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      To Mr. Ray Sheehan—my high school choir teacher…

      You opened up my world with music when I had nothing else. You inspired the music teacher in this book because you cared about a neglected kid. Thank you for showing me I had value and mattered. God used your life well, affecting so many more lives besides my own. I hope in some small way I can be like you—changing lives throughout the length of mine.

      

      It was an honor to be part of yours.

      

      You’re greatly missed!

      ~Angie
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      I'm excited to share with you a fictional story that celebrates Montana's first few years of statehood! Song of the Rockies continues from book 1, Queen of the Rockies, but this time we’re exploring speaking out against injustice. The people that built this amazing state come from varying backgrounds that include immigrants from countries like Ireland, China, Japan, Germany, Scotland, Sweden, and so many more…

      But it wasn't just the adults that pioneered and persevered. Children from all over the country swarmed the streets of these fledgling cities. Some as abandoned orphans whose placement either didn’t work out or didn’t materialize were dropped at the last stop on the famous Orphan Train. Some street children orphaned because of disease, mining accidents, or severe weather disasters. And some, well, no one rightly knows. Those historic children often banded together for safety and support.

      The newsies, in many cases, rose out of the gutters selling papers to buy a meal. Boys who had one particular genetic factor — the gene for survival against all odds. And then there were those that slipped between the cracks…

      Every now and then, one person takes on the mantle of hope in a world that sees no value in the nameless, faceless children of the shadows. Epic change starts with one willing heart. One willing heart impassioned by God’s love will create a movement. This is a story of one willing heart who was also willing to act.
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      Helena, Montana — Winter, 1890

      

      Mirielle spun from the schoolroom door. "What do you mean you'll send them to military school or indenture them?" As cold as the Montana winter wind blew against the new glass windows, the heat in her blood boiled. "The newsies don't need slavery. And they certainly don't deserve the misery of military life when they haven't even had a childhood!"

      "Miss Sheehan," the superintendent spoke softly. "All the town council asks is for you to help round up the boys. You're not going to —"

      "Betray them?" Mirielle balled her hands at her sides. "Those boys work hard. They trust me."

      He sighed. "Those boys are going to freeze to death if they don't land in more trouble first."

      "They've been fine in the Shanahan stables. Albert and Calista have created spaces with cots in the stalls. I want a better home for each of them, we all do. But they outright refuse. At least they're warm and safe."

      "You made my point for me, warm or not. Refusal to meet the norm means those boys can't fit into society. They're an unruly bunch and uncivilized. That madhouse they created during the Miss Snowflake Pageant was just the beginning. Running amuck like that in a ballroom."

      "They were just trying to catch the kitten when —"

      "It all worked out that time, but cat or no cat, it just can't continue." He swiped a handkerchief against his brow.

      "Remember those boys set up the ballroom in the first place. That has to say something about their character. Store owners are hiring them for message boys and—"

      "They must become productive citizens, not gutter snipes."

      Mirielle shivered. Cold, yes, but confrontation always brought out a sweat in her superior.

      His eyes softened, "As industrious as the newsies are at getting odd jobs to supplement their newspaper sales, the lot of them will not make it as adults without some form of discipline and an education."

      "Of course. That's why Calista and I've been meeting the boys with food each day and reading lessons twice a week." What did these people think — eleven young street boys would miraculously become model citizens? They needed love and people to teach them manners, not some convenient solution to rid the streets of orphans. "For pity's sake, these are the same boys no one adopted from the Orphan Train—to rid cities back East of miscreants. All well meant then, too. Meant to rid them of a problem and dump it on other people."

      "Truly, I'm not here to argue." Mr. Randolph straightened his back and dabbed his neck. "Either you help the merchants manage the mayhem or the sheriff will."

      "You'd do that?" Mirielle shook her head as her eyes misted. "After all our work, gaining their trust and friendship. Isn't the goal to help those boys become solid citizens? They'll be like caged animals. Education is the answer, not punishment."

      "Miss Sheehan, they're already lacking social manners. Most folks feel the newsies are living like animals. It hurts hearts to see children scavenging like that little Joey boy even if he has the leader for a brother." Mr. Randolph rolled back onto his heels. "Frankie is barely old enough to be on his own, if he's truthful about his age. How is it right that he's trying to provide for a six-year-old?"

      She closed her eyes. "Of course it isn't." Mirielle opened her eyes and plead, "Can't you see separating them would devastate not only those boys, but shatter the group? Frankie has managed to keep a ragtag bunch productive. They deserve a chance with our help."

      "I think they're out of chances after that last incident." He shook his head. "Boys can't be running amuck in and out of stores and hopping trollies like leap frog. Poor Mrs. Broadwater nearly lost her shopping bags and her wits when one of those boys landed in her lap the other day."

      Mirielle almost laughed, but caught herself. The inconsistent trolley schedule irritated workers already. They'd be further annoyed by boys playing pranks, fun-loving or not. "Please ask the council for a little more time to educate them."

      She looked around the room as Mr. Randolph deliberated. Education. Yes! Why couldn't the newsies come here? "I'll talk to the priests and the school board about getting the newsies into a classroom."

      "I can't see how that would work."

      "The church believes in charity. What better place for young boys to learn discipline and the social graces than an exclusive boys' school?" But how would they manage eleven new students? Even a church has limits to their resources.

      "Excuse me."

      Mirielle and Mr. Randolph startled at the baritone voice.

      The intruder cleared his throat and looked at Mr. Randolph. "I apologize for interrupting, but I understand you're the one to talk to about some boys placed here as boarders."

      Mirielle stepped back, the attractive man ducked to get into her classroom. She wasn't a short woman. But goodness was he a tall man — with sand-colored straight hair and light blue eyes and… She swallowed back a gasp at the sight of his strong physique. What in the world? She'd seen attractive men before. Mirielle puckered her brows at the heat searing into her cheeks despite her efforts to quell it. What a goose reacting like that!

      "Miss Sheehan, I'll expect an answer by end of the week. The boys are in school and settled," he held up his hand to ward off her interruption, "or they're shipped off for a more disciplined education."

      Three days. She had three days to convince Frankie to convince ten other boys to start school. She already knew the argument. How would they earn enough income if they sat in a schoolroom all day? But they wouldn't have to scrounge for meals if they'd agree to boarding school. It was all-inclusive.

      Mirielle swallowed a groan. Where would she get the additional funds to convince the priests and the headmaster the new school could support eleven more boarding students?

      Mr. Randolph turned to the visitor. "And you, sir, are?"

      The handsome man extended a hand to the school's headmaster. "Evan Russell, sir." They shook. His eyes flicked up to Mirielle's as he also offered a polite handshake to her. "Ma'am."

      A tingle raced from fingertip to elbow to shoulder to heart. Mirielle's eyes grew wide at the ripple. She couldn't look away from his similarly stunned eyes. And that ripple hadn't stopped racing through her arm like a sudden flash flood rushing into her heart.

      "Miss Sheehan?" Mr. Randolph broke into her silence. "I believe your duties call."

      "Um, yes." She snatched her hand back. Flustered? The teacher who could manage the toughest child and go toe-to-toe with the most demanding parent? She never flustered. What did he do to her? "My—uh—pleasure to meet you, Mr. Russell." Mirielle forced herself to back away.

      His gaze stayed connected to hers as Mirielle bumped into her desk and then felt her way around it like a miner in a blackout. A flush rushed boot to root. She jerked her chin away and plopped into her seat. Better to concentrate on grading than on being graded by a strange man. She swallowed. Such a man, for certain, with strong, wide shoulders filling out the heavy wool coat.

      He seemed to hear Mirielle's thoughts as his gaze still heating her skin. Electricity passed between them as strong as the gusts against the glass.
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