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        January 1895

        Bristol, England

      

      

      One never expected to find the son of a marquess at a pub of questionable reputation, which explained the exact reason Evan A. Rounsevell occupied a stool at the Llandoger Trow. Evan had no wish to be found.

      Especially with his knowledge that the marquess—his father— had arrived in London with the express purpose of forcing Evan to take up family responsibilities. 

      Without raising his eyes from the amber liquid in his glass, Evan put more coins on the slick and greasy counter to pay for his drink. 

      A shine of one particular silver coin caught his eye. Evan snatched the coin up again, his heart thudding against his chest, just before the barkeep scooped the rest of the money into his apron pocket.

      With a single careless action, he’d almost parted with his most prized possession. He clutched the coin tightly in his palm, feeling its edge press into his skin. Slowly, he opened his hand and studied the glimmering silver. The head of Lady Liberty faced upward, the year 1879 stamped below her. 

      What a remarkable year that had been.

      Although he hadn’t been as tall then as he was at present, Evan had the same features in place. Angular chin, sharp nose, dark hair, and copper-green eyes. He’d been a strapping youth, well-practiced in every art an English nobleman’s son ought to master. Which was why he had pleaded to go to the performance the Americans had put on for Her Majesty, Queen Victoria, the moment he’d heard of it. Evan could shoot as well as any Englishman—but he’d heard the Americans did it better.

      Evan turned the coin over to the side bearing the eagle, its wings widespread, talons clutching arrows and olive branches alike. Americans made strong, bold statements with everything, even their coinage. He smiled to himself as he remembered the day he had received the coin, eight years previous, from a man wearing more leather than one found at a tanner’s booth.

      The man who had wrestled Indians, fought in a war, rode wild horses, and could shoot a gun and throw hatchets with equal skill. A man who challenged everything Evan knew about the world simply by existing.

      A hand landed upon Evan’s shoulder, startling him into clutching the coin tightly lest he drop it. He looked up, ready to give a set-down to whoever dared disturb him, when he met the shrewd eyes of his elder brother. 

      William D. Rounsevell, heir to their father’s title as Marquess of Whittenbury, smirked down at him before perching on the stool beside Evan. “Thought I’d find you here. You always have preferred the more interesting pubs.” His eyes lingered on the dusty glasses on the shelves, his nose wrinkled with distaste.

      “Perhaps.” Evan hastily tucked away the coin, having no wish to give his brother reason to mock him. The family thought Evan’s interest in the American West no more than a sign of eccentricity, and a shameful one, at that. 

      Of course the marquess would send William after him. William was the least annoying member of the family, which consisted of his father, an uncle and aunt, his brother, and a handful of first cousins.

      Although William was not a bad sort, he tended to share their father’s views on Evan’s behavior. So it was no surprise that he immediately took up their father’s cause. “You need to come home, Evan. Father has a particular interest in speaking with you about your responsibility for the Shropshire estate. You know he wishes you to show some interest in family matters, but if you continue to neglect it—”

      “I know.” Evan rubbed at his forehead before taking hold of the drink in front of him. “But I have no wish to settle on that land and look after sheep until the end of my days.”

      “Father thinks if you marry you will settle.” William folded his arms, eyeing the barkeep suspiciously when the man came forward to offer William a drink. “Have you a brandy worth more than a few pennies?” he asked loftily. 

      The barkeep bowed and went in search of a bottle and glass. 

      Evan encircled his glass in his hands but did no more than stare into it. If only one could divine the future in the bottom of a cup. 

      “I have no intention of marrying. What is the point to a union for me? Even if I tend to the Shropshire estate, it goes to your heirs, not mine. Why spend my life toiling on another man’s property like a blasted tenant farmer?” He snorted into his cup before taking one last sip of the drink. He much preferred a strong cup of tea but trying to get that sort of drink at a pub as rough around the edges as the one in which they sat would only get him laughed out of the building. 

      William accepted a glass of his own and turned a bored sort of smile onto Evan. “It is the way things are. If you marry well, your wife’s funds will see to any children you may have. It is not as though I will turn them out into the cold the moment you die.”

      “But if you go first, your son might.” Evan tapped his fingers on the smooth wood, worn down from years of patrons sitting in his exact spot. “Or if I irritate you. Or if I die, what will happen to a widow and children too young to have chosen their paths? The situation is intolerable, William.”

      “Second sons have braved such circumstances for centuries.” William eyed his drink dubiously before taking a small sip. He winced and put it back onto the counter, pushing it away from himself with enough force to make the liquid slosh over the brim. 

      “Not in America,” Evan muttered, his eyes on the swirls in the woodgrain. 

      A deep laugh made him jump in his seat, his gaze coming up to see his brother’s head thrown back as he roared. Others in the pub turned to look, some appearing annoyed that the quiet, smoky atmosphere had been disturbed. 

      Finally, with a last guffaw, William reached out to clap Evan on the arm. “Your sense of humor does you credit, Evan. America.” William snorted and picked up his glass, but he must have remembered he held the liquid inside in contempt, for he lowered it again. “Land of the self-made man. More like land of illiterate, unwashed, uncultured upstarts.”

      Saying nothing was safer than arguing. And less likely to get him laughed at again.

      “Come home. Father wishes to speak to you.” William scattered coins upon the bar without regard to denomination, then stood. “It is time to accept your responsibilities, little brother, and to stop living in a fantasy of cowboys and outlaws. You are a man of ancient and noble blood. Our family line comes first.” Then he saluted with two fingers and strode leisurely out of the pub.

      Blood always came first. The family honor held more value for the marquess than the wealth of his estates combined.

      Lord Whittenbury, their father, would not rest until Evan came to him, bowing and scraping, accepting his meager inheritance and responsibility for one of the family’s lesser estates. Evan’s only hope to escape managing his father’s Shropshire estate was to take up the practice of law, which he had no interest in, or marry an heiress, which he desired to do even less. 

      The silver dollar in his pocket reminded him of yet another option. The so-called fantasy his brother mocked. The American West, where fortunes were won or lost in a night, where a man could work to accomplish what he wished, and where expectations and futures were self-made. 

      Without familial support, he couldn’t afford a ticket to cross the Atlantic. Everything he had belonged to his father. Everything—no. Not everything.

      Evan pulled out his gold pocket-watch and examined it. Worth a small fortune. A gift from an uncle. The stickpin in his cravat, his cuff-links, all real jewels. All his to do with as he pleased. 

      The idea that had been no more than the seed of a dream his whole life sprouted and grew like climbing vines upon his mind. 

      A slow smile stretched across Evan’s face as he took out the silver dollar, a gift to him from none other than Buffalo Bill himself. 

      An electric thrill ran up his spine, and a slow grin spread across his face.

      Despite the faint light in the pub, Lady Liberty seemed to wink at him.

      It wouldn’t be forever. But it would be something that was his and his alone. Not his father’s, not a responsibility, but a dream the likes of which few could ever attain. An escape from his title, his duty to his family, and the chance for a real adventure.

      He left the pub, his pulse thrumming with the cadence of a galloping horse, and he didn’t look back.
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        May 1, 1895

        Tombstone, Arizona

      

      

      Raising dust with her boots to search out her little brothers was not how Daniella Bolton wanted to spend her time in Tombstone. The city crowds unnerved her, though during daylight hours everything about the town was perfectly safe and respectable. Tombstone was nothing like Boston, but the hundreds of people shuffling down the boarded walks still reminded her entirely too much of that hated period in her life.

      She’d needed to come. Tombstone, as the county seat, was a place of business. With her father still recovering from an illness, it fell to Dannie to send telegrams on his behalf to their buyers in California. Running a cattle ranch meant doing a lot more than riding herd. It meant doing a lot more math and cozying up to strangers than she liked.

      She headed down Safford street, peering through each window until she spotted her brother, Travis, leaning in the barber’s doorway. The seventeen-year-old boy didn’t even notice her, his attention completely arrested by something inside the shop.

      Dannie adjusted her straw hat, hating the round-brimmed, brown-ribboned thing when she could have on a sensible working hat. Her blue calico dress had enough dust on its skirts to appear nearly the same shade as the ribbon. Dressing up to come to town always irritated her. She liked to look as nice as the next woman, but it just wasn’t practical when the roads were a dusty mess.

      “Travis Lincoln Bolton,” she snapped when she was still several steps away. The boy jerked upright and nearly fell out of the doorway in his haste to respond. 

      “Dannie.” He cast a glance into the shop, then gave her a grin which suggested he hadn’t any idea how long she’d been searching for him. Or how much she wanted to drag him away by the ear. “You need to come hear Mr. Rounsevell.”

      As she’d never heard of, nor seen hide of, any Mr. Rounsevell, she didn’t care a lick about whatever the man was saying. “Where’s Clark?” Their fifteen-year-old brother usually stayed glued to Travis’s side.

      Travis pointed inside the barbershop. Dannie narrowed her eyes at him and went to the doorway. Walking into a barbershop wasn’t nearly as scandalous as walking into a saloon, but it was rare a woman needed a barber’s services. She peered inside the shadowy interior, her eyes adjusting from the brightness of the afternoon sun.

      A crowd of men stood along the walls, everyone’s attention riveted to a man sitting in one of the barber chairs having his hair trimmed. 

      He was tall. She could tell by the way his boots stuck out from under the barber’s tarp. He had dark brown hair and a strong jawline. But what struck her immediately was the sound of his voice. Cultured. Deep. Foreign. His had to be a British accent, given its nearness to the New England tongue she was all too familiar with. He was holding court like a king, surrounded by drovers and stock boys. 

      “Yes, it’s true that Her Majesty is a woman of diminutive stature, but she has a presence about her that fills the room with her prestige. She is an empress, a woman of fiery spirit and a brave heart. She has survived assassins and mothered all the crown heads of Europe.”

      Dannie snorted. Loud enough in the awed silence following the stranger’s pronouncement that everyone turned to where she stood framed by the doorway. Including the British man. The boy at his feet turned, too. 

      “Clark.” Dannie narrowed her eyes at him but tried to keep her tone even. “We need to get on the road if we’re going to be home in time for evening chores.” She wasn’t about to take him to task in front of so many of his peers, but he’d get an earful as soon as they were in private. 

      The man in the chair raised one dark eyebrow at her as he stood, sweeping off the white cloth from his shoulders as he did. He wore a full suit and vest, white shirt and dark blue tie. His boots were well shined, his face clean-shaven. Everyone followed his movement, then realized the Englishman had turned his attention away from them. A few cowboys frowned, likely irritated she had disturbed their entertainment. 

      The Englishman bowed. As though they were in a drawing room and an old cowhand hadn’t just spat his tobacco into an urn on the floor. She wrinkled her nose at the stranger.

      The people of Tombstone might be used to people coming and going, and this man’s accent and charm might make him particularly interesting to the average citizen, but she didn’t trust him even an inch-worth.

      Travis came forward and bumped shoulders with her. “Dannie, this is Mr. Rounsevell. He’s from England.” He grinned at her, then nodded to the man still standing in the middle of the room. “He’s looking for work. Think we could take him back with us?”

      After sparing a glance to the man who dressed like he was going to Sunday church rather than looking for a job, she leveled a hard glare at her brother.

      “Travis, get Clark and meet me at the wagon.” She cast the tall stranger one last look, then spun on her heel and left, her boots hammering the wood in a staccato rhythm.

      Mr. Rounsevell was as out-of-place in Tombstone as a peacock in a chicken run.

      It didn’t take long for her to hear the quick clomp of her brothers’ feet behind her. But a harder step came after theirs. Dannie stopped and turned around, hands on her hips. Travis. Clark. Mr. Rounsevell, now wearing a felt hat nicer than anything her father owned. All three came to a stop under her glare. Then Rounsevell moved between the boys, and another step put him directly in front of her. 

      “Miss Bolton. I hope you will forgive my forward behavior, especially given our lack of proper introduction, but your brothers have encouraged me to speak with you regarding employment on your ranch.” His vowels rolled like gentle spring hills, not with the stretched-out drawl she’d come to expect from the local cowboys and merchants, or the twang which characterized her father’s words of wisdom.

      She gripped her purse strings tighter, her stiff-clothed gloves creaking. “You may have noticed, sir, that my brothers are boys.” She glared at Travis. “A might young for talking business.” And lacking her experience with charming men who said one thing and did another.

      Travis squared his shoulders. “I’m learning, Dannie, and Dad said we could use some extra hands.” 

      So he had. But there was a reason they were short on help. All their hands had taken part in the spring cattle drive, taking the animals all the way down to Benson for the best prices, where they had collected their pay; most hadn’t come back. She didn’t blame them. After the drought of ’91 and the second in ’93, ranchers were desperate for cash. They all lived with tightened belts and long-faces.

      Mr. Rounsevell stood still as a soldier, shoulders back, expression calm, gripping the brim of his hat in his hands. He had an air of sophistication she had only seen in a handful of other men, all of them the sons and husbands of socialites back East. It wouldn’t surprise her at all to learn he came from a wealthy British family. 

      The man had to be as green as they came. 

      “What are your qualifications for ranch work, Mr. Rounsevell?” She kept her gaze on his eyes, watching for falsehoods or weakness. “We can’t be nursemaids to every Brit who wants to play cowboy.” She barely kept the accusation out of her voice. Her way of life was no game.

      To his credit, he didn’t bristle up like a polecat, but offered her a friendly smile. “Miss Bolton, I’m an adept horseman. I grew up in the saddle. I’m an excellent marksman, too, should the need arise. I’m also a dedicated scholar.”

      Dannie did not groan aloud, though she wanted to. “So you know nothing about cattle. Have you ever mucked a stable? Roped a steer? Branded a heifer? And have you ever shot at a cougar looking to make a meal out of your herd? Those are the kinds of skills I need, Mr. Rounsevell. Not looking pretty on your horse and shining your six shooter.” She turned her glare to Travis. “You still want to offer him a job?”

      Travis stuck his chin out. “Why don’t we let Dad decide?” The boy had a tender heart, but this was the first time he’d wanted to exercise it on behalf of a full-grown man. Travis was as like to adopt an orphaned skunk as he was a hound dog. 

      Rounsevell, for his part, still appeared confident. When Dannie cocked her eyebrows at him, he nodded to her. “I would not mind speaking to your father.”

      He wouldn’t, would he? Dannie sniffed and turned on her heel. “Let’s get a move on. Evening chores wait for no man, even if he’s English.”

      She led the way to their wagon, which the boys had loaded with the supplies before disappearing. Tombstone was a three-hour wagon ride from home. There were a few small trading posts, and Fort Huachuca, between King Bolton Ranch and Tombstone, but some things they could only find in the large city. It was a day trip, which meant limiting the trip to every month or two, but the boys always came along hoping to see a bit of fun. 

      Dannie had once been as eager as they to get off ranch land. These days, though, she hated to step foot off her father’s property. There was too much work to be done and not enough people to do it. 

      Abram Steele waited for them, already seated on the buckboard wagon, whittling at a chunk of mesquite. The wood wasn’t easy to use in most respects, but Abram swore up and down it was a dream for woodworking. Of course, Dannie figured he was partial because his peg-leg was made from the stuff. 

      “Dannie,” he said when he saw her, a bright wide smile appearing upon his dark face. Abram had been a Buffalo Soldier, a member of an all-black cavalry regiment decades past. It was hard to picture him as a soldier, given his gentle ways. His eyes flicked to the boys walking behind her, and the Englishman must’ve caused Abram’s sudden frown. “Have we got company?”

      “Abram.” Dannie stopped on the boardwalk, irritated she had to take further time to explain the situation. “This is Mr. Rounsevell. He needs a job, so he’s coming with us to speak to Daddy. Mr. Rounsevell, this is Mr. Steele. He owns a fifth share in the ranch.”

      The old soldier tipped his hat. “Good afternoon, sir. They warn you it’s a long ways to the spread?”

      Mr. Rounsevell tipped his hat back to Abram, which was a sight more than a lot of men did when greeting the older man, no matter how he was introduced. “I understand it will be near sundown when we arrive. I am certain my horse and I will be fine.”

      “Better get that horse then, Mr. Rounsevell. We’re on our way out by the western road, Charleston. You can meet us going that way. We won’t get too far ahead.” Abram gave a look to the boys. “You two best saddle up.”

      Dannie climbed into the wagon next to her dad’s oldest friend. She’d rather have ridden like her brothers, but it was easier to wear a dress and look the part of a lady when she went to the bank in Tombstone. She was accorded far more respect than if she came in denim, and only a fool would ride side-saddle through the Sonoran Desert. She opened her purse and found Abram’s bag of lemon drops, purchased at his request. He took them with a nod of thanks before tucking them in his jacket pocket. He’d dressed better than usual, too. They both had to look decent if they wanted to be treated with respect.

      The boys untethered their horses from the rail in front of the general store. Then they mounted up and led the way down the street, the wagon following. Traffic was light in the middle of the week. Most of the townsfolk were at work until supper time. 

      After a few minutes of quiet, Abram leaned closer to Dannie. “How’d we pick up a stray Englishman?”

      “Travis,” she muttered quietly, keeping her hands folded tightly in her lap. 

      “Ah. That boy would nurse a rattler back to health if he found one with a bent tail.”

      Dannie’s lips twitched. “Let’s hope he never finds one, then.” She took in a deep breath but was rewarded by the urge to sneeze. “All this dust. The time between the winter thaw out and summer rains—”

      “Most call it spring, Dannie.” Abram chuckled, and she glowered at him. He knew what she meant. Everyone in Arizona territory went near crazy in May and June, the driest part of the year. Hottest, sometimes, too. Then the rains would come, simultaneously stirring up dust and muddying up roads. But the rain broke the tension and soothed the citizens of Arizona, whether they were ranchers, farmers, or grocers. 

      “Spring. Honestly, I think we only had about a week of spring last year.” She shuddered. There hadn’t been much of a spring for several years. The whole territory and all the plants and animals in it were still recovering from two droughts too close together. Many ranchers had pulled up stakes the year before, rather than hope their luck would change. 

      Not Dannie’s father. He’d buried her Mama on King Bolton land and would never leave her behind. 

      With no wish to dwell on the past and its uncomfortable history, Dannie changed the subject to the price of sugar and whether or not Abram’s wife, Ruthie, might make them a cake come Sunday. 

      She did her best to put the English stranger out of her thoughts, though she fully intended to have a word with her daddy regarding Travis’s behavior. The boy needed to understand that fully grown Englishmen had to look after themselves, and their ranch wasn’t so far gone as to need the help of a greenhorn. 
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      Given his place in English society, Evan hadn’t ever been turned down with such vehemence as Miss Bolton expressed when she tried to send him on his way. Americans snapped out their orders like angry dogs, lacking the cold superiority of the English nobility who used to tell him what to do. 

      Reflecting on this as he hurried to the stable yard, Evan questioned his sanity. While working alongside actual cowboys had been a dream of his since childhood, the reality of the situation had thus far proved unpleasant. He’d spent most of his funds traveling from one side of North America to the dusty, arid Arizona territory in search of the landscape he’d only known through books and photographs. He’d been determined to find a way to join up with a cattle outfit, as they were called in his books, and take part in a real cattle drive.

      But no one in Tombstone wasted time telling him the spring drives were over. There’d be no more cattle moving across the desert plains until autumn.

      At least that meant more time to work on a ranch—a positive that may very well outweigh the negative of arriving too late in the year.

      Evan retrieved his horse, paying a few of his last remaining coins to the liveryman for the trouble of stabling the large bay beast. He’d bought the fine bit of horseflesh in Texas, then paid to have the gelding brought along on the train to Benson. From Benson, he’d ridden to Tombstone to see the infamous O.K. Corral for himself. 

      It wasn’t much to see, to be honest. Though the entire town of Tombstone was interesting, laid out and managed differently than any town he’d ever seen in Britain. Even the mining was nothing like the operations he’d toured in Wales.

      His sense of adventure, which had deflated after a few days walking through town, returned full force when he mounted his horse and went looking for Charleston Road.

      Luck and tenacity had brought him that far; it would see him through this latest turn in the road.

      It didn’t take long to catch up to the Bolton wagon. The two boys were on horses ahead, out of the way of the dust churned up by the wheels. Still, it didn’t seem polite to bypass Miss Bolton and Mr. Steele, so Evan came up alongside them. 

      Miss Bolton sat as though her spine had frozen in place, which was quite a feat considering the bumps in the road. He knew ladies who had graced his late mother’s parlor without posture that perfect. 

      She barely looked at him from the corner of her eye. 

      Mr. Steele spoke around her, leaning forward a few inches in his seat. “What’d you say your name was?” he asked. 

      “Evan Rounsevell.” Evan lifted his hat just off his head as he had seen cowboys doing all day long. Introductions required a full lift, a simple acknowledgement was a tip of the hat, and a brief touch was reserved for close acquaintances and friends. At least, he thought he had that right. It seemed Americans had an entire language with hats alone, whereas in England one kept his hat on outside and removed it in, and that was usually that.

      “That’s a mouthful. Folks around here usually have just the one name, and if it’s too long then we call ’em by something easier on our jaws.” The old man chuckled and nodded to the woman at his side, who steadfastly ignored them both. “Take our fine lady here. Full name’s Daniella Abigail Bolton. Too fancy. Doesn’t suit her excepting on Sundays. So we call her Dannie.”

      “I think Miss Bolton will do for now,” the young woman said, shooting Evan another glare as though he’d been the one to suggest using the over-familiar name. 

      “For now.” The old man chuckled and jabbed his thumb against his vest. “Abram Steele’s my name. Most call me Abram. Simple. Biblical. My wife is Mary Ruth but call her anything other than Ruthie and she won’t hear a word you say.”

      “So people just prefer a more easily spoken name?” Evan asked. 

      “If you’re lucky,” Miss Bolton said, almost too quietly for him to hear.

      Abram chuckled. “Sometimes, a fellow gets saddled with something else. I can’t tell you how many Slims, Sidewinders, Reds, Cookies, Lizards, Whiskers, or Kids I’ve known in my time.” Abram adjusted his grip on the reins and nodded to the boys ahead. “Those two haven’t grown into any names other than their own. Usually takes something special, or foolish, for a cowboy to get christened.” 

      How intriguing. Of course, he’d heard of Wild Bill, Calamity Jane, and had met Buffalo Bill himself, but they had only had adjectives tacked on to names already their own. “It sounds like an interesting cultural phenomenon. I have read several books in which outlaws are given strange names, but I was not aware the system also applied to those on the correct side of the law.” 

      The woman crossed her arms and turned to face him. “You’ve read books about outlaws? Let me guess. Cheap novels published to sensationalize the wild and unruly west? What do they call those on your side of the ocean?”

      Evan’s ears burned. “Penny dreadfuls might be what you are alluding to, Miss Bolton.” And he had read his fair share of those books. But he’d also read American newspapers and searched out more reliable accounts of what the west was really like. He’d even exchanged letters with Wyatt Earp once. Not that he needed to advertise his obsession with all things American West. 

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Some of those books aren’t even written by people who’ve ever left the comfort of their parlors, Mr. Rounsevell.” 

      “Understandable, Miss Bolton. They are, after all, fiction.” He was ready to join the boys ahead, as they seemed as eager to hear about England as he was to learn about their ranch, but they circled their horses and came back to ride alongside him before he thought of a polite reason to excuse himself from beneath Miss Bolton’s icy glare. 

      The road wasn’t exactly wide, but that didn’t prohibit the boys from riding near him. Sage brush here and there dotted the stretch of land and hills before them. He saw a line of scraggly trees ahead, too. 

      “Mr. Rounsevell,” the older boy, Travis, said with some excitement. “Tell Dannie about the Queen of England. Have you really met her?”

      “Of course. My father is one of her advisors in matters of agriculture,” he answered easily enough. The boys both appeared impressed, but their sister snorted. When he turned to take in her expression, her pert nose wrinkled, and her eyebrows drew together. “It is true, Miss Bolton. My family has been intimately acquainted with the Crown for generations. One of my aunts even served as a lady-in-waiting for the queen for several years, before she was excused to see to family matters.”

      “Right. And the First Lady asked my opinion on her cutlery,” the woman muttered. 

      Abram chuckled and tugged the brim of his hat further down on his forehead. “Best you and the young’uns move on up the road, Mr. Rounsevell. I don’t think Dannie cottons to your stories.”

      “I don’t.” She looked past Evan to her brothers. “You two mind yourselves and don’t believe everything coming out of a stranger’s mouth just because it sounds good.”

      There was something in her eye, for all her sternness, that he caught sight of for a moment. A hint of something he hadn’t seen evidence of in the lady before—vulnerability. Perhaps she had a reason, something deeper than he could guess at which had nothing at all to do with him, for her distrust.

      Had she been a man, Evan likely would have called her out for implying he spoke falsely. Lady or not, he could not let her accusations stand; he threw his shoulders back before speaking as sternly as ever his father had spoken to him. 

      “Miss Bolton, I assure you I am a man of honesty and integrity. That you would doubt me speaks less to your desire to exercise caution and more to a prejudice of which I cannot understand. Perhaps with time, you will understand I am a man of my word.” 

      The expression on her face, including the way her skin paled beneath her freckles, told him well enough that she understood the dressing-down. He looked to Travis and Clark. “Gentlemen? Shall we move forward?”

      The boys exchanged startled looks before putting their heels to their horses, moving ahead by several yards. Evan followed, not deigning to look back at Miss Bolton again. 

      If the woman insisted on treating him with distrust, he had no reason to attempt further conversation with her. Her opinion did not matter so much as her father’s, and if Mr. Bolton had more in common with his friendly and open sons, Evan’s place on the ranch was as good as secured.
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      Swallowing back her pride hadn’t ever been easy for Dannie. She didn’t lower her head until the Englishman had ridden upfront with her brothers. But when they were far enough ahead that the dust they kicked up didn’t drift into her and Abram’s faces, she tucked her chin. She knew what was coming.

      “Dannie, you can’t keep doing that to yourself, nor t’others.” Abram flicked the reins, no more than a reminder to the mules that they were expected to keep up the pace. “Not every fine-looking fellow is going to treat you like Robertson. Not every fancy-talker is going to be like they were in Boston, either.”

      She shivered, despite the warmth of the desert sun. Her hat didn’t shade much more than her eyes this late in the day, and they faced near full-on west most of the way home. 

      Abram knew she didn’t talk about David Robertson or Boston. Both of those subjects were off the table, indefinitely. For him to bring them up meant she had misbehaved in a big way. There were few people in the world she took correction from. Her dad, Abram, and Ruthie, and their housekeeper were just about it. Maybe the reverend, so long as he wasn’t going on about women wearing trousers. 

      “It helps to be cautious,” she said after the silence hung between them too long. “He’s a stranger. And you can tell as plain as I can that he hasn’t worked a day in his life. He’s claiming to know the Queen of England. The man’s stretching the blanket too much with that one. He’s probably some kind of actor or silver-tongued thief.”

      When her father’s oldest friend raised his eyebrows at that, she huffed and crossed her arms tightly across her chest. Abram didn’t approve of her picking up the slang that the hired hands batted around like kittens with a cricket. 

      “The Good Lord said ‘judge not,’ Miss Bolton. Pretty sure that directive applies even in this particular situation.” Though he spoke in his usual steady way, the words stung Dannie as much as a harder rebuke.

      Before she could think of an argument against his statement, Abram started whistling one of his favorite old songs. Most of them were mournful-sounding, learned from his mother while they were slaves in Georgia. The whistling was a sure sign he had dropped the subject and had no intention of taking it back up with her. 

      The sun sank lower, and with her brothers ahead and Abram no longer in the mood to chat, Dannie opened up her purse and fished out the slim volume of poetry she’d bought at the bookshop in Tombstone. The front cover only said Poems, by someone named Emily Dickinson. It was the fact that the poems had been written by a woman that had drawn her attention to the battered little book. 

      She loved words. Not that she’d ever consider herself a poet. Quite the opposite. But beautiful words drew her in, and when they described what she felt in her heart but couldn’t speak, she loved them all the more. Of course, her problems with David had started out with his pretty words. The rat.

      But no harm could come from poetry written by another woman. She opened the book without regard to the page and read the first poem her eyes landed upon. Before long, she was engrossed in the imagery of everyday things.

      When Abram finally tired of whistling, he told her to read a few poems aloud. She read a few to him, including one that sounded mournful to her.

      His mind had always been sharp, and he turned a poem or two on its head. “Don’t think she meant it to be read that way. Try again, like you’re saying it with a laugh.” He had a gift for perspective, and when she read that particular poem again, she saw the fun where she’d seen a frown before.

      The boys stayed ahead, as sure of the way as anyone who lived on King Bolton property. When the sky started turning gray behind and purple ahead, they reached the turnoff with the arch over the lane. KB swung from the vine in stylized iron letters, with a three-pointed crown above the initials of their father’s brand. 

      From the archway, it was another mile to the homestead, curving around the first of the rolling hills covered in long spring grasses, all brown and waiting for the monsoons before they turned green again. The elevation of the ranch was too high for cactuses to grow, and it was easily ten degrees cooler at the ranch than in Tombstone, thanks to the mountains peeking up on three sides of their land. 

      Travis looped his horse back to come alongside them. “Want me to take Mr. Rounsevell in to talk to Dad?”

      Dannie’s suspicions immediately rose. “Why you?”

      Travis’s chin jutted out. “I’m the one that invited him to try for a job.”

      Though she was ready to say she’d rather be the one to make introductions for the stranger, Abram cleared his throat. Her cheeks warmed all over again when she thought of her harsh criticism from before.

      She nodded tightly. “All right. Y’all go warn them we’re coming, but make sure you wash up before stepping foot in Ruthie’s kitchen.”

      Travis sat up straighter and grinned. “Sure thing, Dannie.” He nudged his horse to get her moving, but barely slowed again long enough to tell Clark and the stranger to come ahead with him. She saw the Englishman look back over his shoulder at her, but he followed Travis down the trail to the house.

      It took another ten minutes for the mules to get them all the way to the old adobe building. It had been the first permanent structure on ranch land, built by her father, Abram, and a few Mexicans who knew the art of making adobe brick. Her father loved talking about those first years living in the house, sleeping on the roof in the summer. 

      They rode through the zaguán, the long airy corridor leading them into the stone corral. Despite over twenty years passing since the adobe house was first built, it was still one of the cleverest things Dannie had ever seen. No one could steal a horse or mule without passing by the main house, the partner’s house where Abram and Ruthie lived, or through the adobe house that now served as storage and bunk rooms. 

      She climbed down from the wagon as soon as it stopped, and Abram followed suit a bit slower. He’d been wounded as a young man, when he was still a soldier, and his bones ached more every year. Or so he said. 

      Ruthie came out of the main house, wiping her hands on her apron before settling them on her hips. 

      “Abram Steele, you bringing home more mouths for me to feed?” Anyone who didn’t know Ruthie might think she was complaining. Dannie heard the delight in the accusation. 

      “Yes, ma’am. And more food to cook.” Abram swept off his hat as he approached his wife, then looped his arm around her shoulder. She was much smaller than he was. Dannie had passed Ruthie in height when she was only thirteen years old. Diminutive or not, Ruthie was still a force to be reckoned with when she had a mind to be. 

      A ten-year-old boy swept out the door and came to the wagon, eagerly scooping up crates of supplies. “Did you get my candy, Dannie?” Lee darted a look at his grandfather. “You didn’t let her forget?”

      Abram snorted. “You reminded us about a dozen times yesterday. Couldn’t forget if we’d wanted to.” He kissed Ruthie on the forehead. “Send those other boys out to unload. I’ll go clean up before supper.”

      “I have a bath ready for you, Dannie.” Ruthie came to inspect the wagon full of goods. “And Lee can empty the crates into the pantry if he expects to get the candy you brung him.”

      Lee grinned without apology and hurried inside, calling for Travis and Clark to help now that the wagon had arrived. Dannie shook her skirt, though it was unlikely it would dislodge much of the dust she’d collected on the road. She scooped up a small carton of baking powder and a bag of cornmeal before going in through the kitchen. She put both items on the table before going through to the front of the house. 

      She passed the open doorway to the parlor, then stopped in her tracks when she heard her father’s deep baritone. 

      “You don’t say. Met old Buffalo Bill, did you? I always wanted to catch one of his exhibitions.”

      Her temper flared. Had Mr. Rounsevell laid claim to another famous acquaintance? She turned around to the mirrored hat-tree near the front door and took in her reflection quickly. Her cheeks were pink from riding toward the sun for the last hour, and her hair showed signs of the wind that had come up just before they reached home. Nothing about her looked intimidating at the moment. 

      The Englishman’s low, cultured voice reached down the hall to her. “It was a grand sight to see, Mr. Bolton. The display of expertise in marksmanship and horsemanship would have been enough to thrill the Royal Court, but Mr. Cody has a flair for showmanship. I dare say his charm won over as many hearts as Annie Oakley’s ability with a rifle.”

      That did it. Dannie pulled her hat pin out and hung her straw-brimmed hat on a hook, then smoothed back her dark curls as best she could. Her father had a love for folk heroes, which was why she and her brothers bore the names they did, and Rounsevell must’ve figured that out quickly enough to exploit it. 

      She swept into the parlor, ready to do battle.

      Her father sat in his favorite armchair, a luxury shipped from Austin ten years before. The Englishman was on the sofa across the rug, and the instant the man saw Dannie, he stood. Her father stood, too, and immediately opened his arms to her. His lungs still pained him enough that he minimized his movement whenever possible.

      “Dannie, welcome home.”

      “Dad.” She stepped in to his warm embrace and received his whiskery kiss. Her father’s beard had been as black as her hair when she was a child, but it was a sight more gray now. 

      “Everything go well in town?” He stepped back, and his smile gentled.

      “Yes, Dad.” She turned to face their guest, who still stood, his head now bare. Why’d the man have to be so tall? Taller than her father. With those green-brown eyes and walnut hair, he looked far too respectable. No wonder her brothers had been taken in.

      “Mr. Rounsevell and I were just getting acquainted. Did you know his father’s a marquess? I’m not even sure I know what that is.”

      Dannie narrowed her eyes at the Englishman, but she kept her tone flat when she spoke. “A marquess is below a duke but above an earl.” Just a marquess? Why not a duke? Or the crown prince, come to think of it.

      The Englishman didn’t so much as shift his weight or bat an eye. “Lord Whittenbury, yes. But that’s of no consequence here, is it? I’m a second son, so come to think of it, it’s not of much consequence in England, either.” His smile wasn’t so much self-deprecating as it was irked.

      “Around here, a man’s known by his deeds rather than his birth. We can’t take the time to check pedigrees when we need hands.” Her dad’s voice, coupled with his slow Texan accent, had always soothed her in the past. But not in that moment. 

      “Dad.” She turned so fast her skirts flared around her ankles. “The boys don’t really understand the ranch the way you and I do. I’m concerned Mr. Rounsevell has been misled. Not purposefully, of course. But we aren’t exactly in a position to bring on more help right now.” She didn’t add what she hoped her father already knew. Especially help that doesn’t know the first thing about ranching.

      Her father wasn’t one to pat her on the head and send her along like a good little girl. In fact, he’d taken to discussing all the ranch’s business with her at the end of each day. So when she spoke, he listened, his eyes upon her face. 

      She knew they had enough for another year, maybe two, before they’d need to sell out. The boys didn’t know they’d come down that far in the world. Their father denied the possibility to them with every chance he got. But even he would give in if it meant the difference between poverty and a good future for his children.

      “I know you’re worried, Dannie. Remember, we’ve been through tight spots before.” He released a deep sigh that seemed to come straight from his bones. Then he looked up at Rounsevell. 

      “You’ve been out in the dust for a few hours, Rounsevell. Why don’t you clean up and join us for supper? Ruthie’s made some stew and cornbread as good as anything you’ve ever tasted. We can talk over the situation after everyone’s fed.”

      Good. Maybe they could feed the man, put him up a night in the bunkhouse, and then send him on his way.

      Heartened by her father’s level head, Dannie shot a triumphant glance at Rounsevell. “That sounds like a fine idea. If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen.” With the decisions postponed until she could take part in them, Dannie had things to do. Removing the dust was at the top of her list, and she had a bath waiting for her.
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      Whatever Evan had done to upset Miss Bolton, he needed to undo it. He’d never had a woman take such an instant dislike to him before. Though he was a second son, he usually merited at least polite behavior. Feigned interest, even. 

      He glowered at the basin of water he’d been directed to wash in, using the towel to dry his hands and pat at his neck. The grit from the road had somehow gone beneath his collar, and he missed his valet for perhaps the dozenth time since leaving England. 

      But he’d made it. He was on a genuine ranch, in the middle of Arizona territory. It was a place so wild the nation had yet to claim it as a state. The people talked differently, reminiscent of the Americans he had met in the eastern states, but the way Mr. Bolton drew out his words fascinated Evan. He’d seen cattle as they rode in, some with the longhorns the Texans had been so proud of when he went through that state. He’d caught a glimpse of antelope, too. 

      The sunset had appeared like a painting, with colors he couldn’t recall seeing anywhere else before, and it had been with reluctance that he had entered the house before seeing the entire sky darken and fill with stars. Perhaps after his chat with Mr. Bolton, he could go out and see for himself how big the sky was. The Texans had claimed their stars were somehow superior to everyone else’s, but there was something about the dry air of Arizona that made Evan think he might have a clearer view in the desert. 

      Evan stepped out of the bedroom which likely belonged to one of the Bolton sons and back into the kitchen. He hadn’t been made aware of a dining room. Perhaps Mrs. Steele—Ruthie, he corrected himself—could point him in the right direction. 

      When he entered the kitchen, he saw the full-length table that had been empty when he arrived covered with pots and pans of food. There was a tablecloth, too, over the boards. There were eight plates at the table, eight cups, and he briefly wondered if there was more family he had yet to meet. 

      Ruthie set another platter on the table, and it bore squares of a thick, yellow cake-like substance. He saw beans in another bowl, stew in a pot, potatoes, and a pie, though he couldn’t tell what kind. He’d never eaten any of the dishes spread before him. They were simplistic. The type of fare an English farmer might enjoy, or that a poor inn would serve. 

      Travis and Clark came from outside with the brown-skinned boy Evan hadn’t heard named. They grinned at Evan and stood behind three of the chairs. Even the youngest boy. Abram appeared, too, and came around to the side where Evan stood, still trying to understand the etiquette involved in a meal like this.

      “Normally, Ruthie, Lee, and me, we eat at our house.” Abram pointed out the door, as though that would help Evan orient himself. “But not on supply night, and not with Loretta gone.”

      “Loretta?” Evan asked, still confused.

      “Loretta Perkins. She’s our cook and housekeeper,” Clark said. “She’s gone to visit her sister.”

      That meant Ruthie wasn’t a servant in the household. Evan thanked whatever angels were watching over him that he had found out before making a fool of himself. “Who else lives on the ranch?” 

      Miss Bolton walked in at that moment and went to one end of the table, her father close behind her. He took the other end. 

      “I apologize for keeping y’all waiting.” Mr. Bolton pulled out his chair, and everyone moved to do the same.

      Evan hesitated. He had wound up standing on Miss Bolton’s left. Should he get her chair for her?

      She seated herself before he decided, then he realized everyone was seated and staring at him. After swallowing the awkward desire to clear his throat, he pulled out his chair and then took a seat. “Pardon me. I am not accustomed to taking dinner this way.”

      He heard Miss Bolton mutter just under her breath. “I bet not.”

      Perhaps it was his upbringing she objected to.

      Mr. Bolton bowed his head. “Travis. Please say grace.”

      The whole family bowed their heads, and Evan had to stare. Prayers at meals were unusual in the larger houses
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