort of smile. A commiserating smile. It finished off the last of her hope that the day would end as she wished it.

      Still, she addressed his question with a sympathetic tone. “I imagine it is difficult as a parent. My teachers walked that line, too. They all told me I had a great talent for writing, but everyone stopped short of encouraging me to make a living from it.”

      “What do your parents think of your work?” He put his cup down and tidied up her portfolio. A precursor to him closing it and handing it back.

      “I hope they’re proud of me. Though I don’t know what they would think. They passed away when I was quite young.” She forced a smile, the one that told people it was an old wound that didn’t quite hurt anymore. 

      Mr. Gilchrist’s mustache stopped twitching. “Oh. I am sorry to hear that.”

      She placed her saucer on his desk, the cup rattling until the moment she released it. She wouldn’t cry. She refused to cry. How many times had men sneered at her vocation and told her a woman was far too delicate, too emotional, for such work? Crying only proved them right. Men certainly didn’t cry on the job. At least, not that she had seen. 

      And Mr. Gilchrist was being exceptionally kind. Somehow, though, that made it hurt even more.

      The editor closed her portfolio and held it out to her. “Your article on the National Trust was interesting. I thought so the first time I read it, too. My wife thought I should have one of my men cover the story after she read what you said, about the responsibility we hold to safeguard natural beauty for our children. We were both quite moved.”

      Molly nodded her thanks and held the portfolio close again, feeling rather like a child clutching a favorite doll for comfort. Would Mr. Wood be disappointed when she returned to her desk at the magazine with the news that she was unwanted elsewhere? Perhaps he would second-guess her place with his staff of writers, too.

      “I wonder.” Mr. Gilchrist tipped his head to the side, his bushy eyebrows coming together as he studied her. “If you worked at this paper, what would you hope to write? Society pieces? Fashion advice? Or perhaps a column for women’s suffrage?”

      “If that was what my editor wanted.” She smiled, then laughed at herself. Why not confess her dream? She wasn’t going to get it. “If I could do anything I wanted, I would ask for a position as a traveling reporter. I would love to go places that most in London, or in England itself, will never see and write about those places. That way, everyone might know what Niagara Falls in Canada looks like, or whether there really are alligators the size of trams in the swamps of Florida. Perhaps I would write a piece on the American West—about the cowboys and Indians that fill our novels here. Do they still exist? Are they still at war, as our fiction would have us believe?” 

      “Fascinating ideas.” Mr. Gilchrist stood, and Molly did the same. “But I’m not certain our readers would care for those things.” 

      Molly reached for his hand when he offered it, knowing the interview was over. “You have a fine paper, Mr. Gilchrist. I hope you find what you need for those readers. The thing they come back for, week after week, that they can’t get anywhere else.”

      He blinked at her, perhaps surprised she remembered what he had said to his staff or that she had heard him at all. “Yes. Thank you.”

      Molly stepped away from his desk, promising herself not to shed a single tear. Not until she made it outside to the pavement. She had only gone a few steps, however, when Mr. Gilchrist called her back.

      “Miss McKinney? I beg your pardon, but I wonder—what does M.E. stand for?”

      She looked over her shoulder at him, one hand on the doorframe of his office. “Mary Elizabeth.” There had been so many Marys, Elizabeths, Beths, Pollys, and so forth in the school for girls where she’d ended up that her teachers had settled on calling her Molly, and so she had been from the time she was nine years old. 

      Mr. Gilchrist held his hand out to her. “Wait a moment, Miss McKinney. Please.”

      She stood frozen, half in and half out of his office. “Sir?” 

      He came around his desk. “Perhaps I was too hasty before. You see, I’m not a superstitious man. But I do believe in signs. That’s why I asked Mrs. Gilchrist to marry me, you see. A sign. And it proved a good choice.” He tugged on the lapels of his coat. “Our daughters are called Mary and Elizabeth.”

      Molly blinked at him, hardly believing that a man in his position would give heed to something so simple as a coincidence in names. “How lovely.” What else could she say?

      The editor smiled, and his mustache turned up at the corners, too. “Maybe you better sit down again, Miss McKinney. Tell me more about this idea of yours. A traveling reporter, you say? How would such a thing work?” He gestured to the chair, and Molly’s hope rose like a phoenix from the ashes. 

      Her dream hadn’t died yet.
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          ARIZONA TERRITORY, USA

          AUGUST 1896

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Fort Huachuca was quiet at one o’clock in the afternoon. Though not as warm as Phoenix or even Tucson, the sun hanging high in the sky still made people lazy. Ed stayed in the shade, which had to be ten degrees cooler than the packed earth parade in the middle of the fort’s four walls. Most of the barrack windows were open, letting in whatever breeze they could catch coming down from the mountains at their back. 

      A couple of soldiers sat in the shade of a building across from where Ed stood, a table with checkers between them, their weapons leaning against the wall behind them. They had stopped their game in favor of staring at Ed, gesturing his way and occasionally laughing. He didn’t need to guess what they spoke of, because he’d heard it all before. 

      Eduardo Enoli Ramirez Byrd thought little about the opinions of others. He’d long since given up trying to win anyone’s approval. That’s what came of growing up beneath the umbrellas of two vastly different cultures. Someone would always be unhappy with his choices, and the only person he could really count on pleasing was himself. 

      Because of this, Ed ignored slurs and insults sent his way with practiced ease. The people trying to get a rise out of him were usually unhappy about something in their own life, and they hoped rattling someone like him would restore whatever strength or joy they’d lost. His mother called people like that lost souls, and she’d tell him to light candles for them at church. His father would say those people deserved silence and nothing more. 

      Instead of focusing on those who hated themselves enough to take shots at him, Ed found his place among people who respected his abilities regardless of the color of his skin. For the last six years, that place had been KB Ranch. He worked circles around most cowboys and vaqueros, too, because he’d taken a true risk and put his money back into the ranch as an investor. That was why, when most men packed it up after a cattle drive and moved along to the next place, Ed stayed put. 

      At the moment, Ed held a notebook in his hand and the stub of a pencil. He was writing. Something he did when there wasn’t anyone else around to see. He described the men across the parade ground, from their faded hats to their mud-splattered boots. Maybe he could use the idea they’d given him later. Maybe not. 

      In the room behind Ed, his two closest friends negotiated with an officer for cattle the army wanted and KB Ranch would supply. Duke and Frosty, both attached to the ranch for as long as they lived—along with their wives—were good at negotiating. They’d settle on a price fair to the ranch and satisfying to Uncle Sam. 

      Ed had come mostly to get a change of scenery. He hadn’t left the ranch in over a month. He’d used the excuse that they needed him to help drive the twenty head of cattle that two of their other cowboys waited with outside the fort. But he’d seen the look Duke and Frosty had exchanged. He knew what they thought.

      He’d heard it called many things over the years, but “Itchy-Feet” was what they said most often at the ranch. They worried he’d grown restless at last, that he wanted to move on.

      Let ’em worry like a couple of fluffed up hens over their brood. He wasn’t going anywhere. Not until he could afford a spread of his own. 

      Even then, he didn’t mean to go far. KB Ranch sat in the best valley in the whole territory. He was sure of it. Not to mention that there were a couple of families in the area who’d look kindly upon Ed when he eventually settled down. 

      A door on the second floor of the bunkhouse opened, and the men playing checkers stopped mid-laugh to look that way. Then they both stood, tugging at jackets and adjusting hats. 

      Ed let his eyes travel lazily to the subject of their fuss, and he couldn’t keep back his smile. A woman had appeared in the doorway, outlined by the shadows at her back. She shut the door behind her and stepped into the edge of sunshine peeking beneath the porch. She made her way down the walkway and then the stairs leading to the ground floor, her shoes clipping along at a business-like pace.

      “Good afternoon, Miss McKinney,” the sergeant greeted her when her boots hit the boardwalk on the ground floor, his words a drawl that sounded like he’d come straight from Louisiana to his post. “Did you enjoy your rest?”

      The woman’s gaze skimmed across the quiet parade grounds. “Thank you, Sergeant Tompkins. It was adequate.” 

      A chuckle almost escaped Ed’s throat. To someone else, her accent might’ve been hard to place. But he’d spent almost a year listening to two people who sounded remarkably like Miss McKinney. The woman seemed as out of place in the barracks as a cat at a coyote sing-along. 

      Greenhorns were one thing in Arizona Territory. British greenhorns were another. 

      Ed tucked his notebook into his back pocket, then watched from beneath the brim of his hat as the woman exchanged pleasantries with the two men. Their commanding officer must’ve placed them on the floor beneath her borrowed room to guard her. She seemed ready to dismiss them and walk across the dusty stretch of ground between her quarters and the major’s office where Ed stood. But the two men picked up their weapons and fell into step on either side of her. 

      Were they worried someone would attack the señorita? Or that she meant to wander off? Either way, the picture of a woman in long skirts and a straw hat marching between two calvary men in blue made Ed smile. As the odd group drew closer, the woman’s expression was one his mother wore when she’d grown tired of men and their antics. 

      Miss MicKinney’s voice pierced the stillness in the air the same way her pointed boots dented the dry dirt. “Is it really necessary for you two to follow me everywhere? I am certain I am quite safe.”

      The man she’d identified as Sergeant Tompkins answered. “Ma’am, it’s our honor to escort you wherever you need to go. A lady like you don’t know much about the dangers of the Territory.”

      The other man, a corporal by his stripes, added with an eagerness possessed by the young, “That’s right, Miss McKinney. It’s not like it is back east. This here’s still wild land.”

      Ed tipped his hat up on his brow, watching the woman come closer. He wore his hair shorter than his grandfather’s people, most of the time, but had recently taken to growing it out again. His straight black hair brushed the tops of his shoulders, he’d inherited his father’s sharp and wide cheekbones, and the bend of his nose would tell just about anyone with sense that he wasn’t White. A quarter of his blood came from somewhere else.

      The woman had drawn close enough to notice him, and to look him in the eye. Though several feet still separated them, her step faltered.

      Ed heard his mother’s voice in his mind. 

      “When I looked into your father’s eyes, I saw my soul within them. That is when I knew everything would change.”

      She’d told him the story a hundred times. Every time his grandfather’s people pretended she did not exist. When letters came from her family, disapproval in each stroke of the pen. Ed’s mother used those words to explain why she and his father had altered the course of their lives for one another. 

      Why her words came to him in that moment, when the pretty Englishwoman stared at him with widened eyes and parted lips, he didn’t want to know. Because he didn’t believe in fairy tales. Not the kind his mother told, not the myths and legends his grandfather’s people spun around smoky fires. Fiction was all well and good. But it was still just a pretty pack of lies. He ought to know, even if his particular brand of fiction hadn’t ever been published.

      He kept his face blank and lowered his gaze to the dust underfoot. He ground his teeth together and didn’t look up again.

      It took a moment for the Englishwoman’s escorts to realize the reason for her hesitation. The soldiers were used to Apache, Navajo, and the Pima. They had scouts living within their walls with tribal heritage. Ed didn’t give them any more pause than a piece of furniture. 

      “Oh, don’t worry about him, ma’am,” the corporal said. “He’s just here with the ranchers. He’s a vaquero. Aren’t you, fella?”

      “He’s an Indian,” the sergeant corrected. “Sure as shootin’. Oh, pardon my language, ma’am.”

      A soft cluck came from the woman. “I have heard courser words from fishmonger’s wives, I assure you.” She came forward.

      Ed heard each step she took on the dirt, and then the clip of her boots on the wood walkway. “Good afternoon, sir.”

      There was no one she could mean but him. Ed tried not to sigh too loudly. Might as well give them what they expected. There was usually less trouble that way. “Buenas tardes, señorita.” 

      “See?” the corporal spouted, a note of smugness in his voice. “He’s Mexican. Not an Indian.”

      The Englishwoman took a step closer to him and away from the men on either side of her. “I beg your pardon, sir. Do you speak English?”

      This time, he didn’t bother to hide his irritation. “Yes. Better than some Americans do.” His first language, learned at his mother’s knee, was the beautiful lilting Spanish from her family. They had come from Texas. Her father had fought in the Texas War of Independence, a thing she had taught Ed with pride. 

      “So you’re not an American?” the corporal asked, sounding still more confused.

      “You are named for my father, Eduardo. Never forget that he fought for his freedom, the same as the Americans.” 

      “I’m from Oklahoma Territory,” Ed corrected quietly. 

      “Like I said. An Indian,” the sergeant said, wrinkling his nose, though in confusion rather than derision. “Right?”

      Ed didn’t owe them an explanation, but he made a gesture with his hand and answered in Spanish, “Más o menos.” More or less. He didn’t fit in their clearly defined categories of the world. And that was fine with him. The two soldiers looked at one another behind the woman’s back with expressions that Ed might have found comical on another occasion. 

      His grandfather was full Cherokee. But he’d married a Mexican woman who hadn’t given up her faith or culture, and their son had married a Hispanic Texan not long after the War Between the States had ended. Which made Ed mostly one thing, partly another, and entirely himself.

      Ed met Miss McKinney’s gaze again, mentally fortifying himself. “Do you need something from me, miss?”

      The woman wore a chocolate-colored traveling gown, and her hat matched. She had to be hot in her get-up. He couldn’t imagine wearing that much tight-fitting wool and standing in the sun. 

      “Actually, I would like to interview you. If you have a moment. I am a journalist from London, you see. I am collecting interesting stories from people who live in the American West for my newspaper.”

      Sounded like a busy-body way to live life to him. But he’d humor her. “Why?”

      She blinked, and he realized her dark lashes were gold at the tips. “Why what?”

      “Why does anyone in England care about people in Arizona?” He didn’t care about anyone living overseas. It didn’t concern him what people in England did or didn’t do with their time. Interesting stories or not.

      “Why does anyone care about anything, outside of food and shelter?” she asked, keeping him pinned with her gaze. She wasn’t about to be cowed by his short answers. “Curiosity. An adventurous spirit. The desire to know more about the world. Entertainment. Boredom. Take your pick of reasons. None is more valid than the other. So. Will you let me?”

      He liked her. He liked the way she tilted her chin up, showing a hint of stubbornness. Liked the way her brown eyes darkened and flashed. But he wasn’t about to let her win.

      “Let you what?”

      The woman’s lips curved upward, as though she liked him, too. Or at least recognized an opponent in the game she played. 

      But the men on either side of her didn’t understand more was at work than the mere words they exchanged. The corporal’s chest puffed out, and the sergeant’s eyes narrowed in his reddening face.

      “Now you look here, vaquero,” the sergeant said. “The lady asked you nice. You show her some manners, or we’ll have to show you out of this here fort.”

      The lady looked irritated. She sounded it, too. “That won’t be necessary, gentlemen.” She gave Ed a look of extreme annoyance. “I do apologize. It seems my guards take their job quite seriously.”

      Now both soldiers had flushed, and Ed had to chuckle. If he wasn’t leaving with his friends, he might’ve worried a little more about the ornery set to the corporal’s shoulders. Fights started over less than a man’s embarrassment. 

      There was no use stirring up trouble when the ranch benefitted from selling beef to the fort. So he pushed away from where he’d leaned against the wall. “As they should. They are not wrong when they warn you Arizona is harsh and still wild. And you are a lady of some refinement. These men must keep you safe.”

      He didn’t have a chance to see how his words impacted the soldiers, because the woman in front of him took a charged step forward. “I beg your pardon. Do you mean to imply that my refinement or that my being a lady is some kind of weakness out here?”

      They were now standing close enough that he couldn’t bend over without their heads crashing together. She’d riled quicker than he thought possible. “Neither,” he said. “Because I know ladies who sit a horse better than most men, and I know refined folk who are making their mark on the Territory.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Then what in heaven’s name did you mean?” 

      He didn’t get to answer her challenge, because the door behind him opened and men’s voices burst through. 

      “Thank you for your business, Captain.” Frosty’s even tone was usually as soothing on people as it was on the stock. He was tall and lanky. The man with him, Duke, was tall and broad-shouldered. The two of them together looked like they could take on an army all by themselves. Just so long as Duke didn’t open his mouth. The moment he did, people tended to doubt he could hold his own in a fight.

      Ed finished their trio at a closer-to-average height, and he probably appeared the least threatening of the three. But appearances could be deceiving.

      “It was a pleasure, sir,” Duke added, his accent revealing his birthplace was a heck of a lot closer to Miss McKinney’s than his faded hat and banged-up boots let on. 

      The lady journalist picked up on it immediately. “Oh, how extraordinary. A fellow Englishman.”

      The commanding officer had followed them out, without his hat on. He extended his hand toward the woman. “Ah, yes. Nearly slipped my mind in all our talk of cattle. Gentlemen, this is Miss Molly McKinney. She comes to us by way of England, New York, and Missouri, and for some reason thought to add a stop at our fort to her journey. Ma’am, allow me to introduce Mr. Morgan and Mr. Rounsevell.”

      She latched on to Duke’s family name immediately. “Rounsevell? Are you related to the Marquis of Rothwell? I recently interviewed his daughter-in-law.”

      “That would be my father and my sister-in-law,” Duke admitted, then held his hand out to shake hers. Ed silently chuckled. It had taken Duke a while to get used to that custom being as much for women as men in these parts. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss McKinney.”

      Her mouth popped open as she shook his hand. “You’re the son who disappeared into the wilds of America. Oh, goodness. The gossip columnists had a great deal of fun inventing reasons for your disappearance. Why on earth are you here?”

      Duke’s smile appeared, friendly as ever, as though he didn’t mind someone prodding into his private business. Ed had believed the English were generally standoffish until he met Duke. “I fell in love.”

      “With the deserts of Arizona?” The way she asked, Ed could already imagine the story she’d write about the romantic lord turning cowboy to ride off into the sunset. The woman had no idea what the realities of their lives were like. She’d wind up spinning fantastical yarns if people let her wander around, unchecked. 

      “Partly. Mostly, it was a rancher’s daughter.” Duke glanced to his left and grabbed Frosty by the shoulder, dragging him forward. “This gentleman, my very good friend Mr. Morgan, married nearly as well as I did. He wed a widowed countess.”

      Frosty, who’d rather slink off to a corner to observe social situations than find himself in the middle, gave Duke a look that would melt iron. “Yep. It seems a lot of you Brits keep showing up around here.”

      “Fascinating. I hadn’t any idea I would find any of my countrymen when I ventured this far west.”

      Ed cleared his throat and took a meaningful step off the officer’s porch. Duke shot him a look that accused Ed of rudeness. Frosty sighed. They all knew they weren’t going anywhere just yet.

      “Maybe you’d all like to come back in my office for a drink,” the captain said. “You can swap stories for a bit before the gentlemen get on their way. Not for long, mind you. Wouldn’t want them traveling after dark, of course.”

      Molly McKinney beamed at them. “That sounds lovely, thank you.” Then she walked into the office without looking back. 

      Frosty’s shoulders fell. “And here I thought we’d get home early,” he muttered. He wasn’t usually an impatient man, but his wife was expecting. Though they had three other children running around their house, Frosty hadn’t fathered any of them in the traditional sense. He adored the children. He had two adopted kids, orphaned when their parents passed of illness, and a stepdaughter from his wife’s first marriage. This new little one was all his, and the first he’d see come into the world. Which explained why the usually confident ranch foreman seemed rattled most of the time. Possibly even more than he let on. 

      “Teresa and the children will be fine, Frosty.” Duke chuckled and followed Miss McKinney into the shadowed office. Duke’s wife was likewise ready, or nearly so, to deliver their first child, but he remained as collected and proper as ever. 

      The ranch’s owner, Duke’s father-in-law, had just welcomed a daughter into the world, too. The ranch was full of babies, and Ed wasn’t all that used to the two-legged variety of offspring. But he could see the tenderness and care the other men lavished on their families and admired it. Sometimes, it made him miss his own relatives. He couldn’t begrudge his friends their eagerness to set their sights and their horses on the path home. 

      He clapped Frosty on the back. “The sooner you answer the lady’s questions, the quicker you get home.”

      Frosty grumbled something Ed didn’t quite catch and walked in, then reached back and grabbed Ed. “Oh, no. If I’m having a tea party with the British, you’re coming with me.”
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      The United States of America stretched farther than Molly had expected. From her first weeks in New York City, she had felt it much the same as London. Perhaps people were a bit ruder, and certainly a great deal louder, but the city had divisions of class and society that she understood. Poor people lived in parks and on streets. Some buildings looked too old to stand, while at the same time, there was a mania for buildings called skyscrapers. 

      She had also wound her way through places the Americans deemed historically significant in Philadelphia. They lavished that city, old by their standards, with praise and importance. Everyone seemed especially pleased to gloat about the consequence of that city when they realized she was British, and she heard several quips asking whether she came by land or sea. While their war of independence happened more than a century before, people took great pride in lording it over her.

      “I hope you do not mind our appearance, Miss McKinney. Had I any way of knowing I’d be having tea with a lady, I would have tried to keep the dust off.” 

      Yes, speaking to another English citizen was quite refreshing. 

      Lord Evan Rounsevell, though dressed in the same type of work clothing as his companions, held himself with the same stiff-backed posture as other members of British nobility she had met. 

      “I wouldn’t expect such a thing is possible out here, even with the frequent rain I’ve observed. I understand it is the monsoon season.”

      This time, the taller of the two other cowboys answered. They had introduced him to her as Mr. Morgan, but his friends both called him Frosty. “Yes, ma’am. We get almost regular showers through the summer. Some years, there’s more rain than others. This year, some fella in Tucson says we’re approaching a record number of rainy days.”

      The one called Ed, or Mr. Byrd, snorted. When both his companions sent puzzled glances his way, he folded his arms over his chest. “My apologies. I just think it’s strange you traveled across an ocean and half our country to talk about the weather.”

      She’d never met a man so near her age with such a cantankerous spirit. When she’d first made eye contact with him, before they’d spoken a word to each other, she had formed a completely different opinion of him. Normally, she was an excellent judge of character. Her editor had called it her female intuition, but Molly preferred to think of her sixth sense as a gift. 

      Apparently, an imperfect one. 

      “It’s called small-talk, Mr. Byrd,” she said, keeping her tone amused. One caught more flies with honey than vinegar. And a sweet smile took her a greater distance in her interviews than a quick quip. “And the weather here is fascinating. I’m certain Lord Evan felt the same when he experienced his first monsoon season.” She turned pointedly away from the grumpy cowboy. “Am I right?” 

      “Absolutely. The change the land undertook, not to mention the way people themselves adjusted, was incredible. I think people live the rest of the year anticipating these storms. It isn’t unusual for the first rain of the season to bring people out of doors to dance in it.” A soft look stole over the man’s features, and Molly sensed a story behind the glimmer in his eyes. 

      She caught herself glancing again at Mr. Byrd, watching his reaction to his friend’s story. Nothing about his exterior changed. He didn’t shift or blink. 

      Why, when she’d approached him on the dusty parade grounds, had she experienced such an odd tickling sensation in her stomach? An increase of speed in her pulse? She’d felt momentarily giddy when he’d spoken, too. Admiring the texture of his voice. The slant to his cheekbones and the dark lashes framing his deep brown eyes. 

      His gaze flicked up to hers and caught. His lips turned upward.

      Molly looked away quickly, trying to listen to whatever it was the other American was saying. How long had he been talking? How much time had she lost, staring at a man who didn’t seem the least bit interested in her or her work? She hadn’t been caught staring at someone like that since…well…ever.

      “—but that was the last time Duke here tried to get that particular chore done in the rain.” The tall cowboy laughed along with the Englishman, and Molly forced a chuckle, too. Though she hadn’t the least idea what they were all finding humorous.

      Thank goodness her cheeks had sunburned during her ride around the fort the day before. Her blush would remain unseen by the men.

      After their talk of the weather, she shared her hopes for finding stories that would interest readers in London. “Stories about Indian tribes, for example,” she said, trying not to look directly at the man her escorts had called both a Mexican and an Indian. She caught the way one corner of his mouth briefly turned up anyway. Perhaps if she approached the topic from a different direction, he would have something to say. “Or perhaps about the way Mexicans and Americans live out west. Is it harmonious? Difficult? Are there still language barriers?”

      The men didn’t answer her questions directly. “It sounds as though you have a lot of ground to cover while you’re in our territory,” Mr. Morgan said. “It’s not an easy place to get answers to all those questions. Not too long ago, people mostly came west to escape their pasts. Not everyone will be eager to speak to you.”

      Including the three men sitting in that room with her, it would seem. When a natural pause occurred a short time later, the men rose. 

      “Miss McKinney, it has been a pleasure.” Lord Evans, at least, had kept his voice cordial the entire time.
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