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        For my dad.

        Thank you for making me your little cowgirl. I haven’t written a series yet without a girl and her love for horses.
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        “We fled Baltimore for the New Territory, desperate to escape the death that hangs ever present over the city. It’s a funny thing, fleeing. You flee danger for safety. You flee to escape, like we escape the oppressive fog that clings to the cities. But even in the distance we put between us and it, the blackness lingers. I can feel it in my lungs, feathers that tickle the back of my throat. A cough I cannot clear. It’s the smoke that billows from the front of the train as we ride further away, hanging in the air. There is no escaping what we’ve done. The steaming beast we ride in, for all of its conveniences, is proof enough of that. The danger follows, it taunts us. We have ruined this world, and there is no escaping it.”

      

        

      
        —Elizabeth West, April 2, 1884, journal excerpt

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          JO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 23, 2031

      

      

      “No matter what you hear, no matter how curious you are, never ever go outside during a storm. Do you understand? Tell me you understand.”

      The wind howls and something thrashes against the house, waking me from a restless sleep. Beeswax, faint and sharp, fills my nostrils as a cool gust of wind whips by me, and I blink my eyes open.

      Stirring from my cocoon of blankets, I peer around the sitting room as my eyes adjust. The room is cast in a flaxen-colored haze, turning the rich pinks and purples in the floral wallpaper almost brown. Everything is covered in a thin layer of sand. The candlesticks on the table next to me are no exception, finished in dust and burned to nearly nothing from the long hours of the night before.

      Eyes still bleary, I stare down at my sister as she sleeps. Her chest rises and falls with each steady breath, and her bright red hair—the color of the red Saguaro flowers that bloom in the dunes beyond the farm—spreads across my lap. She sleeps so peacefully, I envy her.

      The house creaks, a familiar, expected sound for an old ranch house, but when floorboards groan under slow, heavy footsteps behind me, I twist around to find Papa staring through a crack in the shuttered window. The metal that darkens the windows is both a shield and an ominous reminder.

      Realizing the storm still howls outside, the fuzziness of sleep instantly fades away. Mama. She still hasn’t made it home yet. “Never ever go outside during a storm.” Her words are engrained in me, the hymn of survival in this place of increasing danger.

      “It’s finally letting up,” Papa whispers, as if he can feel my concern.

      Carefully, I extricate myself from my sister and recall my first memory of Mama and I playing with Scarlet when she was a baby, cooing and fidgeting on the plush oriental rug beneath my feet. Tears prick my eyes, and the worried sentiments that had hounded me until I finally fell asleep return.

      I watch Papa for a moment, wondering what it is he thinks he sees beyond the crack in the metal shutters, through the whirling sand as the storm assaults the exterior. Mama would never venture out in a sandstorm; she would never risk the blinding, painful sting of sand or the possibility of death. It’s why she has not come home yet. The only reason, I assure myself.

      Stepping up to the other window, I move the damask curtains aside and peer between the slight seam in the shutters. It started hundreds of years ago: the Shift. Mama’s great-great-grandma, Elizabeth West, wrote about it in her journal. Lethal fogs that suffocated the bigger cities after the Industrial Revolution, killing innocents and forcing those who were still able to flee out of their homes. That’s why she came to Sagebrush, all those years ago. To escape. But things didn’t work out the way they’d planned on account of the sandstorms and the drought.

      It wasn’t only the cities with their big machines and coal engines that were plagued by the changed weather, but the whole world. Mama always reminds me that the sand is our greatest enemy, but it’s also the sea of sand surrounding our town that keeps us nestled away from scavengers in search of precious water we can’t afford to share—it’s the sand that keeps us safe.

      Sometimes, I get too curious about Grandma West and the big steamboats that sailed the world. I try to imagine an ocean, or even a beach, where the water meets the sand, and not coarse sand like we have here, but a soft, malleable thing beneath bare feet. I try to think of a world where sand can be beautiful and water stretches as far as the eye can see, and my mouth dries imagining it.

      “We are grateful to be in Sagebrush, Jo. Never forget that. Grandma would have died in Baltimore and we would not be alive, not when so many others died.”

      Black lung took nearly everyone. Even Grandma West was ailing from it most of her life, and the treatments and tinctures that kept her alive—the knowledge of medicine honed during those years—was passed down through the generations. Because of the Wests, Mama’s always been important to our town; it’s why she’s their healer.

      Still, Sagebrush is a cruel and harsh place, but it’s what lies beyond the far-reaching expanse of the desert that makes me restless. The looming dangers of the unknown.

      “I’ll kill him,” Papa says under his breath, and I glance over, confused. Even if I don’t understand the anger in his voice, I somehow know that even if Mama were to walk right through that door, unscathed and smiling, something terrible would follow. I can feel it, the impending something, alive and humming in the air. It turns my longing and anticipation to see Mama into fear.

      “She’s somewhere safe.” I try to reassure him because Mama knows what to do during a storm.

      “If he’s done something—anything . . .”

      Even at eight years old, I know who Papa is cursing. The marshal is scary, even if I don’t really know why. I’ve felt the tension between him and Papa during dinner parties and when we see him and his family around town. Although I don’t really know him, the marshal doesn’t seem like a pleasant man, but then none of the Cunninghams are very nice. I don’t care for the marshal’s son, Clayton, either. He finds humor in other kids’ folly—he even laughed at me once when I fell leaving church. His sister laughed, too.

      I look at Papa again. He combs his mustache with his bottom teeth and leans against the windowsill, as if it’s the only thing holding him upright. He looks gray and exhausted, and I wish I could do something to make the worry around his eyes soften, but I don’t know how.

      Anxiously, I fidget with the butterfly pendant Mama gave me on my seventh birthday. The enchanting creatures were her “favorite” thing from the world before. “I saw one when I was a little girl, when I was with my best friend down at the creek.” Mama always had a sorrowful look when she told that part of the story, though I didn’t know why. “Perhaps someday I will see another butterfly.”

      It feels like an hour passes before the storm finally starts to die down. The muted sound of wagon wheels outside barely reaches my ears as Papa turns on his heel, startling me, then rushes from the room. His quick, heavy footsteps echo in the hall as he disappears.

      Glancing at Scarlet, still asleep, I hurry after him. But as I turn the corner, I skid to a stop, nearly running into Papa’s back.

      He turns from the front door to me. “Stay in the house with your sister,” he orders, his fingers gripping the door handle. “I mean it, Jo. Stay. Here.” He pushes the front door open, steps outside, and pulls the door shut behind him. Papa growls something from the porch, but I can’t make it out over the reverberating slam.

      Unable to resist the earnest nudge inside me, I open the door and follow after him. He’ll be angry, but I can’t help it. Running down the farmhouse steps, I stare down at the sand grinding beneath my bare feet, colliding directly into Papa’s back this time.

      The muted sunshine is disarming, no matter how faint it is in the settling sand, and I blink to adjust to the brightness. The thump of a horse’s hoof as it paws at the dirt reminds me we have visitors, and I peer around Papa to the dirt road.

      Standing at the end of a horse-drawn cart with a jailer’s cage is the marshal. He looks different than usual—he looks sad. His face is exposed and red, like he’s been out in the sand without his sand cape and headscarf. He doesn’t have goggles slung around his neck like the other three men I see climbing down from the front of the cart: two older men, and one very young and nervous.

      “What did you do?” Papa lunges toward the cart, all composure gone from his wild, brazen features. Two deputies rush to him, their sand scarves falling from their faces and down around their necks as they struggle to hold Papa away from the wagon. The older one with graying hair elbows him in the face, causing Papa to lose his footing.

      “Papa!” I shout, wanting to rush to his side, to beat the men off of him as he struggles and curses, but I’m too frightened to move, too small. Too uncertain.

      “Doyle!” the marshal barks in warning as the deputies wrestle against my father in a jumble of grunts, curses, and flailing arms.

      “Leave him alone!” I shriek and meet Marshal Cunningham’s cool stare. But it’s the vibrant red hair, flashing through the iron bars of the jailer’s cage behind him, that catches my attention. When I spot a long, delicate hand sticking out from beneath a burlap cover, all else is forgotten. I gape. It’s a woman—a motionless woman.

      Confusion. Fear. Uncertainty. They pull me in so many directions, I’m not sure what I’m feeling or how many seconds pass before it all registers and I start to cry.

      It’s truly my mother, lifeless. Dead. Her hair is tangled and faint bruises darken her exposed neck. “Mama!” I scream and run to her, air barely filling my lungs. I stop at the back of the wagon, crying and uncertain what to do as tears blur my vision and I struggle to breathe. She looks like she’s only sleeping, but the bile in my throat tells me I know better.

      “Caroline!” My father shouts her name and our sobs fill the echoing silence of the morning.

      Eventually, the marshal clears his throat behind me, reminding me he’s still there. “Ashford, get a blanket from the barn,” he commands.

      The young one, Ashford, disappears around the side of the farmhouse, his footsteps almost as urgent as my racing heart.

      “Let me go to her!” Papa shouts frantically as he struggles against the two other men.

      The cart sways as the antsy horses fidget in place, and Mama’s fingers move with the cart, like she’s beckoning me closer to her, but I’m too petrified to move. My body begins to tremble, the tears catching in my throat as I stare at her in stunned horror.

      This isn’t real—I don’t understand . . .

      My father’s pleas become more desperate.

      “I told her to stay,” the marshal starts. He stares down at me and clears his throat again, then rests his hand on the grip of his holstered pistol. His mustache twitches. His eyes glaze over. Even in his menacing presence, he seems to be someplace else.

      I glance between the marshal’s face and his pistol, noticing the way his knuckles clench hard and white around it. “She tried to leave right as the storm set in,” he rasps, and his eyes blur and shimmer, like mine.

      “You son of a bitch!” Papa shouts.

      “Shut up!” one of the men commands, and they take turns hitting him in the side of the face.

      “—did this!” Papa sputters despite their punches. “You did! She wouldn’t have you and you—” They hit him again and Papa coughs, his teeth red with blood.

      In desperation, I find my voice and scream. “Leave him alone!” I move to help Papa, but when the marshal reaches for Mama’s hair, I hit his hand away instead. “Don’t touch her!” I spit at him, wiping my nose on the back of my arm. Forgetting my fear, I shield her from his touch with my body, clutching the blanket that covers her as tightly as I can. “Don’t touch her.” It’s more of a sobbed plea.

      “I tried to make her understand!” the marshal shouts before he clumsily takes a step back.

      “—did this! I know you did . . .” Papa coughs again, his face shoved in the dirt, his nose already swelling. His eyes are bloodshot and wide as he strains to see her, his lip curled, bloody and broken. Papa’s body is shaking. I hate what they’re doing to him, but all I can do is squeeze my eyes shut and inhale the scent of my mother. But there is nothing left of her; something foul clings to the blanket instead.

      “You . . . killed her,” he chokes out. As the words, broken and filled with anguish, pass Papa’s lips, something angry and protective stirs inside me again.

      I turn to the marshal—hit at him and scream—but he acts as if my fit of fury is a brush of the breeze against his skin and he barely sways in place. He doesn’t even care . . . “That’s my mama!” I shout and sob between kicks at his shins and punches to his stomach. I pull at his vest. Smack him. Push him. “You killed her!” I shriek, and Marshal Cunningham shakes from his trance.

      Something changes instantly in the marshal. His chapped lips pull back in a sneer and he pushes me to the ground as anger, red and dangerous, narrows his features.

      “No,” he snarls and points to Mama’s dead body. “She did this. If she hadn’t left, this wouldn’t have happened. She chose to leave . . . and she was attacked by drifters in the storm.”

      “Lies,” Papa snarls.

      I climb to my feet, prepared to run to him and needing to feel the reassurance of his arms around me, when the marshal grabs hold of my arm and yanks me beside him.

      “Don’t you touch her, you murdering son of a bitch,” Papa snarls. “I’ll tell everyone what you’ve done. I’ll kill you myself—”

      I vaguely hear Scarlet crying from the porch as I try to pry my arm from the marshal’s hold, but his grip tightens.

      “Watch what you say, Charles . . .” The marshal’s voice is eerily calm. “Slanderous accusations have consequences.”

      “You killed my wife . . . You will not hurt my daughter!”

      “You’re hysterical, Mr. Mason,” the marshal says warningly, and I cry out as his fingers press into my arm more painfully. “Calm down before you make yourself sick or cause an even bigger scene.”

      Jane, the housemaid, and Nathan, the ranch hand, come from around the side of the house, mouths agape and faces pale as they take in the scene. Noticing Scarlet, still standing on the porch, Jane hurries to her.

      Ashford returns from behind the house, a blanket in his hand as he walks toward us, toward my mother.

      “I’ll . . . tell . . . everyone,” Papa says unevenly as the two men drag him up to his knees.

      Ashford flings back the burlap covering from Mama, exposing another body I didn’t notice before—a sickly-looking man in leathers with impossibly dark hair. His skin is dark too, like ours from all the sun, but there is something strange about his face. Something foreign.

      “Your wife was attacked by drifters!” the marshal seethes, growing angrier.

      Ashford lifts Mama into his arms, more carefully than I expect him to. Her head hangs limply over the crook of his elbow, her dangling arm bouncing with each hurried step toward the porch.

      “See what happened!” the marshal shouts, my ears ringing. “She made her choice and yes, it killed her. Perhaps you are to blame for all of your stubbornness—for what you’ve put me through!”

      Suddenly enraged, the marshal shoves me closer to the dead man, and my insides roil as I take in his green, sunken face. Then, the scent of him reaches my nose; the foul aroma I smelled before is stronger.

      “This, little Josephine, this is what I protect you from.” I try to pull away from his hold, but he shoves me closer to the body. I grip the hot metal bars of the cage, afraid he’s going to shove me inside. “This is your future without me. Caroline thought she knew better than me and look what happened.” When I peer up at him, pleading for him to let me go, his eyes are only enlivened with a fury I don’t understand.

      There’s a raucous by the front door as Ashford herds the servants and my sister back into the house. The marshal’s gaze shifts between them and my mother, her body discarded on the porch, covered with a blanket. First my mother, now my father . . . His face is swollen and so bloody, I barely recognize him.

      “You’re a monster!” I shriek without thought, and I tear my arm from his grasp with all my might, but I get only a step away from him before the marshal’s other hand grips firmly around my throat and he pulls me back to him.

      “Monster?” He laughs, a throaty, vicious noise, beside my ear. His breath is sour and rank in my nose.

      Papa’s still shouting, begging the marshal with renewed desperation, but his words are inaudible as the marshal chuckles softly in my ear again. “You want to see a monster?” His hold tightens around my windpipe and squeezes the air from my lungs. I can’t breathe. “You’ll calm yourself, Charles,” the marshal demands, his eyes fixed on me.

      I hit desperately at his strong hand and try to see Papa—to call for him—but my vision blurs and my heartbeat pounds, loud and overwhelming. Everything begins to fade to black as I pull and pry at his fingers until I can’t feel my own anymore. I can’t think. I can barely see . . .

      “Okay—okay!” Papa wails. “Marcus, please—”

      “You’ve nearly cost me everything, Charles, and I can’t have that.”

      The last thing I remember is being lifted up into the marshal’s arms, the faint tang of whiskey touching my nose before everything goes completely black.
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        ELEVEN YEARS LATER

      

      

      The sun has barely risen and is already intense against my neck as I wait for the final cows to meander their way out of the barn. Days like this, when there is upkeep to be done, the animals don’t get to stay in the shade of the drafty barn. Old Clover, the matriarch of the dairy herd, gives me an eye-scolding as she clomps by, chewing her cud, slow and stubborn.

      “Sorry, old girl,” I say, wiping my brow. “You’re just lucky you don’t have to fix the blasted steamer, since you’re the one who broke it in yesterday’s storm.” She moos at me, and I swat her on the rump with my grease rag. “You’ll get over it.”

      Clover hustles past, joining the rest of the girls in the pasture. It’s not a verdant meadow by any means, and half the time it’s covered in a fine layer of sand, but us Masons have been blessed to have a few green patches left in this cracked, desolate place. Especially now. Last year, the rainy season came late, but this year the rain has yet to come at all.

      It’s laughable, really, the thought of changing seasons. Rain or no rain, everything else stays the same; the prickly-pear blossoms open in the evening and close at night, the sagebrush blooms, even in the heat of the hottest days, but everything else is dull and weathered, bristled and hardened. Even the tallest cacti, once the most prominent and yielding in the valley, are red, burnt, and shriveled. Their ruby-red fruits overly harvested for food and fermented Devil’s Juice or wine, their roots dug up and dried for fences and furniture in a place surrounded by sandstone and nothingness as far as the eye can see.

      This land is dying and the seasons, it would seem, have disappeared with the rivers and the rain. And yet, as life becomes harsher, somehow the farm continues to thrive, just as it has for over five generations. The Shift didn’t change that, even if the soil has begun to fissure, mimicking the rest of the world, and the water supply continues to deplete. Though I can’t explain it, I don’t question it either. We are beyond fortunate, even in such a cruel, harsh place.

      The rusted hinges of the heavy barn doors protest and squeak as I latch them shut, and I mentally remind myself to fix the spindles someday soon. The barn and parts of the farmhouse are the last remnants of this farm from before the Shift. In a climate ravaged by sand and lightning, our resources are long gone, and every bit of iron, copper, and steel the deputies find on their expeditions to the Dead Lands is smelted down into impenetrable protective sheets that cover most of the city, allowing us all to live within our reinforced walls.

      Every building in Sagebrush Canyon is a rusted box with steel doors, save for the structures that are already too far gone, or the inhabitants who are too poor to protect themselves. But even being encased in steel isn’t enough. Much like the black lung my ancestors ran from all those years ago, the sandstorms are taking their toll. No crevasse is too small, and all of Sagebrush is feeling the effects of it.

      I peer out at the rusted steel housings that cover plots of crops spread out over the acreage, produce as shuttered away as much as possible from the sand that so adamantly tries to consume everything. I often wonder if sand itself is alive, seeping its way in whenever and wherever it can—ruining what we treasure, and consuming all we’ve worked so tirelessly to save.

      My great-great-grandmother and uncle Teddy were alive during the Shift. Had it not been for the marshal at the time and his town-changing plans borne out of desperation, my family would’ve lost their livelihood. There would be no farm to gaze out at now, and we would have no crops to grow or sell. My family would be no better off than the steel workers and trappers scrimping pennies to make ends meet in town.

      But the old marshal’s greenhouses saved us Masons through the decades; constructs grounded by steel siding to protect against the wind and lightning, pitched glass ceilings pitted from sand but allowing in sunlight, and rolling metal doors to close during the storms. All of it a necessity to keep the sand at bay, and all of it a daily reminder of how vulnerable we are in this place.

      I startle when I feel something press against my leg, happy to find Sweetie, the barn cat, winding her way between my feet as she meows up at me. “Well, good morning to you, too,” I say, bending down to stroke her coarse tabby fur. She’s old but scrappy with her snaggletooth smile as she purrs in the morning sunshine.

      The sound of crunching gravel up the road catches my ear, the laughter and chattering of Marshal Cunningham’s men and ranch hands following. I let out a steadying breath. “And so, the day begins,” I mutter.

      The creaking wagon makes its way down the crest of the hill, the men’s laughter booming in the crisp morning air. I peer up at the sun, big and round and burning in the expansive blue sky. Thankfully, there isn’t a storm in sight, though vultures are circling something just shy of the Dead Lands a few miles out.

      A lewd whistle meets my ears, and, pinning on an apathetic face, I turn to the two old bay mules that pull the wagon to a halt beside the barn.

      Predictable as the marshal’s men are, I know all too well why Doyle and the rest of the deputies are late this morning—Ms. Hannah May and her ladies at the Brass Rail Saloon. Ms. Hannah makes it her business to ensure that the marshal’s men get their needs met—multiple times a day, if they demand it.

      Another whistle greets my ear, but I busy myself, checking the lock on the barn door before wiping the grease from my fingers with my rag. I can handle dirt and grease and muck and manure, but some of the deputies never fail to make my stomach curdle with their loose tongues and slimy thoughts.

      Steeling myself for the onslaught of stench and vulgar looks I’ve come to expect, I crack my neck, apathy pinioned in place, and head toward the house. Fixing the steamer can wait until the men are off in the corn and wheat fields that surround the ranch, busy with work.

      “Mornin’, Miss Mason,” the king of lechery, Deputy Doyle, drawls as he climbs off the wagon. His leer could shake a serpent out of its own skin. He clears his throat, and against my best effort, I meet his attentive gaze. His eyes travel the length of me, appraising my trousers and then my dirt-speckled shirt. “And where might your sweet sister be this morning?” he asks, his voice dripping with heathenish delight.

      I don’t give him the pleasure of a response as I continue to the house. Unless I’m required to, I don’t venture into town, and even I’m aware of Doyle’s reputation as one of the most boorish men in this place who’s only liked by his half-witted peers. His father was a malicious brute, a trait Doyle inherited, same as his father’s position as the marshal’s right-hand man before he died out in the Dead Lands some years back. Now, only Mr. Jonathan Ashford is higher in rank than Doyle, and I never thought I’d be thankful for that.

      A few more of the marshal’s posse lumber past me as I make my way up to the house. Some of them meet my eyes; others ignore me completely, which is the way I’d prefer it.

      I hear the front door swing shut and Mr. Ashford comes into sight, adjusting his hat. Just as he’s about to step off the porch, my sister hurries up behind him and reaches for his hand.

      My heart thuds a bit and I pause as they exchange a long look. Scarlet hands him a small basket of something—food, most likely—and she smiles shyly at him as if they share a secret.

      Mr. Ashford dips his head in return, watching her as she disappears into the house again, and my stomach churns.

      Kip, my father’s dog, rushes out as I hear the screen door slam shut, but I ignore his barking as he runs past me. My mind turns as I contemplate my sister’s obvious affections for one of the most dangerous men in Sagebrush.

      “You’re up early, Miss Mason,” Mr. Ashford says with forced affability as he steps off the porch. The easiness in his expression wanes, as it generally does when we are in one another’s presence.

      Even in his finer clothes and with his more refined pastimes and demeanor, he is the most unnerving of all the deputies—the marshal’s closest confidante. After eleven years, my chest still tightens in his company, and I resist the urge to avert my eyes. Instead, I turn to face him fully.

      “Good morning, Mr. Ashford.” I raise a rebuking eyebrow. “I fixed the windmill for you this morning—thought I better put myself to good use since your men are late, again.”

      Mr. Ashford pulls his pocket watch out and flicks it open.

      “I’m sure they are quite exhausted,” I continue, “from all of their drinking and philandering last night.”

      He peers out at his men, who are barely walking upright in their drunken haze. When he looks at me again, no doubt trying to think of some excuse, he eyes my trousers and grease rag instead. After ten years of working so close with my family, he still looks at me like I’m a conundrum. “I’ll make sure they work their hours, Miss Mason. And their work for today will get done, I assure you.”

      I nod, and, not wanting to linger in his presence, I head for the side door to the kitchen.

      “Get to work!” Mr. Ashford hollers to the men behind me. There’s more disappointment and urgency in his voice than he’d let on to me, but it’s easy enough to guess why. The marshal doesn’t take kindly to his men skirting their responsibilities, especially when their duties are to his benefit—his grain, his dairy, his wool. After all, the marshal has a temper, one Mr. Ashford and I are aware of firsthand.

      I do my best to drive dark memories back down deep as I step onto the creaking porch. When I notice my dirty trousers, I brush the grain dust and cat hair away, though the grease only smears into the leather. “Wonderful.” Scarlet is going to kill me for coming to breakfast in such a state.

      The kitchen door flies open, and I take an abrupt step backward. My sister steps out with a wooden spoon in her hand and flashes her famous good-morning smile at me, her green eyes crinkling in the corners. “Perfect timing!” she chirps. “I was just about to ring the bell.” Scarlet twirls back into the kitchen, only to stop short. Her pale blue skirts brush against my legs as she spins back around, eyeing my attire with a sigh. “Get rid of that greasy rag, would you? And wipe off your boots,” she demands.

      I follow her inside and mesquite-smoked ham fills my nostrils as the door swings shut behind me.

      “And for goodness sake,” Scarlet says, leaning closer. Her eyes bore into a spot on my cheek. “Wash your face before the corn cakes cool.”

      “We can’t have cold cakes,” I mumble and brush my cheek with the back of my arm.

      Scarlet flashes me a warning glare over her shoulder. I might’ve become the mechanic and nurse in the family since Mama died, but my sister has become the woman of the house—younger she may be, but she’s fierce and capable, and she cooks, sews, and commands what few house staff are still around as if she were Mama herself.

      “Oh, before I forget . . .” I pull two quail feathers from my back pocket. “I thought you might like these for one of your bonnets.”

      Scarlet’s bright eyes widen big as biscuits, and she grins. “Yes, they’re perfect.” She leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “But you still have to wash for breakfast,” she teases.

      With a grumble, I submerge my hands in a pail of water in the back corner of the kitchen and lather them with Mrs. Hill’s famous oatmeal soap to scrub the dirt and grime away.

      “Don’t forget to get under your fingernails, Jo,” she says, and a kitchen chair scrapes the wood-planked floor behind me. “You know how I hate that.”

      I shake my head and scrub harder. “Yes, dear.”

      “It’s not my fault you’re such a boy,” she says playfully. “I can’t imagine who you take after—Papa hasn’t a mechanically inclined bone in his entire body.” She laughs to herself. “He only meddles with polish and bridles.”

      “But Mama did,” I remind her. It’s one of the many reasons she’s so missed.

      “Yes, and you like mysteries and puzzles like her too, I know. I wish you’d solve the enigma of your hair.”

      I whip around to face her, patting at my hastily coiled chignon. “What’s wrong with my hair?” I ask, tossing the hand towel at her.

      “Oh, nothing, if you like the windblown, fresh-out-of-bed look.” She tosses the towel back at me with a smile and turns back toward the stove.

      I step over to a metal grain box on the counter to appraise my reflection.

      “Oh, don’t worry about it, Jo,” Scarlet says, patting my shoulder as she grabs the kettle of hot water. “We’re used to it. Now, sit.”

      She winks at me, and I shake my head. “If you’re not careful, I won’t fix the timer on the toaster.”

      Her mouth parts in feigned horror, and I turn back to the table with a satisfied grin as our father walks into the kitchen.

      His blue eyes briefly meet mine before his lips pull up in a little quirk and he glances between my sister and me. He’s much altered from the past few years, I realize, just as we all are. But it strikes me that he, like most men in Sagebrush, has let his goatee grow fuller to protect his face from the sun and wind. He slides a chair out for me to the right of his.

      Scarlet sets her basket of cornbread biscuits in the center of the table, followed by a plate of eggs and a platter of sliced ham, then she takes her seat in the chair across from me. Once she’s situated, we bow our heads.

      “Bless this day,” Scarlet begins, “the clear sky, and this nourishment to our bodies. We are grateful for this roof over our heads and our good fortune when so many others are struggling. We hope for water, we wish for rain, and we pray that we stay safe.” She pauses. “To a more prosperous future,” she whispers.

      “To a more prosperous future,” Father and I mumble in unison. I’m not sure when those words turned repetitious and empty, but that spark of optimism I felt saying them as a little girl fizzled out a long time ago. There is no hope for things to get better. Not when the marshal won’t even try. Our prayers only serve as reminders that things are getting worse.

      My father pours himself some hot gingerroot water and sets his chipped teacup on his saucer, waiting for us to plate our food, as he does every morning. His hair is rumpled and his clothes wrinkled, like he hasn’t even been to bed yet. I’m not sure what he does in his study, but he retreats there each night after supper as surely as the sun rises each morning.

      “Pass me a corn cake, please, Jo,” Scarlet says, unfolding her napkin in her lap.

      “Of course. We don’t want them to get cold.” I smile wryly at her.

      “This looks delicious, Scarlet,” my father says, examining the small feast decorating the table. He doesn’t smile much, not wholeheartedly; he stopped smiling a long time ago. But my father’s proud of her, the pride lighting his blue eyes says as much.

      Scarlet, on the other hand, can always find a reason to be happy. Whether her endless optimism is for us or for herself, her smile is always wide and beautiful.

      “Where’s Jane this morning?” I ask, realizing she’s not here cooking breakfast for us herself. Though Jane is ten years my senior, she’s always felt like a sister to me—doing my hair as a little girl, helping our old cook in the kitchen before she passed away shortly after my mama’s death. Jane and her father, Nathan, have been the only two steady staff we’ve had throughout the years.

      “Poor little Mary isn’t feeling well,” Scarlet explains, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “Papa received word last night after you’d gone to bed.” Although I don’t say anything, I’m sure it’s dehydration.

      The townspeople have been bordering on it for weeks, though everyone’s fear increases with the sandstorms and the lack of rain. I meet Scarlet’s downcast expression. “Did you send the rider back with a canteen?” I ask, knowing Scarlet thinks similarly in these regards.

      She nods. “Two of them.” Then she clears her throat, as if she’s unaffected. “So, I tried something different with the cakes,” she says, handing my father the ham.

      I break off a piece of my biscuit and take a bite. “Did you?”

      Her eyebrows dance. “I added some of Mr. McGregor’s honey. Let me know what you think.”

      Corn, meat, and dairy are three things that always stock our larder, and Scarlet and Jane find new ways of switching things up every so often. “I like it,” I say, licking my lips. “Gives it a bit more flavor.”

      My father takes a bite, then brushes the crumbs from his mustache. “It’s very good. Sweet, but good.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever liked your corn cakes this much before,” I admit, shoving the rest into my mouth.

      Scarlet shrugs and takes a sip of her ginger water. Like me, she savors every sip, knowing it’s only a matter of time before such frivolous traditions become another memory. “Last week,” she continues, “when I went to the mercantile, I saw Mrs. Pelley. She told me that her grandmother used to speak of things people used to have before the Shift, like coffee and tea and maple syrup.”

      “We have tea,” my father says, taking a sip from his steaming cup. After he sets his teacup down again, he pats his damp mustache with his napkin.

      Scarlet tips her head, incredulous. “We don’t have tea,” she retorts. “We have ginger water and sage leaves and Saguaro wine—and lots of Devil’s Juice—but we don’t have the fine, exotic teas from India or the coffees from the plantations that used to grow to the east.” Scarlet’s eyes widen with wonder. “Just imagine what it would’ve been like,” she says, leaning back in her chair. “Two hundred years ago—lights that would turn on and off without a flame, traveling the continent in a train car, free from the stench of horses and the sun beating down on your face.” She lets out an exaggerated sigh and sits up again. “The point is, Mrs. Pelley mentioned honey was the next best thing to syrup, and I realized I’ve never tried cooking with honey before, it’s too sweet. So, I got some from Mr. McGregor since he’s so proud of his honey beer—he didn’t charge me, of course, since he still owes us for the last-minute grain order last month.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” I say with a mouthful of ham. Remembering myself, I swallow and dab my mouth with my napkin. “I oiled the pistons for the millstone, Father. It should be good as new. If Mr. Ashford would do as I ask and make the men grease them before they leave each night, it would stop locking up so frequently.” It’s a request I’ve made a dozen times, but it seems some of the men pay less and less attention to our requests as the weeks go on.

      “Thank you, Jo.” My father doesn’t bother looking up as he takes a bite of ham. “I’ll speak with Mr. Ashford again.”

      Though I’m certain I already know the answer, I can’t help but ask, “Did you happen to speak with the marshal about the steam engines yet?”

      He nods reluctantly. “Mr. Ashford did, yes.”

      Knowing my father wants as little to do with the marshal as I do, I’m not surprised he left it in Mr. Ashford’s hands. “And?”

      “And Marcus,” he bites out, then he clears his throat. “The marshal doesn’t think we should take the risk of using our precious resources for a return we can’t guarantee. Steam engines need coal—”

      “And the use of coal is outlawed, I know that. That’s why we would use wood to keep them burning—or Saguaro root, perhaps?”

      “Wood we have very little of, Jo, and you know the cacti are in even shorter supply. He would never go for it,” my father adds. “Come up with an engine that will run on sand and he might listen to you, but in the meantime, Ashford says he won’t be swayed.”

      “Of course he won’t,” I grumble. “The possible gain would be everything we need to get Sagebrush up and running again—we could have water and then what would he hold over us?”

      My father’s eyes pin me against my chair, and though I’m not sure what I’ve said, I can tell I’ve upset him.

      “Don’t worry, Jo,” Scarlet says, oblivious to my father’s anger. She grins, amused by whatever thoughts fill her mind. “It will be better for you in the end, you’ll see.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She looks pointedly at me as she forks a small slice of ham onto her plate. “You’re already covered in grease and cow poop half the time. Smoke and soot would ruin you completely. And I swear I saw you spit the other day when you were bringing the horses in from the field.”

      “I did not!” I balk, but of course I did. It’s something Scarlet would understand if she spent more time outdoors in the wind and sand, like I do. “It’s not like it matters though, anyway.”

      “Oh, it matters,” Scarlet chirps. “We’ve not fallen so far from the propriety of old, Jo. You still have to act like a lady. At least some of the time.” She shakes her head, as if I’m simply too much to bear. “Add ‘mad scientist’ and ‘inventor’ to your list of oddities and you’ll never find a husband.”

      I frown. “Nor would I want to marry any of the men in this hellhole, as you well know.”

      My father glares at me, but Scarlet only laughs. “You have to at some point, both of us will. Isn’t that right, Papa?”

      His eyes skirt to mine briefly before they dart away. “Eventually, yes.”

      “And you’re the oldest, so . . .” Scarlet shrugs as if the idea of marriage is akin to picking out which stockings she’ll wear for the day.

      “Unbelievable,” I grouse and drop my fork. It’s the one topic I dread.

      Scarlet crinkles her brow as if I’m the one being absurd.

      “No, seriously, why do I have to marry someone?” I glance between her and my father. “I can manage just fine on my own. I don’t need some depraved ingrate as a husband to keep this place going nor to take care of me.”

      “You know why, Jo.” My father’s voice is gruff and his eyes skirt to me.

      I glare back at him. “No, I don’t. Not really.”

      “They aren’t all so bad, Jo,” Scarlet says, but it’s not at all reassuring. “Mr. Trainer likes you well enough. One might venture to say he’s infatuated with you. I’ve heard him propose to you before, right out on that very porch.”

      I pin Scarlet with a pointed stare. “He was joking. Obviously. And what about you, Sister? Mr. Tomlin is quite normal, I dare say. Well, save for his mutterings and hand flailing as he wanders through town. There’s also the vicar’s son—”

      “The vicar’s son is only fourteen!” Scarlet cries.

      “You’re only eighteen,” I tease her. “Men like an older, wiser woman, anyway.”

      “That’s enough,” my father says and takes another sip from his cup. His eyes cut between us over the brim.

      Scarlet and I look at each other wide-eyed, and settle primly back into our seats.

      “Why couldn’t I have had any sons?” he mutters to himself, lightening the mood again, and Scarlet and I withhold an amused laugh. “They would have no qualms about marrying.”

      “But, seriously, Father. What’s wrong with being unmarried?” I ask again. I can’t help but cringe at the thought of having a husband. “Things aren’t like they were before—there is no one to impress in society anymore and—”

      “Lineage, Jo.” Father sighs and wipes his lips before he looks into my eyes. His gaze rests on mine long enough that I can see the ever-present shame and life-sucking regret behind the specks of green and blue. “It’s about lineage—about keeping this place in the family. And about protection,” he adds. “Surely I don’t need to explain any of that to you.”

      I glance down at my mostly clean fingernails. I missed a dirty spot on my arm, but Scarlet doesn’t seem to notice. Unlike me, she’s been planning her wedding day most of her life. “I’ll wear Mother’s dress with more lace, and I’ll have to extend the hem a bit because I am an inch or two taller.” Scarlet is where the future of little Mason children lies, not me.

      “Oh, I forgot to mention that I plan to visit Mrs. Pelley after church on Sunday.”

      My father’s gaze lingers on me a breath longer before we both look at Scarlet, an unspoken truce passing between us, for now.

      “She’s so poor and lonely now that Mr. Pelley’s died, and I have such an affinity for her. She was always so nice to me.”

      I can imagine Scarlet only six or seven years old with fire-red hair that always set her apart from the other children at the schoolhouse. Seven-year-olds didn’t care about propriety then; they teased her despite her special standing, but Mrs. Pelley looked out for her. She was a good teacher to Scarlet, especially after I began home schooling.

      My sister’s eyes meet mine as she sets her cup down, then she looks at my father. “She mentioned only being able to pick up the necessities at the grocer’s the other day. I think with the heat and the drought . . . I’ll take her some meats and cheeses.”

      My father nods.

      “I’m sure she’d like that, Scarlet,” I tell her, proud of her kind spirit.

      “Actually,” she says, her face falling a little, “Jo, she’s looked a little peaked the past few times I’ve seen her. Do you mind terribly coming to church this Sunday and going with me to visit her? I want to make sure she’s doing okay.”

      My father looks at me and combs his goatee with his dirty fingernails. He’s watching me, waiting for me to find some excuse to stay home and away from town.

      “All right,” I say, knowing my father will push the marriage topic again if I don’t start making appearances in town a bit more frequently. “I’m not sure what I can do, but I’m happy to visit her with you.”

      “Thank you, Jo.” A grateful, toothy smile parts Scarlet’s lips.

      “This place isn’t kind to the elderly or the poor,” my father muses quietly as he tosses his balled-up napkin on the table beside his empty plate. “And you two will do well to make your visit quick. The Grunge is no place to be dawdling.”

      Stacking my father’s plate on top of my own, I shake my head. “Trust me, we won’t.”

      My father nods and leaves us to tend to the kitchen, then retreats to his study.

      Scarlet covers the leftover corn cakes with a towel and sets them back on the table to add to her basket for Mrs. Pelley’s visit, or maybe the orphanage. Then, she pours my father’s leftover tea back in the teapot. “Shh. Don’t tell him.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “It’s not like he’ll know the difference.”

      The kitchen is small and cramped as Scarlet and I work beside one another, but we fall into a natural rhythm, like we have in all aspects of our lives since our mother’s death. We step around each other as we clean, Scarlet humming so that it’s almost as if we’re dancing.

      There’s a jostle of the doorknob and the back door opens as Mr. Ashford steps inside. He doesn’t notice us at first.

      “Mr. Ashford,” Scarlet says with a slight curtsy.

      He immediately removes his hat. “Ladies . . .” He nods at each of us, though his dark brown eyes linger on my sister. “I hope I didn’t interrupt your breakfast.”

      Scarlet’s cheeks flush a rich pink and her expression warms. “No, we’ve finished. Thank you.”

      Eventually, he tears his eyes away from Scarlet and remembers I’m in the room. “Is your father in his study?” he asks me, and his eyebrows pull down in concern.

      I nod. “What is it?”

      He glances between us again, pondering whether or not to speak, before he explains. “There was a shooting last night in town—the glassblower’s son was killed trying to help a young woman and her boy move out of the way when two of those—well, two drifters rode into town.”

      Scarlet gasps. “That’s terrible.”

      “Drifters rode into town?” I ask, truly frightened of them for the first time. The Puebloans have always hated us, from our long-ago history, fighting for this land, to the days when the Shift ravaged nearly everything, sending everyone fleeing for their lives, while we happened to claim Sagebrush. Now, they did anything and would kill anyone to get it back.

      We’d heard stories of their ruthlessness all our lives; we’d seen patrols come back mangled or worse. We’d seen the bodies of drifters who’d gotten too close in the Dead Lands, shot and killed before they could make it into Sagebrush Canyon. Never had they managed to breach our borders and hurt us. Other than my mother. At least that’s what the marshal would have everyone think.

      “He’s in there.” I point toward the back of the house, but Mr. Ashford’s gaze finds Scarlet’s once more. It’s as if he’s worried the news has upset her, and I watch as an unspoken conversation passes between my sister and the marshal’s most elevated deputy.

      Finally, Mr. Ashford pries his gaze from Scarlet, nods to us both, and passes through the kitchen.

      Scarlet stares at the empty doorway long after he’s gone.

      “You do realize,” I start, unable to hide my displeasure, “that Mr. Ashford is ten years older than you and is in the marshal’s pocket, don’t you, Scarlet?”

      The spell seems to break and she looks at me, reluctant. “Yes, of course I do,” she says, turning back to her tub of dishes. “And I don’t know why you feel I need a reminder.”

      I almost smile. “Scarlet, I’ve never seen you blush over any man—especially not twice in one morning—and heaven knows there are plenty throwing themselves at you.”

      “Oh, stop it,” she chides. But I stand there, waiting for her to take me seriously.

      When she finally looks at me, I raise an inquisitive brow. “What’s happening between you?” Unease slithers down my spine, but I must know how far things have gone between them. “How long have you cared for him?”

      Her cheeks redden. “Oh, I don’t know,” she says, turning back to the sink. “A few months, perhaps.” She blows a strand of scarlet-red hair from her face. “I know he’s older, but I like that about him. He’s not some greedy lust monger like the rest of them. There’s a gentle side to him, something different than the others. It’s as if he’s felt loss—I can see it in his eyes when he looks at me.” Scarlet shakes her head. “I know you dislike him, but I can’t help it.”

      If she only knew.

      She grins to herself. “I think it may have started when he shoved Carlyle against the wall and threatened him within an inch of his life for grabbing hold of my arm during the last harvest. I noticed then how protective he was of me, and I haven’t forgotten it.” She pivots to face me. “He might’ve been placed here by the marshal, Jo, but . . . don’t you consider him a part of this place, perhaps even a friend of Papa’s? They are very close, and he’s kind and gets along well with our servants—”

      “And he works for the marshal, Scarlet,” I remind her again. “Don’t forget that. He doesn’t work here out of the goodness of his heart. There’s a reason Marshal Cunningham placed him here.”

      Her brow furrows and her gaze darkens with sadness. “You don’t know that—”

      “Yes, Scarlet, I do.”

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      The past comes back to haunt me, and I silently plead with her to reconsider her feelings, as burgeoning as they might be. “Besides,” I add a bit more playfully, “it’s the quiet ones, like Mr. Ashford, that we need to watch out for. Who knows what’s going on inside that head of his.”

      Scarlet rests her hand on my forearm. “I know you’ve been scarred by the marshal”— she cringes—“you know what I mean. But not everyone is as evil as he is, Jo.” She’s earnest, and sympathy drips from her words, making me bristle. “Whatever Mr. Ashford has done in the past, I truly believe he is a better man now. Every day he has this look in his eyes, as if he’s paying his penance. Regardless of his sins,” she says, brushing a wisp of hair from her face with the back of her hand, “you don’t have to worry about him around me. I know that much. I can feel it.”

      With a sigh, I cross my arms, staring at the faded nightingales on the peeling wallpaper. I don’t know about Mr. Ashford, but I know Scarlet’s right, about one thing: there are still good people in this town, but it’s the terrible ones that are at the helm of it, and we are all just pawns in this sordid, dangerous game they’re playing.
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      “Done already, love?” Ms. Hannah May says as I stumble down the stairs. Cora wraps her arms around my shoulders. She laughs and simpers naughty sentiments into my ear as I try to stand on sore, shaky legs. “She gave you a good romp, did she?” Ms. Hannah grins in satisfaction.

      I crack a smile back at her, though it’s forced, even with the tequila in my veins. The visage of the madam dances around, and I’m content to realize that despite a bit of lingering darkness in the back of my mind, I don’t quite remember what troubles I’d meant to drink away.

      “I think . . . I’m sated . . . for now.” I flash them both a wolfish grin and peer out at the room, glad to feel the haze of indifference once more.

      It seems louder in here tonight, the piano music mostly drowned out by drunken laughter and conversation. The metal shutters are open and dying sunlight filters in. I’m uncertain how long I’ve been in here, but at least the heat of day is lifting. Whores with bright wigs and feathered headscarves sit in the laps of Sagebrush’s most whiskey-trounced filth. Only briefly do I wonder when this became my life, as pleasurable as it sometimes is.

      Ashford walks into the saloon then, a serious air about him, as always, and I know he’s here on business for my father, not for sport.

      As curiosity and reality begin to prick their way through my haze, Cora licks behind my ear, sending an excited chill down to my groin and pulling me back to distraction. “Care for another round?” she purrs. She’s got this enticing act of hers down to a science, I’ll give her that.

      “Jesus, woman,” I say, craning my neck to nip at her bottom lip. “You trying to put me in an early grave? I’m too young to die—no matter how appealing it sounds,” I add morosely, and decide I need another drink. “Let’s play some cards.”

      Ms. Hannah nods to my typical table. “Have a seat, I’ll get you a bottle.”

      I sit down in a rickety chair at an uneven table—shit for playing cards on—that’s covered in a thick layer of sand, like everything always is in this town. I inhale a deep breath of stale ale and cigar smoke, then exhale, unsurprised when I see the pastor disappearing into a room upstairs with one of the girls. This saloon should be a pious man’s nightmare, but like everything else in Sagebrush, there is nothing unspoiled. This town is a rotted-out hellhole. I know my purpose in life and what I owe my father for all that he’s done for me, but I can’t imagine being the next marshal of this sinking sandpit.

      Cora climbs up into my lap so that her breasts are in perfect view, supple and distracting. “Harry! Jim!” I shout to the regulars sitting at the bar. They peer over their shoulders and grin excitedly. “Come, join me for a game of three-card monte or poker or something!” I know they’ll accept; they always do when my money is at stake.

      Heather, a leggy brunette at the bar I had a tumble with last week, winks at me before she turns to focus her attentions on the man to her right. He’s young and his shoulders stiffen as she runs her hand over his back. He’s nervous in here, and clearly one of my father’s new deputies, by the looks of it. His gun hangs on his hip and the nice leather vest he’s wearing is more expensive than most men in here can afford. I wonder if it’s the newbie’s first time in the saloon and laugh. The poor sod has no idea what debauchery he’s getting himself into.

      Harry and Jim both pull out a chair, more than happy to oblige my offer. They clank their pints against the table as they plop into their seats, and I get a whiff of something pungent. “What the hell are you drinking?” I ask “Rotgut?”

      “We can’t all afford the fancy stuff,” Jim mutters, though I choose to ignore him. I know he’s a poor man, and though I think he should be home with his wife and kid instead of sitting down here with this lot, spending what little dime he has, I oblige him. Playing cards alone is difficult and, if I allow myself to admit it, lonely. I wave for Hannah to bring two more glasses as she returns.

      “My little cherry blossom,” I say in Cora’s ear. She smells of sex and the sweet stench of jasmine. “It’s time for cards. Take this coin and come find me in an hour.”

      “Oh, all right,” she pouts, then leans down to my ear. “But don’t forget about me. I still owe you that massage . . .” She simpers and fumbles with the button of my leathers. She looks down to the bulge in my trousers, and her cheeks redden. God, she’s good.

      With a growl, I pull her earlobe between my teeth, which elicits a giggle, just the way I like it—or at least I used to—sweet and doting, even if it is contrived. “Off with you,” I say and push her from my mind before I lose myself down a road of what am I doing? and is this what my life has come to?

      Hannah pours us men a drink. “You three behave yourselves, now,” she says with a wink. She never means it; it would be bad for business if we brought our Sunday best to her saloon. Ms. Hannah struts away, her long black hair curled down to her waist, her hips rocking from side to side. If Cora and Heather—and all the ladies, for that matter—are the princesses of pleasure, Ms. Hannah is the queen and no doubt taught them everything they know.

      I gulp down my glass of tequila and hit the table. “Well, gentlemen, what will it be? Poker?”

      Jim and Harry laugh.

      “I see no gentlemen here,” Harry says. “I’m not even sure you count.”

      “Just—deal the cards, Harry,” I tell him and pull the cigar from my vest pocket. As I’m lighting up, my eyes land on Tom Doyle, a slimy bastard I distrust more than anyone with their fingers in my father’s coin purse. The way he follows my father around is pathetic, but then I wonder why I even care.

      I’m not surprised to see Doyle in here, nor am I surprised to find him eyeing me. His dislike for me is obvious, though he’s never said anything openly to me. He hates me, to be sure, but because of jealousy or something else? I realize I don’t care as Doyle takes a drink from his pint and turns his back to me, slowly— daringly.

      “Clayton,” Ashford says, walking over to me. He glances from the tequila bottle to me. “You wouldn’t, by any chance, need collecting yet, would you?”

      I laugh and reach up to smack Ashford’s shoulder. “Always the good man,” I say. “Has my father sent you for me?”

      He shakes his head and nods to Harry and Jim. “Not at all, I just thought I’d check.”

      “You know me, Ashford, I’ll figure something out.”

      “You always do,” he mumbles so quietly I barely hear him. Ashford dips his hat in understanding, and with a final look, he turns to leave.

      “Shall we?” Harry asks and he looks down to my cards. “I ain’t gettin’ any younger over here.”

      “No, but you’re getting drunker,” I tell him. “Get ready to lose your breeches, boys.” I toss in a few coins. They do the same and we stare down at our poker hands, straight-faced and calculating. There are three things I do well in this miserable life: cards, drinking, and women. God, it’s depressing, but at least it’s fun.

      “Jim,” I say, staring at the back of his cards. “You’re up.”

      He glances between us, and I wonder for a moment if he has any idea how much money I’m going to let him win, even though I know I shouldn’t. It’s the least I can do given my station versus his. It’s all I can do. I know what squalor his children must live in. Fur trapping isn’t what it was years ago, when wild animals, big or small, weren’t so scarce.

      We each take a turn, trading and laying out our cards. Just as I’m about to fan out my flush, there’s a commotion at the bar. The music stops, but only for a moment. It continues again as the pianist remembers himself, though my attention remains fixed on Doyle and the way he’s grabbing onto Rose, one of Hannah’s new girls.

      “Whatcha got?” Harry asks, but I toss my hand onto the table. I’m in no state to start something with Doyle, even if I’m itching for a fight, but I can’t help it. I stand up.

      “Clay, leave it be,” Jim warns, but when Doyle slaps Rose across the face, my feet move faster.

      “Doyle,” I say, stopping a fair pace from him and his men. He looks at me, and Rose uses the distraction to wrench her arm away from him. My shooting hand automatically inches toward the butt of my pistol, but then I remember it’s upstairs.

      “What do you want, Cunningham?” he says, eyes narrowing on me.

      Doyle’s men cluster around him. They’re also disheveled and unarmed, save for Doyle. There are three too many men for me to fight on my own, but then I realize I don’t really care.

      “I want you to keep your hands off the ladies.”

      He sneers. “There are no ladies here.”

      I smile, though I don’t find him the slightest bit funny. “True. But you should keep your hands off them all the same. They’ll simper and smirk at you—tell you whatever you want to hear and ride you all night long. You don’t have to hit them to get what you want.”

      “And who the hell are you to tell me what I can do?” he growls, taking a step toward me. His men step with him. “Oh, I forgot, the marshal’s sorry excuse for a son.” He laughs to himself and peers around at his men, ensuring their amusement. “You have a lot of nerve, trying to act like you’re anything like your father.”

      My tequila haze is quickly replaced by adrenaline and I chuckle, feeling the scarred skin around my knuckles tighten as I clench my fists. “You’re right, Doyle. I’m nothing like my father.” One of his men takes a step toward me, and I ram my knuckles into his jaw, knocking him to the ground before he can even raise his arm to hit me. “But I’m a better fighter.”

      Doyle dissects me inch by inch, as if he’s looking for a chink, and two more of his men step forward.

      “Fellas,” Ms. Hannah May calls, strolling over. She’s the appearance of calmness and control, but I can see the nervous gleam in her eyes as they shift between me and Doyle. “Let’s have a drink and settle this like real men, shall we? This is a place of pleasure, not pain.”

      Doyle’s man on the floor climbs up to his feet. His eyes are hard and fixed on me, his fists clenched.

      “You know how the marshal feels about fighting in my establishment,” Hannah adds, and she leans into Doyle, her stare unwavering. “I don’t want to have to tell him that his men are unwelcome in the Brass Rail on account of you.” It’s the perfect threat, the only one that Doyle would likely listen to, lucky for me.

      Doyle’s lip pulls into a snarl. After a brief, silent deliberation, he nods to his men and they face the bar—none too happy, but they do it all the same. My father’s men wouldn’t take kindly to being kept from the Rail on account of Doyle’s temper, even the newbies that look at Doyle like he’s some sort of god.

      Ms. Hannah is all smiles and platitudes as she grabs them a bottle of her finest whiskey from behind the counter. She bids them happy drinking until she turns to me and her expression hardens. With ladylike composure, she walks over, gray painted eyes narrowed.

      “Take a walk,” she says, more of a demand than a suggestion. “Cora!” she shouts over her shoulder. Cora looks up from flirting with another patron at the end of the bar. Her pink lips part in a large grin and she winks at me. With a whisper in the patron’s ear, she excuses herself to saunter over to me, her blonde curls still mussed from our wrestling match between the sheets.

      Ms. Hannah shoves the rest of my bottle of tequila at me, her eyes full of censure and warning, though she says nothing.

      Cora slides up beside me. “There’s my girl . . .” I simper. I find a strange sort of calm and comfort in her presence, and pull her in for a long, hungry kiss. “Let’s get some fresh air,” I say almost breathless into her ear. I take a swig from the bottle, planning on drinking myself into a dead sleep before the night’s over.

      With my arm wrapped around Cora’s shoulders, we walk out the door. I’m grateful the heat has dissipated with the setting sun, and the sky is an inky purple. A light breeze fills my nose and the sound of wagon wheels and barking dogs replaces the off-key piano and laughter from inside.

      “Where are we going?” Cora asks, kissing my cheek. “Back to your place?”

      I laugh, imagining the look on Kitty’s face at the sight of a whore sitting down to the overdressed breakfast table with us tomorrow morning. “No, definitely not.”

      Cora’s face falls.

      “Now, now, my sweet,” I say, pulling her into my arms. “I thought we might dance under the stars tonight.”

      Her brown eyes widen. “I do love a good twirl.” The instant she grins, I grab her hands and step down from the sidewalk, determined to twirl her until she giggles and falls in a dizzy mess into my arms. We spin and laugh and nearly topple over when a horse whinnies beside me and a woman curses. “Do you mind!”

      Cora and I stop twirling, my chest heaving from exertion, and I peer at a buckskin beast prancing beside me, then up into the anger-slitted eyes of one of the Mason sisters. Her father and sister are posted atop their horses, staring at me, wide-eyed.

      “Ah, Miss Mason and Miss Scarlet—Mr. Mason,” I say breathily, trying to remember myself. I smooth out my vest and clear my throat, withholding a laugh. “I do apologize.” I gesture to my dancing partner. “We were just having ourselves a good twirl.”

      Although the younger Miss Mason looks questioningly at Cora, the eldest Miss Mason looks from my face to the bottle of tequila in my hand. She appears almost sickened before she seems to remember herself and straightens.

      “I’m sorry to have startled your horses,” I offer sincerely. “Please . . .” I step out of their path and bow. “Have a splendid evening.”

      They click their horses forward, and when my gaze wanders back up to them, the elder Miss Mason peers back at me for only a moment, and even in my haze, I wonder what on earth she could be thinking. And once again, I wonder why I care.
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      “ . . . And when all was thought to be lost, when the world was torn apart by floods and toxic fogs and angry winds, it was us—our ancestors and our parish—that persevered and refused to give in so easily.” Sweat accumulates on Pastor Thornton’s bald head and he uses the sleeve of his stained linen shirt to wipe it off as he steps down from his lectern. His beard is gray and wiry, and dark shadows surround his eyes. He’s sick, but whether it’s the heat that leathers his face, making him seem drawn and sunken in, or the sand that lingers in his airways, forcing him to catch his breath with each pause that punctuates his words, I’m not sure.

      “It’s easy to forget,” he continues, “that we should cherish every single moment. While life is not as easy as it once was, we are counted among the few that are living. The Shift taught us this much, at least: life is fleeting, and the consequences of our actions are dire. Progress changed the face of the world, it ruined mankind and thrust us into the far-reaching expanse of the desert, but we are not discouraged, for where there is life, there is hope. Some of you may feel that your lives are meager here, and it is hard. But it’s because of the marshal’s gracious nature—his leadership and that of his deputies—that we have lives here at all. Danger stalks this land, and thieves and savages would take all that we have away from us, yet, we are safe. For without the protection of both our lord and our leader, we would be nothing. We would have nothing.

      “And today, as should be the case every day, we are grateful for each breath and every waking moment we have left on this earth.” Pastor Thornton looks over at the marshal and his family, rasps a shallow breath, and waits for an approving wink before he continues on.

      With a ragged exhale, I roll my eyes. It would seem the marshal has a say in the pastor’s sermons, as well as everything else in this dying place. I fan myself for a much-needed disruption and tune the pastor’s words out. Despite the high rafters, heat saturates the room, making it impossible to focus anyway. I fan a fly away and glance at Scarlet beside me. Her attention is fixed, but a deep breath gives her impatience away. I clasp her lace-gloved hand in mine.

      It’s barely noon and the air is already heavy and sticky against my skin, and my petticoats suffocate my legs. Sundays are dreadful, and not only because I’m forced to wear a dress two layers too thick. It’s the marshal’s gaze that prompts me to swallow my increasing unease away; it’s his gaze that I will never grow used to, and I try to ignore the hair as it rises on the back of my neck.

      Pastor Thornton’s bald, glistening head reflects the rainbow of colors in the arched glass window behind him, and my eyes fix on the vibrant blue. It’s only then that I realize how thirsty I am. I straighten in my seat, comforted by the promise of fresh air outside, away from the stench of compacted, sweaty bodies and dirty skin.

      “So we—and then . . .” Pastor Thornton stumbles over a few words, as if he’s forgotten his lines or perhaps is still drunk from his night of debauchery. Though he’s one of the lucky folks to be in the marshal’s good favor—given larger rations of water and status in exchange for his preaching—the pastor and his wife squander everything away. Everyone knows as much.

      He clears his throat and wipes the sweat from his brow with a shaking hand. “And so,” he continues and plants his palm against his lectern, “you have plenty to think about as you go about your business on this warm, stormless day. Ponder what your purpose is in this town, during a time when every skill could be a lifeline and every burden is borne together.” Whether by design or the misfortune of me being in the front row, the pastor’s eyes fix on me. “Will you walk out these doors and do as you must for the town—for your family? Will you embrace your place here and cherish your good fortune?”

      I glance away, his stare too blatant and unnerving, and study the faces of others in the pews around me instead. Everyone’s eyelids are leaden and their brows shimmering with perspiration. Some people wear their headscarves in case of a sudden storm. Ladies fan themselves fervently. Men swallow thickly and adjust their top hats, most of them tattered and sun scorched.

      Ms. Dotty Rinehurst, the bookshop owner, with her long gray braid hanging over her shoulder, shuts her eyes, brings her hand to her temple, and takes a ragged breath. We’ve been cooped up in here for too long, I realize as I take in so many blank faces. Another stifling hot day without a water ration increase.

      Thankfully, the pastor finally finishes his closing remarks, and we all rise, some more quickly and animatedly than others. Scarlet and I stand with forced ladylike composure, at least on my part, and we both let out a long, relieved breath as we prepare to file out of the church. My father steps out into the aisle, then moves aside to let Scarlet and I step out in front of him.

      “Please,” says a familiarly cool, collected voice. “Allow me.” The marshal offers me his arm and my heart stops in surprise. Determined to conceal my discomfort, I nod politely. The marshal’s reprobate of a son, Clayton, takes his mother’s arm and steps up behind us. Kitty, the marshal’s oldest daughter, takes the youngest’s small hand in hers. She has a soft sort of kindness about her as she whispers to the little girl, then Kitty flashes me a glower more searing than the sun itself, and I quickly look away. Having the marshal at my side, our arms touching and his hand on mine, is distressing enough without having to worry about her bitter expression. I’m not sure why she’s always disliked me, but she does little to hide it.

      It’s an honor for most to be escorted by the marshal. As the law of the town, his family is royalty, and his protection from the treacherous Dead Lands is reason enough for everyone to disregard every atrocity he’s ever committed, especially if it means everyone is safe. But the past is too dark and alive in me to overlook. His attentions have never been welcomed and are no honor to my family, and definitely not to me. With the scent of his aftershave filling my nose, it’s all I can do to keep myself from spiraling back to that wet, dark cave.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      My father mumbles something behind us, and I’m sure he takes Scarlet’s arm in his, though I don’t see much of anything as I am paraded down the aisle, surrounded by onlookers. Most folks hurry to move out of our way in respect for the Cunninghams, but to me it feels like some sick show that no one but my family has been allowed to glimpse behind the curtain.

      “Pastor Thornton’s sermon was quite good today, don’t you agree, Miss Mason?” Marshal Cunningham’s words are superficial and for others’ ears more than for mine, but I nod in agreement.

      “Yes, quite.”

      We step out of the church and into the heat of the day. Even the slight breeze against my skin is like water on my parched tongue. I pause briefly, closing my eyes as I take a deep, steadying breath. My corset feels too tight, my skirts cling to my damp legs, and the thought that there is nothing I can do about standing here with him in this miserable heat makes me want to scream.

      “Come,” the marshal says, and the moment I feel the pressure of his palm against my back, I flinch away before I can stop myself. He looks at me, his green eyes dark and knowing, though his expression is unreadable. He has a graying beard now that makes him seem older and less menacing than in years past, but I know the truth of what hides behind his false pleasantries. “Are you feeling all right, Miss Mason?” he asks.

      Smile and curtsy. It’s a command I have repeated to myself in his presence for as far back as I care to remember. And, as always, I force myself to do just that. “Yes, of course. It’s the heat.” The words stumble out more meekly than I would like, but it’s rare that the marshal pays me such obvious attention and it’s beyond unnerving.

      “Yes, it’s quite warm today,” he says as if a normal conversation were even possible between us. “Mr. Ashford tells me that some of the men have been harassing you and your sister at the ranch,” he says thoughtfully. “I want you to know—”

      “Marshal,” Doyle interrupts as he steps over, a spark of wild excitement in his eyes. “There’s something that needs your attention—”

      “I’m sure it can wait,” the marshal says coolly. “It’s Sunday. I’m at church with my family.” He grinds out the words and Doyle looks almost injured.

      His deputy sucks his spit between his teeth, his gaze shifting between me and the marshal. He has his headscarf and cape on, his goggles hanging around his neck as if he’s been out in the Dead Lands, though there isn’t a storm cloud in the sky.

      “Is everything all right, Father?” Clayton asks, stepping up to us. He and Doyle exchange a silent, menacing conversation of sorts. Their dislike of one another is obvious.

      “Yes, quite all right,” the marshal says, glancing at me. He smiles but it falters when he looks at Doyle still standing there dumbly. “Leave us,” he commands.

      Hands on his hips, Doyle spits defiantly and finally tears his gaze away from Clayton before he stomps away.

      The marshal looks at his son and is about to say something else when Pastor Thornton runs up to them, claiming the marshal’s attention once more, to my delight. I pull my arm from his and nod a quick thank you for his attentions though my muscles are wound tight and ready to flee.

      I look past the marshal as he steps away, at Doyle mounting his horse who’s breathing heavily beside the church. Two men wait for him, their sand gear on as well. Their horses’ eyes are covered in sand masks, and I wonder what they’ve found that’s so important. Regardless, with all of them gone, I let out a breath of relief.

      “Rotten swine,” Clayton mutters to himself as he watches them disappear. I’m surprised by his reaction, and he and I exchange a quick look.

      Though I have rarely talked to Clayton since childhood, I know his character well enough. He doesn’t seem to care much about anything other than booze and women. And, given the shadows around his eyes and his wrinkled and unkempt clothes, it would seem he pulled himself out of another drunken rut of debauchery to grace us with his presence this morning, much like the vicar.

      My father and Scarlet stop beside us, and Clayton offers them his charming smile. It’s his secret weapon, and I wonder how many times it’s gotten him both in and out of trouble. Then, as if he can feel my appraisal of him, his quartz-blue eyes shift to me.

      “Miss Mason,” he says, remembering himself, and he offers me a half bow, just like a gentleman. His light hair is longish and curls slightly behind his ears, dampened with sweat.

      “Mr. Cunningham, you look well this morning,” I lie with a slight curtsy. “As usual.”

      “I’m sorry about Doyle, whatever he said.”

      I wave his apology away. “I see Doyle nearly every day, Mr. Cunningham, I’m used to him by now.”

      “This heat is insufferable,” Kitty says as she shuffles over to her brother, batting at a fly. Her dirty-blonde curls bounce with the movement and she pulls her cherub-faced sister in tow. While Kitty’s clothes are hard to miss in their vibrant pinks and oranges with white lace and exquisite beading around the waist, little Isabel wears a simple, elegant dress of pleated tans and browns, like her mother.

      Isabel, no more than six or seven years old, curtsies. “Good afternoon, Miss Mason,” she says in her angelic little voice. She smiles, her blue eyes bright in the sunlight.

      I can’t help but smile back at her, curtsying in return. “Good morning, Miss Isabel. Those ribbons on your bonnet are quite pretty.”

      Shyly, she pulls the end of one of the loose silk threads through her fingers. “Thank you.” She’s all politeness, and her brother looks at me with a quirk on his lips.

      He’s about to say something when Kitty grabs onto his arm to steady herself. She bends down to fix the hem of her dress, knocking him off-balance, oblivious. “Kitty, really,” Clayton groans, widening his stance. “Can’t you—”

      “Can’t I what? It doesn’t hurt you to just hold on a moment,” she gripes, tugging on his arm as she lifts up her heeled boot and picks at it.

      Even though they don’t appear to get along very well, it strikes me how similar they are, despite their differences. Kitty embodies everything from a life that no longer exists—petulant, lazy, and frivolous—while Clayton lives as if he hasn’t a care in the world, gambling and drinking like the spoiled son of the marshal that he is.

      Mr. Ashford steps up to us next, Mrs. Cunningham on his arm. Both of them nod in greeting.

      I nearly laugh as Clayton rolls his eyes at his sister, but my humor is gone the moment he regards me again. His mother says something, drawing his attention away, but my gaze lingers on him.

      Unexpectedly, I find myself drawn to his disheveled appearance. Unshaven, the stubble around his jaw is almost translucent in the sunlight, and his nose, which is a tad crooked, makes him look almost pleasant in a humanlike way. I recall the woman he was laughing and twirling with the other night in the middle of the street and how amused they seemed to be. Even a novice like me knows who that woman was to him—everyone knows what women are to him—and for a moment, I wonder what it would feel like to be so liberated. An image of them together flashes through my thoughts, and I swallow thickly.

      “Jo,” Scarlet says.

      “It’s the heat,” I quickly explain and whip my head around to look at her.

      Her green eyes are wide and smiling at me. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Nothing,” I mutter. “Are you ready to visit Mrs. Pelley? I noticed she didn’t make it to church today.”

      “Ah, Miss Mason,” Pastor Thornton says when he and the marshal are finished with their conversation. He bows his head to me and then my sister, his weathered skin glistening. “Miss Scarlet. You both look positively radiant this afternoon.” His beady eyes dance between us.

      “Radiant is a word for it,” I mutter and blow a loose strand of hair from my face to no avail.

      “Yes, well,” Pastor Thornton says, “it is rather warm today.”

      I reach up and tuck the strand back up in my braided twist, grumbling when it falls out again. I finally give up and tuck it behind my ear, and when I finish, I catch Clayton watching me—and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a shadow of a smile playing on his lips.

      “At least we’ve had a day’s reprieve from any lightning or sandstorms,” the pastor continues, and he glances at the watchtower jutting from the center of town. I eye the deputy inside the metal safe box on the lookout platform, hopeful our luck continues. The alarms have become a daily call to shelter, and I wonder how long until sand clouds settle over us permanently.

      “Well,” I say, too warm and agitated to stand listlessly a moment longer. “It’s a bit unbearable out here in the sun. Shall we tend to our errands, Sister?” I fan away the dust kicked up from folks milling around.

      Scarlet and my father open their mouths, all too willing to agree, when there’s a scuffle by the church door and a group of people crowd around.

      “What’s happened?” Clayton asks, hurrying over, and automatically I follow.

      “Ms. Rinehurst—she’s fallen!” someone calls.

      I push my way through the crowd. “Move out of my way,” I demand, but everyone stands dumbly around her. “Don’t just stand there, move!” I shout, elbowing past them.

      When I reach Ms. Rinehurst, she is unconscious and crumpled on the ground. Her lips are dry and peeling. “She needs water!” I shout and crouch down beside her. “Give me some room!” I peer around at worried faces. “Now!”

      I check Ms. Rinehurst’s pulse, then her skin elasticity. Clayton crouches down beside me. “What’s happened?”

      “Her pulse is weak. She needs water.” I peer up at the crowd, waiting for someone to take action, but they all gawk back at me as if I’ve asked for it to rain. “She’s dehydrated; she needs water. Hurry!” I say it loudly and angrily enough that Marshal Cunningham—everyone, for that matter—can hear me.

      In spite of his bedraggled appearance, Clayton moves quickly. He pushes back through the crowd, shouting at them to back away, and he rushes out of view, hopefully to find some water. I stand and peer around, looking for a shady place to move Ms. Rinehurst, but being on the outskirts of town, there is nothing substantial enough to risk jostling her.

      “Let me carry her inside,” my father says, but I shake my head. “It’s sweltering in there. She looked ill during the sermon. It’s better out here with a little bit of a breeze.” I swat a bothersome fly from her face and spy Kitty standing there, horrified as she peers down at the poor elderly woman. “May I borrow your parasol?” I ask her.

      When Kitty hesitates, Mrs. Cunningham steps forward. “Here,” she says, her voice gentle and her brow creased with worry. “Use mine.” Little Isabel looks down at Ms. Rinehurst, her eyes wide with horror.

      “She’ll be all right, Isabel, don’t you worry,” I tell her and hand the parasol to Scarlet, who’s come closer. “Make sure her face is covered, at least.” Scarlet nods, and I hand Mrs. Cunningham my fan as she crouches down. “Please, use this. Don’t stop until I can get her cooled down a little.”

      Mrs. Cunningham complies and nods to Kitty. “Take your sister,” she demands, and Kitty does so without a second thought and disappears from the crowd.

      I scan the faces around us for my father. He hurries over with a couple more parasols.

      “Move!” Clayton shouts, coming up through the crowd behind him. He rushes toward me with a small pail of water and a ladle. “Here—it was all the baker had.”

      I nod, grateful, and we both crouch down beside the frail woman. “Ms. Rinehurst,” I say softly as I try to stir her awake. “I need you to drink this.” When she doesn’t respond, Clayton brings the ladle to her lips and I part them the best I can, anxious to get water in her mouth. “Dotty . . . can you hear me?”

      Clayton dribbles a bit more water onto her tongue and face, and Dotty stirs a little. Slowly but surely, her eyes flutter open and she squints around, panicking.

      “Take it easy, Ms. Rinehurst. You’ll be all right, but you need to drink some more water—slowly, now . . . There you go.”

      Eventually, her eyes brighten a bit. “Thank you, Miss Mason,” she says, her voice still weak. “I’m not sure what came over me.”

      “You need more water, Dotty,” I say, forgetting myself again.

      Her eyes widen at my familiarity, but I don’t care. “Have you no water at home?”

      Her face reddens but she doesn’t try to hide it. “I do, yes, I’ve just been rationing it . . .”

      “Drink as much as you need,” I tell her.

      “But—that’s . . .” I turn around to find Mrs. Fletcher, the baker’s wife, stammering behind me.

      “That’s what?” I ask harshly. “Your water? Can’t you see she’s—”

      “We’ll make sure your water supply is replenished,” Clayton says, and while part of me wonders if he’s simply saying that, another part of me thinks he’s serious, and I’m grateful for his unexpected generosity.

      Mrs. Fletcher looks relieved, guilty, and even remorseful when she looks at me again. “Sorry, miss,” she says, but I turn back to Dotty as she regains her bearings.

      “You’re going to be just fine,” I say easily. I brush her loose gray hair from her face. “You can take the rest of this home with you.”

      “Thank you, Miss Mason—Mr. Cunningham.” Dotty nods to us both. “I’m not sure how I could possibly thank you both.”

      “There’s no need to thank us, Ms. Rinehurst. You would’ve done the same for us.” Even if I’m not sure that any of these desperate, thirsty people would’ve done this for me, I know Dotty would have. She used to sit with me in the bookstore when I was a girl, before I stopped coming to town much, and she would daydream with me. There’s always been something kind about her, something motherly that I’d forgotten until now.

      “Wonderful,” the marshal says behind me. “She already looks better.”

      My heart hardens, and I glower at him. He’s looking down on us with praise, though I wonder what care he would’ve given her if I hadn’t been here.

      “Surely, Marshal,” I say loudly just as he turns to walk away, “you wouldn’t be opposed to giving Ms. Rinehurst, and perhaps all the elderly people in this town, a bit more of a water ration, especially since she’s in need of it.” I’m fully aware that by putting him on the spot in front of half the town, I’m forcing him to make a choice that could help everyone in this place at my expense.

      He and I exchange a look—a drawn out breath—both of us calculating how badly this could end for each of us. If he denies everyone more drinking water while they are shaken up and in heightened fear of dehydration, he would lose their favor. Meanwhile, I’d likely gain his unwanted attentions and he would rain down on me some form of punishment, something horrible I know he’s more than capable of.

      His gaze flicks to my father before landing on me again. “Yes, Miss Mason,” he finally concedes. “You’re right.” He looks around at the townsfolk clustered about. “With the days growing hotter, it seems necessary to increase everyone’s rations by half a pailful, whatever your pail size might be. I would be happy to do so.”

      “But what if we run out!” someone shouts from the crowd. “You said we might not have enough until the rains come,” another says.

      Mr. Kingston, the glassblower, steps forward. “We’ll run out of water, Marshal, and then we’ll all die of thirst.”

      Without pause, Marshal Cunningham holds his hand up to silence the distraught chatter. “Ladies, gentlemen—please, let me worry about that. That’s my job, after all, to keep you safe and healthy the best I can. Have I not done that? Do you not have meat and corn and bread lining your shelves?”

      “Don’t forget the drinks and women!” Deputy Carlyle shouts with a laugh. I meet Scarlet’s gaze and shake my head.

      Some of the others join in, laughing at the depravity the marshal allows to run rampant when it comes to his deputies. The rest of the group, though, glance around and mutter to one another.

      “I’ll admit,” the marshal starts again, “that I might have been a bit more stringent on the rations than was absolutely necessary, but it was for the good of everyone. I want to prolong our water supply for as long as possible, but during these sultrier days, there should be exceptions. All rations for the week will be increased, but not excessively, keep in mind.” He peers around at everyone as they eye him with uncertainty. “Are we in agreement?”

      Many sets of eyes drift up to the water tower just peeking up at the edge of town, the windmill spinning merrily. How low is the water level, really? I refrain from asking the marshal what he’s been doing to find us more or to admit how much we have left.

      A few heads nod happily at the idea of increased rations, then a couple more as they begin to realize he’s serious and everyone remembers their thirst. I watch as people’s faces alight with relief at the idea of more water, at least for now.

      “Drink up!” the marshal shouts, and people begin to cheer; they’re too desperate to do otherwise.
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      While my father goes off to meet with the butcher, Scarlet and I visit Mrs. Pelley in the Grunge, the sooty part of town where stone buildings shield overworked millworkers from the harsh sun. The air is thick with the stench of decay in the sweltering heat, though I imagine the tanner and the milliner, the butcher and the workers are all used to it by now.

      “Mrs. Pelley’s place should be right down here somewhere,” Scarlet says, eyeing the worn numbers outside the apartments. “Ah, here we are.” She shuffles her basket of produce from one arm to the other and knocks gently on the splintered door.

      A mangy, wirehaired mutt runs by, barking as it nearly knocks me over, two small, soot-faced children run excitedly after it and into an apartment just up the street.

      There’s a rustle behind Mrs. Pelley’s front door before it opens, and a stout, round-faced woman with wide, pale eyes opens the door.

      “Miss Mason? Miss Scarlet?” She glances between us, pulling the lapel of her night-robe closed around her neck. “I wasn’t expecting you,” she rasps, coughing a little, and even with my penchant for avoiding town, I’m glad that we came. Her skin is pallid, her smile faltering, and she’s not sweating as she should be in this heat. I wonder how long it’s been since she had a full glass of water.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Pelley, we’ve just come to check on you,” Scarlet chirps. “Don’t fret.” She lifts up the basket of goodies and peeks beyond the open door into the house. “We come bearing gifts and we’ll make it quick. May we impose on you for a moment?”

      “Um, yes, of course.”

      After salutations and polite inquiries, I’m not surprised to discover why Mrs. Pelley was absent from church—a case of headaches and lethargy.

      “Well, fret no longer, Mrs. Pelley. Jo, here, got the marshal to increase water rations, for a little while, at least. Though I’m not sure what the repercussions will be.” Scarlet mumbles the last part with a crumpled brow, then excuses herself and heads out the door to the ration station at the water tower down the street.

      I pull the beets and potatoes, the cured ham, and the chilled round of cow’s cheese from the basket. “May I?” I ask Mrs. Pelley as I step into her open kitchen area.

      “Please,” she says and sits down warily in her cramped, stale-aired sitting area.

      I can tell she’s a little uneasy, hosting us unannounced, so I make myself busy as I scan the small space for her icebox. “Be sure you drink plenty of water today, Mrs. Pelley,” I say and leave the remaining produce on the small kitchen table for her to tend to later. “There’s no reason to hold back now, you realize? It will make you feel better.”

      Fanning herself, Mrs. Pelley nods, her mouth turned up in a small, grateful way. “Yes, thank you, Miss Mason.”

      “Scarlet is the one who wanted to come,” I admit, sitting down beside her. “And I’m happy we did.”

      Cordiality turns to silence as the two of us wait for Scarlet to return. Mrs. Pelley peers around the room, anxious, though her mien says that perhaps she’s a little grateful to have visitors, too.

      “That’s a lovely tapestry.” I nod to the pastoral representation of a landscape not of this world. There are large, reaching shade trees and a babbling brook with two young lovers resting beside it.

      Mrs. Pelley stares longingly at it. “Why, thank you, Miss Mason. It was a gift from my husband thirty years ago, when we married. I believe his mother passed it down to him and so on.”

      “It’s still in such wonderful condition,” I admire. Most of what we have from times before has been pillaged, artifacts left behind or unearthed during scavenging trips to villages and towns long since covered in dust. “It’s barely moth-eaten at all.”

      My sister returns then, a broad smile on her face. “More water,” she chirps happily, and I eye the size of Mrs. Pelley’s pail and the number that’s etched into the side of it.

      Mrs. Pelley moves to rise from her seat, but Scarlet wags her finger. “No, stay as you are, I insist. I’ll pour you some fresh water.” The stench of the dirty streets clings to Scarlet, and I silently commend her for ignoring it in the confines of the apartment.

      Mrs. Pelley looks relieved as she follows Scarlet’s movements through the kitchen, and it infuriates me that this is what we’ve been reduced to, a number on a pail and barely enough water for a single person. It’s not just the water that concerns me, though.

      While a small shantytown extends beyond the edge of Sagebrush proper for folks unable to afford the ruins this part of town has to offer, these old stone apartments give me pause. The occupants are too poor for steel reinforcing, and though the buildings offer a semblance of shelter for the businesses huddled between them, they’ve also borne the brunt of sandstorms for centuries. It’s only a matter of time before they crumble.

      I try to imagine what this apartment might’ve been like two centuries ago—freshly laid bricks and unpitted windows. All I can see now is a decrepit building containing an old woman desperate to keep her clutter.

      The red paisley drapes and chenille carpeting are shabby, the cushions on the brown and beige sofa set threadbare. Cobwebs ensconce the highest parts of the room where it seems Mrs. Pelley cannot reach to clean, and an off-kilter piano is situated in the corner, a dust-covered arrangement of silk flowers placed on the center of it. With enough furnishings for a large house crammed in this small apartment, I realize just how far Mrs. Pelley has fallen since her husband’s death and how desperately she clings to memories of their past.

      An ornate mantel clock piques my curiosity. “This is lovely,” I say, a little entranced as I take a step toward it. “Did someone make this?”

      “Aye, my husband, when he was young. He thought he could be a clockmaker, but there was no money to be had in it. The drought the year we met had stretched longer than any at the time, and that’s when people started reprioritizing. He decided cotton was the way to go—a skill, not an art. Though he was a wonderful craftsman.” Mrs. Pelley’s voice hitches.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Scarlet whispers. It’s clear Mr. Pelley’s accident a year back is still fresh, and he is keenly missed.

      “I’d hoped his losing an arm was the worst of it,” Mrs. Pelley says quietly, her gaze glassy. “Had the steamer not acted up—the machine not gotten stuck—he would still be here, with me.” She clears her throat. “The clock hasn’t worked in a few years, but I don’t have the heart to throw it away.”

      I finger the intricate fleur-de-lis carved throughout the wood base, wishing there was something we could do to relieve her of some of her burden.

      Scarlet hands Mrs. Pelley a glass of water and sets a dented, copper pitcher of it on the small table beside her.

      “But, anyway, it’s all right,” Mrs. Pelley rallies, and I appreciate her smile, even if it’s forced.

      “It’s not all right,” Scarlet says, and she reaches out and cups her hand over her old schoolteacher’s. “If there is anything we can do, Mrs. Pelley, please let us know.”

      I glance at the hand-carved clock again, knowing I have little to offer Mrs. Pelley but this one small gift. “I would be happy to fix it for you, Mrs. Pelley—if I can.” I point to the clock’s hands, frozen beneath a layer of glass and dust. “I can bring my tool kit and we can have a look next time we’re in town.”

      Her eyes brighten, and Scarlet looks at me, surprised.

      “I would love that,” Mrs. Pelley says, glancing between us. “How kind of you, Miss Mason. Thank you.”

      Unable to resist, I smile back. “I’m happy to help. And Scarlet would be glad to get me away from her kitchen appliances.” I wink at her.

      Scarlet chuckles softly, and when she’s convinced Mrs. Pelley is comfortable with her water and meats and cheeses, we stand to take our leave.

      Mrs. Pelley grasps Scarlet’s hand in hers, emotion shimmering in her eyes. “Thank you. You’re both so lovely and wonderful.” Sincerity and sadness fill her eyes.

      “I wish we could do more,” Scarlet says, and we say our goodbyes.

      The moment we’re outside again, the vile scent of decaying flesh hits my nostrils and I cover my mouth and nose, though it does little to help.

      “She’ll be okay, won’t she, Jo?” Scarlet asks, peering back at the shut apartment door.

      “Certainly—we’ll see to it. Now, come on, breathe through your mouth,” I tell her, and we hurry away from the apartments and through the dirty streets. We step around sandbags that have been haphazardly discarded by those in the Grunge who don’t have steel shutters for their doors and windows.

      “I think we brightened her day a little,” Scarlet muses, nearly choking as we hurry through the alley and past a rickety cart overflowing with uncleaned cowhides. The astringent scent of ammonia wafts from the tannery, and I have to hold my breath.

      “Yes, I think so. It was a good idea to come,” I say, swatting a fly away.

      “Yes, it was, and I’m surprised you offered to return. You hate town.”

      “I do, yes, but Mrs. Pelley isn’t town,” I tell her.

      The odor finally lessens as a breeze whips between the building and I pull in a deep breath. We pass one of the three water towers, the line of townspeople long and winding since news of the marshal’s ration increase spread; I can’t see the end of it. Each person in line appears to have a spark of excitement as they wait patiently with their pails, the different sizes indicating their status—their trade and contribution to the town measuring their worth and water allotment.

      “How did you get Mrs. Pelley’s water so fast?” I ask Scarlet, realizing she’d only been gone a handful of minutes.

      She bats her eyelashes at me. “There are perks to being a Mason, even if you don’t think so. And I was thinking, Jo . . . you should speak with Dr. Henderson about making rounds to check on the elderly, at least.” She watches an old woman sweeping a mound of sand out of her goggle shop.

      “If he’s not already doing so, why would Dr. Henderson listen to me about such things?”

      “Well, for starters, you helped him with those poor, maimed deputies last year. He respects you, and you did get everyone’s water rations increased.” When I say nothing, she continues, “Think of Mr. Holton and old Stanley down at the blacksmith’s place. I didn’t see them at church today and they are getting so old and frail.”

      Of the five hundred people in this town, nearly a third of them are elderly, and I have a feeling the doctor would find any excuse not to bother with it, especially since the deputies have returned to Sagebrush more beat up than usual these past few months.

      “All right then, Scarlet, if it will make you feel better. We’ll see if he’s at the clinic once we’ve finished with our errands.”

      Scarlet and I weave the rest of the way through the mercantile district. While Sagebrush is relatively small, the streets are cramped and winding in the thick of it. We hurry through the cobblestone alleys, the feathers that line the gutters sticking to the bottoms of my boots. Animal blood stains the sidewalks and soft white down floats in the air, like we’ve just missed the plucking of the chickens.

      We make a quick stop at the butchers, noting that my father has already left, so we do the same in haste. Feet moving more quickly than ever, Scarlet and I finally step into the heart of town. Main Street is lined with novelty shops, grocers, and businesses as far as the eye can see in both directions.

      I inhale a hot, suffocating breath, relieved by the stench of sweat in the air instead of decay and feces. “I never thought I would be grateful to see the brothel in all my life,” I say with a laugh and peer at the Brass Rail Saloon on the corner.

      Scarlet moves her empty basket to rest on her other arm. “Perhaps it’s a good reminder of how lucky we are,” she says in all seriousness, and I agree.

      “Perhaps it is.”

      A man laughs from one of the saloon balconies across the street, and the steel shutters are open, carrying a scent of stale ale to my nose. One of Ms. Hannah May’s ladies nibbles on the man’s ear as he grabs her breast, acting as if he’s as hungry for her as a mountain lion is for its pray.

      Another man stumbles his way out of Hannah’s, tripping over his own feet before he falls into a dark corner and decides to stay there. The days of the week seem to run together for the folks who live in town, and Sunday is no longer a day of prayer for most, but a drunkard’s holiday, even if the sun is only just centered in the sky.

      “Perhaps now that people have water to drink again, that garbage they’re calling whiskey will stop flowing as freely,” Scarlet says. She loathes the stench of the marshal’s men as they saunter into work each morning as much as I do.

      I smile at her innocence. “That’s not likely.” We stroll along the sidewalk toward the fabric shop. “I’m sure the marshal encourages their drinking so they’ll forget how miserable they all are.”

      Scarlet frowns. “You are always so cynical . . . but I don’t blame you,” she adds softly.

      My heartbeat quickens as I think of the little girl I was, eleven years ago, and my hand reaches to my neck for a necklace that is no longer there. I straighten and glance up at the sun. “Are you not reminded of it daily?” I ask her. “It’s different for you, I know, but what of our mother? Do you not think of her all the time and hate him for it when you do?”

      Scarlet doesn’t look at me, but she nods, ever so slightly. “Of course I do,” she finally whispers, but her reserve is clear. She doesn’t want to speak of it, and I wonder if it’s guilt and her feelings for Mr. Ashford that have something to do with it.

      “I’m sorry, Jo,” she says and reaches out to stop me. “I know thinking about it upsets you. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “Oh, Scarlet,” I say with a sigh, and I wave her apology away. “It’s okay. I know it’s in the past, I just wish I could leave it there.”

      “I understand why you can’t,” she says.

      I think of Dotty. “Did you see how the marshal just stood there when Ms. Rinehurst was unconscious, as if he were completely unfazed—how everyone just stood there?”

      “Yes, but Jo,” Scarlet says, angling to face me. “You could’ve gotten yourself in trouble, calling the marshal out like that in front of everyone. Some of the people in this town might not have two wits between them, at least not enough to understand what you risked, but you know the marshal does.”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “I’m serious,” she rebukes. “You of all people know what he’s capable of and you draw attention to yourself—”

      “Scarlet, Ms. Rinehurst could’ve died. What if she’d been alone at the bookstore when that happened? What would you have me do, stay silent and do nothing? Mrs. Pelley would have no chance of getting better, and while I’m happy to share what water we have, eventually we’ll run out too, and then what else is there to do?”

      Scarlet’s mouth pulls up in the corner and she looks at me with a glimmer of pride in her eyes. “You would have.”

      “I would’ve what?” I start walking again, peering out at the storefronts with their glinting windows and open shutters, their enticing signs and faded awnings. It strikes me how normal this place can feel sometimes, and how much I might miss it, if I gave it a chance.

      “If the marshal hadn’t agreed, you would’ve given Ms. Rinehurst our water.”

      I try to imagine life the way these people live—the same as us in so many ways but so grossly different than our tucked-away farm with everything we could need. “We aren’t thirsty like the rest of them, Scarlet, you know that, right?”

      Scarlet nods and fidgets with her basket. “When we’re home, I never have to think about thirst.”

      “But we can’t keep giving it away. We may be in the marshal’s good graces now because he needs our land for his cattle and crops, but how long until he rations our water supply as well? I had to say something.”

      A posse of deputies amble past us on their horses, tipping their hats at us. We smile and curtsy in politeness, but it’s all for show. I turn and watch the deputies as they dismount their horses down the row, at the water trough outside of the Brass Rail. They are leathered up, wrapped in sand gear, and strapped with guns, ready for one last hoorah before they leave for days of patrol.

      The madam herself steps outside, tattered hawk feathers spearing out of the curls gathered at the base of her neck. Her purple satin gown is ragged, and the bustle is lined in black frayed lace that was likely worth a fortune years ago. If she wasn’t wearing so much rouge and her corset wasn’t two sizes too tight, she could almost pass for a lady.

      “Do you see something you like?” Scarlet asks, and my face wrinkles in disgust.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      Scarlet only laughs and shakes her head. “No, of course I’m not. But you are looking for a husband, after all.”

      I can’t help but laugh, genuinely amused. “That would be the day, Scarlet . . .”

      “They may be bothersome, but at least they offer us protection,” Scarlet says, always able to find the silver lining.

      I watch as one of the deputies smacks a prostitute on the backside. “Yes, we’re so lucky. They’re supplied a buffet of booze, women, and weapons. If you ask me, that’s a lethal combination.”

      I have little respect for the deputies outside of what they risk during their scavenging trips. The way they take advantage of their station and harass the townspeople makes me almost hate them despite some of the good they do. But while I’ve always resented the deputies for their special treatment, I fear our family is guilty of the same offense. For supplying the town with half its food requirements throughout the year, the Mason family is allowed all the food and water we could possibly need. Meanwhile, everyone else suffers.

      I spot Maddie’s fabric shop a few storefronts down and we continue meandering.

      A few ladies in simple but elegant dresses pass us, flashing their smiles at Scarlet before their eyes settle on me. I wonder if they’re appraising me or simply curious. Being averse to town and coming only for church when I’ve been absent for too long has made me the topic of chatter. “They wonder what you do on the farm all the time, by yourself. They think you’re quite the mystery,” Scarlet has told me on more than one occasion. I guess one of the wealthiest and most eligible women in this place who barely leaves the ranch and is rumored to wear peculiar clothes and tinker with trinkets and baubles is a salacious story indeed.

      “Do they know?” I ask Scarlet, my thoughts drifting.

      “About what?”

      I nod behind me at the passing ladies. “About what happened?”

      Scarlet looks away and shakes her head. “They know there was an accident . . . but they think Mother was killed by a drifter, as far as I know. Everything else—well, it’s not spoken of if they do know. They would never mention it to me, anyway.” She finally looks at me. “You know, other than church, I rarely see the marshal or his family. You could come to town more often, Jo. It would make you less of a topic of conversation.”

      “Even so close to the Dead Lands, home makes me feel safe. Being here . . .” I peer around. “People’s eyes, the marshal’s men—being dressed up like a doll for people to see—it all makes me restless.” Home is nearly two miles removed from here and it keeps me hidden.

      Scarlet doesn’t argue with me as we near the fabric shop. “I know we’re not really supposed to,” she says, “but do you ever imagine what’s out there?”

      “In the Dead Lands, you mean?” I nod. “All the time.” We’re silent as we contemplate the dangers that lie in wait a stone’s throw from our farm.

      “Well . . .” Scarlet heaves a long exhale and her expression instantly brightens. “That’s enough of that. I’m going to see what new fabrics Maddie has. Are you coming in?”

      “In a moment.” I nod toward the beggar boy on the street corner, sitting in the shade of an awning.

      Scarlet tries to hand me a few coins from her purse. I shake my head, lifting my own coin purse, and with a wink, she heads inside. I notice the window display, admiring how different Scarlet’s style is compared to the rich brown and blonde leather bodices and belts, gloves and sturdy boots.

      I peer down at my dress, at the faded brocade and striped fabrics made in another time: a simple ensemble, but beautiful in its own right. My tapered fabrics and bustle might be heavy, but they are nothing to the stifling confines of leather that suffocate most of the townsfolk, from collar to booted toe. Once again, I’m reminded that, in spite of my hatred of the marshal, we’re lucky in the grand scheme of things.

      A man hollers from down the street and I watch as one of Ms. Hannah’s men tosses a drunkard out on his backside before pulling the crooked, creaking door shut behind him.

      “That’s the second time this week,” a small voice drawls. The beggar boy behind has his arms draped over his bent knees as he watches the drunkard stumble down the street in the opposite direction.

      “You sit out here a lot, I take it?” I amble toward him.

      The boy’s eyes, a dark amber, meet mine and he looks me over. “There’s nowhere else ta go,” he says, matter-of-factly. He wipes his sweaty forehead off on his dirty linen shirt.

      “You’re not living at the orphanage then?” I ask.

      He doesn’t bother looking at me and shakes his head.

      “I see.” The boy can’t be more than ten or eleven years old. He’s not overly skinny, but he looks like he hasn’t had a sponge bath in a few days. “Well, it seems you’re in need of some money then,” I say and sit down beside him.

      He frowns, studying me. “I’m notta beggar.” There’s no wheeze to his voice, and I assume that, despite his appearance, he’s in better health than some of the other little urchins I’ve seen roaming the streets.

      “Well, then, how do you live?”

      He wants to roll his eyes and tell me to bugger off, I can tell by the way he looks me up and down, his jaw clenching, but he’s too polite to say that to a lady, and I withhold a smile. There is something more to this boy, I knew it the moment we passed him, with his tailored shorts suit and cap, even if it is tattered and stained with soot. Whether he’s too proud or just not hungry enough, he still has his scruples, and the fact that he had any to begin with is intriguing.

      “Never mind. I guess it doesn’t matter,” I say and pull out a purse of coins. “But it just so happens that I am in need of assistance today, and I have a few extra pieces to spend.” I pour a few coins into my hand. “You aren’t in the market for work, by any chance, are you?”

      The boy stares at the nickels that sparkle in the sunlight, then runs his fingers through his greasy brown hair.

      “It’s nothing too complicated,” I tell him. “But I have to have your word you won’t just keep the money.”

      He glares at me. “I ain’t no thief neither.”

      “Well, I don’t trust anyone in this town. No offense.”

      He scoffs. “It ain’t no offense.” His hard expression softens, and his eyes venture up to mine. “What ya want me to do?”

      “There’s an elderly woman, Mrs. Pelley, who’s in need of some company and some looking in on, at least once a day this week, to make sure she’s feeling better and doesn’t need anything.”

      His keen, tawny eyes fix on me and he licks his lips. “What’s wrong with ’er?”

      I shrug. “Nothing too serious,” I explain. “But she’s been feeling unwell from lack of water, and I want to make sure she’s going to recover now that the rations have increased, for now, at least.”

      He licks his lips again as he stares at the coins in my hand, like he can taste food or water on his tongue. Like many of the poor people in this town who are unable to produce enough trade necessary for compensation, he suffers for it, and it’s clear he knows hunger and thirst as much as any of them, despite his age. But coin—that will get him more water from any of the pourers at the stations, all of them underpaid and in need of some extra income wherever they can find it. After a few moments of contemplation, the boy’s eyes enliven with a hunger that wasn’t there before.

      “Now, I’ll give you enough coin for the week, but—”

      He reaches out to take his payment from me, but I pull my hand away.

      “Hey!” He pouts.

      “Wait just a minute,” I chide. “There’s something you should know before you say yes.” I never thought I would use the marshal to my advantage and I hate myself for what I’m going to say next, but I don’t trust the boy completely either. “I’ll know if you don’t hold up your end of the bargain,” I warn and finally, slowly, drop the coins in his hands. “The marshal’s men are all over this town, and—”

      He frowns and a shadow darkens his face. “You’re not friends with the marshal, are ya?” he asks me, and I nearly laugh.

      “Not quite. And I don’t wish to involve him or his men, but don’t make me regret hiring you on. This is a business deal, after all.”

      His eyes turn to slits. “I told you, I ain’t no thief.” His voice is sharp and unforgiving this time. “I’ll do it.”

      “Good. Now, Mrs. Pelley lives on Gordon Street in the Grunge. Can you remember that?”

      He stops counting the coins and tilts his head. “I’m poor, but I ain’t stupid.”

      “No, but you do have a smart mouth, don’t you?” I mutter back.

      “I’ll find Mrs. Pelley,” he says easily.

      “If she should get worse or if she needs something—”

      “I’ll tell Ashford,” he says, surprising me.

      “You will? Why?”

      The boy peers up at me, thinking. “Everyone knows he works for ya.”

      “Oh, well . . .” I don’t like the idea of this little boy going anywhere near any of the marshal’s men. “All right then. Unless I hear from you before, I’ll meet you here again next Sunday after church around this time. Sound good?”

      He nods and outstretches his arm to shake my hand.

      I spit in my palm, a gentleman’s shake, and reach for his, only for him to pull his hand away.

      “Girls ain’t supposed to spit,” he says, a little affronted and perhaps even disgusted.

      “Says who? Now, tell me, do we have a deal?”

      He grips my hand in his smaller one, and we shake on it. “Deal.” The boy peers into my eyes and smirks, like he’s finally got me figured out.

      I notice the freckles on his cheeks that I mistook for dirt before, and something about him seems familiar, though I can’t put my finger on it. “I should probably get your name,” I say frankly. “I’m Jo.”

      “Jo?” He blinks into the sun. “Isn’t that a fella’s name?”

      I laugh. “Yes, I guess it is. But it’s short for Josephine.”

      He puffs up his chest. “I’m Toby.”

      “Toby? That was my old dog’s name,” I admit playfully.

      He glares. “It’s short for Tobias.”

      “Ah, I see. Well then, Toby, you and I make quite the pair.” There’s companionable silence between us a moment. “So, what will you do with your pay?”

      “Buy food, of course,” he says and shakes his head.

      “Yes, of course.” I purse my lips dumbly.

      “Then I’ll buy some new boots,” he adds quietly.

      “And perhaps bathe?”

      He scrunches his nose.

      “Oh, I see. Well, priorities, of course,” I say, rising to my feet. “See you around this time next week.”

      Toby stands up and shoves his coins into his pocket as I notice Clayton, his sisters, and their mother come around the corner a dozen yards away. Clayton’s mother’s arm is draped through his as they meander in our direction.

      “Clayton!” A dark-haired lady from the balcony of the saloon calls his name, but he pretends not to notice. I can’t help my smirk.

      Kitty eyes her brother reproachfully as they draw closer, though Clayton and his mother chat happily with Isabel.

      I glance at Toby but he’s already gone, and I decide to join Scarlet in the fabric shop when the door opens and Mr. Henry Trainer steps out, his face brightening.

      “Ah, Miss Mason!” He removes his hat with a slight bow.

      “Mr. Trainer,” I say with a curtsy. You would never know he was a rancher, like my father, given his impeccably tailored clothes. “Good afternoon.”

      His contagious smile broadens. “Good to see you in town today. Though I daresay it’s about time, Miss Mason. We missed you last week at church.”

      “Yes, well, I was feeling a bit under the weather.” It’s a lie, mostly.

      He nods. “I’m glad you’re feeling better. You’ve neglected us long enough.” He winks at me and I can’t help but smile. Young, handsome, and wealthy, Mr. Trainer would be a good match, if I were truly looking for a husband. “Sometimes I think you do it on purpose, you know?”

      “I would never, Mr. Trainer, I assure you.”

      He glances inside the dress shop. “Miss Scarlet is stocking up on materials again, I see. My sister is going to be as giddy as a schoolgirl looking through her fabrics, I’m certain of it.”

      “Yes, your sister has been keeping Scarlet quite busy this year.”

      “Well, industry is thriving, and I’m fortunate enough to provide my sister every convenience the town has to offer. And when our families and farms are united . . .”

      I raise an eyebrow.

      “We will be quite the couple, don’t you agree?” He winks at me, his grin broadening again.

      I blush, uncertain when Henry is teasing me and when he’s not. “Will be, sir?”

      “I thought for sure you’d accepted my last proposal.” He chuckles, allowing me to breathe a bit easier.

      With a tsk, Henry dips his hat. “Oh, how I long for the day you regret turning me down over and over, Miss Mason.”

      I curtsy in return. “You wouldn’t know what to do with me, Mr. Trainer. I’m doing you a favor, really.”

      He shakes his head with a deep laugh and turns to leave. “That’s all part of the intrigue. Good day, Miss Mason.” He saunters off, whistling as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

      Relieved the exchange is over and my heartbeat can go back to normal, I glance over to find Clayton’s amused gaze fixed on me. His mother smiles politely at me, while Kitty stands beside them, bored.

      “Breaking hearts today, Miss Mason?” Clayton asks dryly.

      “Not intentionally, I assure you, Mr. Cunningham.”

      Clayton’s brow pinches, thoughtful. “You were wonderful today—with Ms. Rinehurst.”

      His praise shocks me and I feel a coil of heat rise up my neck. I clear my throat. “As were you. Thank you”—I glance from him to his mother—“both of you, for your assistance.”

      Mrs. Cunningham waves my acknowledgement away. “We did what any Good Samaritan would.”

      “Most of them,” Clayton mutters, his gaze shifting to his sister.

      She glares at him and walks ahead, her parasol twirling in her hand.

      “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon,” Mrs. Cunningham says, and she pulls Clayton closer to her. His gaze lingers on me a moment and then, with a slight bow, he and his mother follow after Kitty, little Isabel running up ahead of them. Other than at church, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen them all together, and I fleetingly glance around for the marshal, half expecting to find him glaring at me from some dark corner.

      “Slow down, darling. You’ll make yourself sick,” Mrs. Cunningham cautions Izzy, and as they walk away, all I can think is what a strange family they are.
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      After returning home, my father disappeared into his study to review orders for the week to come. Scarlet hurried into the sitting room to organize her new fabrics at her worktable, but changing into something more comfortable was my top priority.

      After donning my trousers and boots, and wiping the color from my cheeks, I feel like me again. Leaving my hair in its fancy twist and out of my way, I plod back down the stairs. It’s warm indoors without trees to shield the house from the heat of the day, and though the sun is incessant outdoors, at least there’s a breeze and something to occupy me.

      When I reach the final step of the staircase, I pause. The sweet sound of humming catches my ears, and I follow it into the kitchen. Jane, the housemaid and sometimes cook, sways about, oblivious to the stifling heat of the stove.

      I grin, pleased when she’s here, adding a bit of life to the old, lonely house. “Why are you always so happy when you cook?”

      “Miss Mason!” she shrieks. “You gave me a fright.” Her cheeks redden, and I laugh as she catches her breath.

      “I’m sorry, Jane.”

      “No, you’re not,” she chides playfully and takes a small piece of wood off the pile stacked against the wall and tosses it into the cast-iron stove to stoke the heat.

      “Where’s Nathan this evening?”

      “In town with some of the marshal’s men for one of the grain deliveries,” she explains. “I’m cooking on my own this evening.”

      I lean against the doorframe, appraising the disarray in which she cooks, unlike Scarlet. “I can tell,” I mutter. Mason jars and canisters of herbs and seasonings clutter the countertops and small baskets of produce rest at her feet. Nathan isn’t so much a cook as he is a jack-of-all-trades who likes a tidy house and a tidy kitchen, just like Scarlet. Without him cleaning in Jane’s wake, it’s as if a storm cloud whips through the room with her every step.

      I grin as Jane hustles about, unfazed by my interruption. Like Nathan, she’s become a part of the family. “What is that song you always hum?”

      Jane blows an errant tendril of russet hair from her face. “It’s a lullaby I used to sing to Mary when she was a baby,” she says wistfully. “She’s too old for lullabies now, something she reminds me of often, but I can’t help but hum them from time to time.” She bumps her day cap away from her forehead with the back of her hand and wipes the perspiration from her brow.

      “She must be thirteen years old now,” I say, realizing I haven’t seen her daughter in a couple of years, at least. “Where does she go when you are here?”

      “Oh, she has school in the mornings, and she works at the cotton mill a couple days a week.”

      I think of the white puffs that float in the air, the heat, and the noise, and I think of Mr. Pelley’s accident before his mill went to Derek Wentworth—appointed by the marshal, of course. “Well, I say leave that nasty mill behind and bring her here. Playing with the horses and in the pig poop is much more fun.”

      “Oh, no,” Jane says with a laugh. She shakes her head. “I can see it now. She’ll want to bring home one of those chicks you got out back.”

      “There are worse things,” I tell her. I step over to the stove to peer into the pot. “Whatever you’re making smells delicious.” I eye the thick, dark brown liquid that roils and bubbles.

      “It’s gravy,” Jane says absently. “It’s simmerin’ for the beef.” She hustles around me and reaches for a basket of potatoes.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it then and get out of your way.” With one quick dip in the gravy, I lick my finger. It’s rich and savory against my tongue, and I try not to groan as I head out of the kitchen.

      “I saw that!” she calls behind me, her voice more amused than scolding. With a laugh, I make my way into the sitting room to Scarlet. I lean around the doorframe and, as expected, she’s murmuring to herself, lost in an ambush of design ideas she’ll likely lose herself to for most of the night.

      “I’m going to check on the windmill. I’ll be outside if you need me.”

      “Wait!” Scarlet chirps, her eyes never leaving the paper pattern in her hand. “What do you think?”

      I peer down at the table covered in midnight- and cream-colored lace, chocolate satin with gilded embroidery, and leather strips, branded with ornate scrollwork.

      “Imagine these with a leather bodice, some pearls, and perhaps some quail or hawk feathers and a few brass buttons . . . I think it will fit Miss Trainer perfectly, for town or around the house, nothing too fancy, of course.” She pauses a moment, then her gaze shifts to me. “What do you think?”

      Why Scarlet asks me these things, I’ve never known, but I study the rich fabrics—the way they catch the sunlight streaming in from the arched windows—and I imagine them with Miss Trainer’s honey-colored hair. “Yes,” I admit. “She’ll look lovely. Her brother is very kind to spend so much on her dresses.” While my father seemed to lose part of himself the day Mama died, Mr. Trainer turned into something completely different after the loss of his parents. A go-getter and honest businessman, not something this town has many of; he became a man his parents would’ve been proud of.

      “Yes, he is kind for taking such good care of her, and I couldn’t be more grateful,” Scarlet says, her eyes bright with anticipation. “More fun for me.” She’s so giddy, she’s practically jumping in place, and I can’t help but smile at her cheerfulness as she runs her fingers over the brown satin.

      “What are you about to do again?” she asks, digging through her button box. She lays out a rivet, a brass button with filigree etched in the middle, and a flat golden button.

      “I like the brass,” I tell her, but she makes an unpleasant face.

      “Ha.” I step away from the fabric table and raise my palms. “I take it my opinions are no longer required?”

      Scarlet lifts an indifferent shoulder as she holds the satin up and lets it unfold in her hands. “That depends, are you going to help with this one?”

      “No, thank you,” I say quickly. “You know I am no good with these sorts of things.”

      “Then I think the rivets will go best,” she says, dismissing me. She flashes me a smirk.

      With an exasperated shake of the head, I pick up the book I discarded on the table last night and walk it over to the bookshelf. Scouring the bindings, I find the perfect place for it beside Grandma West’s journal.

      “So, how was that one?” Scarlet asks, nodding to the leather-bound tome as I slide it into place. “Another of great-grandfather West’s science journals—a medical encyclopedia, perhaps? No,” she says, tapping her finger to her lips. “Something more engrossing . . . like the history of the steam engine?” She laughs at her joke. “I’m sure it was riveting.”

      “How clever you are, Scarlet,” I drawl, mimicking her sarcasm. “But neither, if you must know. A collection of speculative essays from the late seventeen hundreds, after the big industrial boom.”

      “Speculative essays? What on earth does that mean?”

      “Hypotheses and theories of how the world would change with so much innovation and advancement all at once. It’s nothing you would enjoy.”

      “No, I should think not. What about reading an adventure—a romance of some sort.”

      “What’s more sensational than history?” I ask her, studying the meager library that’s belonged to our family for generations. I’d pored over each one of them at least once. “The world was on the brink of so much invention and change, and yet here we are, the last of us, lost in a sea of sand and sinking in our own misery—all because we wanted something bigger and better and faster . . . Now, we have nothing.”

      “That’s not depressing at all,” Scarlet grumbles. She glances at me from the corner of her eye, her chalk and measuring stick in hand.

      I point to her fabrics. “When the marshal’s men bring back old silks and muslin, aren’t you even a little bit intrigued about the people they used to belong to?”

      Scarlet’s mouth curves a little and her green eyes shimmer against her red locks. “I do find it fascinating, imagining the dresses and fabrics from all over the world.” She sighs and sits down in her chair, holding the silk to her chest. “It’s all so romantic, nothing like it is now,” Scarlet says, fanning herself. “Is it terribly hot in here, or is it just me?”

      “It’s all that fabric on your lap, silly,” I say and head for the door.

      In three long, elegant strides she’s at the window, fanning herself as she pulls the drapes open.

      “Have fun with your sewing. I’ll be down at the wind—”

      “Jo . . .” Scarlet says my name so eerily low I know what she sees before I even make it to the window.

      The orange haze of sand churning in the sky off in the distance is disturbing enough, despite its frequency, but when I notice so few cattle in the pasture, my heartbeat thuds and skips a beat. “Where are they, Jo—”

      I’m running out of the room before Scarlet can even call for my father. I hear his study door creak open down the hall as I rush through the dining room and into the kitchen. Jane and Nathan gape at me.

      “What’s the—”

      “Jane, lock up the house—Nathan, close the crop shutters!” I shout and let the door swing shut behind me. Getting the animals—our livelihood—inside is paramount, and I sprint toward the pasture.

      With no work crews present on a Sunday, there’s little time to search for the missing cattle. I begin counting them as I run, almost immediately giving up. At least half of them are missing.

      “I told them to fix that damn fence!” I shout at Mr. Ashford, though he’s not there to listen. Reaching the pasture, I scour the ground. It’s littered with fading hoofprints indicating the direction they’ve gone, and my dread lifts, but for only a moment. As I peer beyond the property, toward the sandstone canyons, a sickness thickens inside me. The sound of the storm alarm in town barely reaches my ear as the wind carries it away, and I know we have only an hour or so before the storm reaches us.

      “We’ve got to get them inside,” my father says in a rush behind me. Kip crawls out from a napping spot beneath the barn, his tail wagging as quickly as my heart beats. My father meets his eyes and points toward the cattle. “Get ’em in!” he commands, and Kip rushes toward Clover and the other cattle, barking excitedly. “Scarlet, check the chickens—”

      “They aren’t all here,” I say, trying not to panic. “The cattle,” I clarify and point to the short trail of cows trotting into the barn at Kip’s insistence.

      My father doesn’t say anything, but stares at me, his eyes looking through me.

      “We have to find them!” I shout, stirring him from his daze.

      “Help your sister get the rest of the animals inside, I’ll go find the rest of them.”

      I shake my head. “You won’t get them in time on your own.”

      “Then I won’t get them all,” he barks. “Get the animals inside and close up the house.” He rushes for his horse, but I know he’s being unrealistic.

      “You won’t make it back with half that herd alone,” I tell him, and he knows it. I can see the realization in his eyes. “I’m coming with you.”

      Kip barks at the remaining sheep and cattle as he herds the stragglers inside, and I lock the barn door behind them.

      “Josephine,” my father bites out, exasperated. “For once, won’t you just listen to me?”

      My jaw clenches, surprised he’s fighting me on this. “And for once, will you please just listen to me? We’ll be so indebted to the marshal next month when we don’t have enough beef to meet what’s expected, we’ll be under his thumb even more. There won’t be any coming back from that. God, not to mention we’ve been raising them for months. Why are you being so stubborn about this?” I brush past him and into the stable. “I’m going with you. Scarlet,” I call behind me, “Nathan will help you with the house and the crops when you’re finished with the animals. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      My father likely argues, but there is no time to stand around and listen. Scarlet rushes off to the cornfield, and I quickly saddle my gelding, Duke.

      Just as I finish, I hear my father’s footsteps behind me. “Jo,” he starts. “You should stay here. I’ll go on my own.”

      I glance out at the mountains. “Why?”

      “It’s my job to wrangle in the cattle, not yours. I’ll handle it. The last thing we want is—”

      “Scarlet has Jane and Nathan,” I say without another moment’s hesitation. “That storm will be here within the hour. You’re not going alone. You can’t.” I pull my sand cape over my clothes and wrap my head in my scarf. My goggles hang around my neck as I hoist myself up, my leg skimming over Duke’s croup. When I glance back at my father, dressed in his tattered sand clothes, he is staring at me as he rights himself on his mare, Chessy. He’s clearly conflicted, but I don’t care. “The girls will be fine, but we might not be. We’re running out of time.”

      He nods, more to himself than to me, and kicks his chestnut forward. “Kip, come!” I hear him shout as I gallop past him, following the trail of dozens of sandy hoofprints. Of their own accord, my eyes skirt back and forth from the dry, dusty road before us and up at the orange sky cresting the mountains.

      We race along the cattle trail, passing the old train cars and buried train track. When I see the trail weave its way through the sagebrush and cacti spreading their prickly fingers over the parched earth, I push Duke through it, praying the livestock are just around the granite mountainside.

      We ride on, the minutes ticking by painfully slow until we’re closing in on the border of our property, where the Dead Lands meet Sagebrush. I’ve never been this far in the Dead Lands before, and though I’m fearful of what I might find lying beyond, drifters and criminals aren’t enough to stop me as the trail continues further, and I urge Duke faster.

      I hear my father’s horse galloping up behind me as I weave my way between the mountains, and I push Duke harder.

      “Slow down, Jo,” my father calls, but his voice is muffled. “Jo!”

      I barely hear my name on the wind that whips through the hair escaping my headscarf, and as I round the bend ahead, I’m nearly thrown over the saddle as Duke comes to an abrupt halt. Pure instinct tells me to hold on, and I grip the saddle horn and reins, screaming as I see the canyon below.

      I gasp for breath, my heart hammering in my throat as I realize I almost went over.

      Duke fidgets and neighs at the edge of the cliff, breathing heavily as his head whips up and down, pulling at the reins. All I can do is stare down at what’s below. I can’t take my eyes off the cattle that mill about, grazing on greens in a canyon, and drinking languidly from the crystal-blue stream that runs through the gorge.

      For a moment, I forget that time is our enemy, and I try and fail to believe my eyes. “Water,” I exhale, my voice muffled by the cloth around my face. I shake my head when my father’s horse stops beside mine. The cacophony of mooing below and the sound of all of our panting and heavy breathing fills the air. “There’s . . . water.”

      I gape at my father. I’m overwhelmed at the sight, and my father’s eyes are almost wild with fear and adrenaline, but he doesn’t seem surprised.

      Tugging at his reins, he kicks Chessy into a trot and navigates the narrow path down the mountainside to the water, as if he’s done it a hundred times. My stomach sinks and I pull in a sharp breath as I begin to understand. He’s been here before.

      Duke follows Chessy automatically, and we trot down the slope, after my father. As the horses descend on rocky ground, my eyes stay transfixed on the shimmering surface of the water. This cannot be. It’s been over a year since we’ve seen the slightest bit of rain, yet here, only a few miles from the ranch, hidden between the stones of the Dead Lands, we have a stream. I nearly laugh with elation.

      We finally reach the bottom of the canyon and my father pulls Chessy to a stop. I watch him, wide-eyed, until I realize his cool blue gaze is narrowed and pinned on me. He pulls his scarf from his face. “Jo,” he says in a clipped, uncertain tone. “You cannot mention this to your sister. No one can know about this.”

      My lightheartedness dissolves. He’s completely serious, the severity clear in his eyes. I pull my scarf down, barely able to breathe. “That’s why you didn’t want me to come with you.” It’s less of a question and more of an accusation. Anger boils deep inside me, so much so that I welcome the gusts of wind that send shivers down my spine. I glance behind us, at the ominous clouds approaching.

      “You have to trust me,” he says, and in my anger and disbelief and wounded pride, I ignore him and head toward the cattle because they’re all I can process right now.

      We fall easily into action, both of us circling the cattle to urge them up the path. My father whistles and yips, and I hoot and holler at the cows, Kip and our horses herding them back up the rocky trail and out of the canyon. We don’t have time to count them all, but it seems enough of them are accounted for as we urge them onward just as the sun disappears behind the orange clouds. I hear thunder in the distance, and the heat is sucked from the dead earth in an instant and the wind chills my bones.

      Up and out of the canyon, my father leads the herd while I ride alongside it, Kip bringing up the rear. More excruciating minutes pass as we fight against the storm, my mind swirling with confusion and anger. The cattle increase their pace as we ride across the desert floor, knowing we’re nearing shelter. I push Duke even harder, drawing closer to the safety of the farm with each galloping step.

      Soon, even through the thick, auburn cloud and the pitted surface of my goggles, a sea of steel comes into view, then the barn. A few more moments are all we need, and we brave the encroaching storm. Mr. Ashford is waiting at the barn, wrapped in his headscarf and squinting out at us. The doors are wide open and Scarlet is wrapped and covered, waiting for us at his side.

      Our horses pace anxiously as we hold them outside the barn doors, urging the dozen-plus cattle as they file inside. We’re already dismounting as the last cow enters and Ashford closes our horses inside, saddles and all.

      The four of us struggle against the wind refusing to let us lock the barn doors with any ease, and I silently curse myself for not oiling the hinges the other day when I’d meant to.

      With a final heave from all four of us, the metal arms latch into place, and my father pushes me toward the house.

      “Inside!” he shouts at all of us, against the angry thrash of the wind. “Now!”

      I reach for Scarlet’s hand and we run, Kip rushing ahead and Mr. Ashford and my father close on our heels.

      The kitchen door flings open, and Jane and Nathan squint against the wind as she urges us inside. One by one we rush in out of the windstorm, chests heaving and adrenaline surging as if it was wind itself. The door slams shut, and I fall back against the wall, gasping to catch my breath. The seconds pass, and the six of us stand there, our heaves filling the room.

      Scarlet’s eyes are wide with horror as she assesses me and then my father. “Are you both all right?” Her eyes brush swiftly over Mr. Ashford before they rest on me. “Jo—your face . . .” It burns, raw and sand-battered, but if that’s the only catastrophe, we’re lucky.

      I brush her concern away with a reassuring smile. “I’m fine,” I say, letting out a rushed, shallow breath. “I’m fine.”

      Clearing their throats, the servants help my father and I divest our storm gear. Mr. Ashford and my father exchange a few words, and when my father excuses himself to his study, I follow directly after him. No doubt Scarlet and Mr. Ashford sense there’s something amiss, but I can’t ignore my gnawing questions and raging anger.

      My father’s shoulders are squared and his slow, steady footsteps feel like a march to a prosecution, and when we finally step into his study, I barely shut the door behind me before I demand, “How long have you known?”

      My father pulls his pocket watch from his breast pocket, eyeing it carefully as if he’d thought he’d lost it, and he places it on his desk crammed in the corner of the room. There are papers strewn about and ink stains on its surface.

      “I’ve known about it all my life,” he explains without apology. I eye him closely as he sits down at his desk easily, as if he hasn’t a care in the world. He props one leg up on the footrest as he gestures for me to sit down in the leatherback armchair in the corner of the room. “Water was plenty before the Shift, so it was no big deal; even years after the first settlers came here to escape black lung, rains still came and drought, though inconvenient, was to be expected in between. Miners knew about it, on account of it running through the mine, but they all fled when the drought stretched on too long, and soon, much like the gold, the stream was forgotten. At least by everyone but the Cunninghams.”

      My brow furrows as I register his words. “The marshal knows of it?”

      “The marshals have been making sure us Masons keep it quiet ever since.” He looks up at me. “There are many reasons we cannot tell people about the water—”

      “You can’t be serious?” It’s both a question and exclamation. “People, like Ms. Rinehurst, are dehydrated. Mrs. Pelley—the Shoemakers? What about the children? This whole time you knew there was water and you did nothing?” I can barely keep my voice down, but I remember there are prying ears in the house, servants and the marshal’s henchman alike.

      “It’s not as simple as that, Jo,” he grumbles and runs his hand over his face. He scrapes the hair surrounding his bottom lip with his teeth, a telltale sign that I won’t like what he’s going to say next. “If the townspeople knew about the river, there would be no order. Everyone would swarm to it—”

      “Yes, because they’re thirsty—”

      “I’m doing it to keep you and Scarlet safe.”

      I barely hear him against the howling wind outside and the shuddering sideboards of the house. But it doesn’t matter because there is no sense to his logic, not when people wake up each day rationing their water, panicking that someday soon they will run out.

      “What is he holding over you?” I ask, knowing the marshal has a devilish hand in this. I don’t wait for an answer before I shake my head; this truth is salt on an open wound. “He doesn’t own water. I know that’s what he’d like to think, but—”

      “You make it sound so simple, Jo,” my father practically shouts, his voice desperate.

      “It is, isn’t it? People are thirsty. We don’t get to decide who lives and dies because we have the option to do so.”

      “And you would have your sister dead instead?” he barks out, and I gape at him. “I am doing this to protect you—both of you.”

      I shoot to my feet. “Protect me?” I scoff and take a step toward him, resentment coursing through me. “You can’t protect me or us—you never could. After every horrible thing that has happened, you think this time is different?”

      My father’s brow furrows and pain deepens the creases around his eyes. I immediately regret the words, even if I feel they are true, now more than ever.

      I swallow and peer down at my shaking, dirty hands, my fingernails brown with dirt and horsehair. “I’m sorry,” I breathe, finally forcing my gaze to his. “Perhaps we could sneak people water—”

      He laughs as he unfolds his spectacles from his desktop and pushes them up the bridge of his nose. “I won’t risk it.”

      “You’re that afraid?”

      “Damn right I’m afraid!” He pounds his fist on his desk. Shaking his head, he squeezes his eyes shut and rubs his temple. “He has half the town under his thumb—half of his deputies are on our land every day and could easily do something to you or your sister.” He leans closer. “You know I would do anything to change what happened to you, Jo. But I can’t. If keeping quiet ensures that you and your sister are safe, then, goddammit, that’s what I’m going to do. You got that? I won’t let him hurt you again!”

      He steps over to the metal-shuttered window and stares at it for a moment. The room is darker than I realized, illuminated by a flash of lightning outside. I watch his shoulders rising and falling with each deep breath and I wonder what the marshal has threatened to do to us if he doesn’t comply.

      Finally, my father turns on his heel to face me. “You, more than anyone, Josephine, know what that man is capable of.” He takes a step toward me, his eyes glistening. “I want to erase what happened more than anything in this world, and I wish—” His jaw tightens. “I wish I could bring your mother back. But I can’t do any of that. That’s something I have to live with,” he says calmly, and I can hear the ache in his heart. “And I won’t have another regret, not like that. I won’t give the marshal another reason to hurt the only two people I have left in this world—the only two people that matter to me.”

      My chest heaves to see the anguish in his eyes, to hear the tremble of his voice, but we can’t stand idly by either. “There has to be something we can do,” I say quietly, a barely audible plea in the storm.

      “There is,” he says more coolly this time. “And I’m doing it. You and your sister didn’t know because it’s a burden you shouldn’t have to bear.”

      I lean back against the wall, eyebrows drawn and aching as my thoughts race around in search of another option. “But you hate Marcus—we hate him. And he wins again . . .”

      “Promise me, Jo,” my father says, his voice hard with command. “Promise me you’ll tell no one, not even your sister. The more people who know, the more dangerous it is for us. Every secret I’ve borne, every single sacrifice, will have been for nothing.” He stares at me, silently pleading, then he sits down again. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      His desperate whisper cripples my resolve, and I imagine what other burdens my father has come to bear that I know nothing about. The waning of his smile over the years, the distance in his eyes . . . How could I not see?

      Swallowing, I inhale though my nose and exhale the tension coiled in my neck and shoulders. Against every moral fiber in me, I nod. “I won’t say anything,” I whisper, lost—torn—angry. Disappointed.

      As if he’d been holding his breath for too long, my father sighs, rubs his face, and leans forward in his chair. “Good.” He braces his hands on his thighs and it would seem he’s aged half a lifetime in mere minutes. The circles under his eyes seem darker, the wrinkles around his eyes and on his brow are deeper, more severe.

      “I can’t believe this,” I say, mostly to myself, and take an unsteady step toward the door. I glance over my shoulder at my father’s wilted frame. “All of this—everything the marshal’s done—to what end? To keep his power?”

      My father looks around the room before his eyes finally meet mine. “This world isn’t what it used to be, Jo. The price we pay to survive is high, and this is our price. Some might argue it could be worse.”

      I nod. The poor, starving, and thirsty people in town are a testament to that. But despite how much worse it could be, I regret agreeing with him. It’s like I’m conceding that all of this is okay when I know it’s not.

      Tears prick my eyes as I consider how many more lies and secrets my life has been built upon.

      “You would do well to watch yourself, Jo.” My father’s gaze is pinned not on me but on something beyond the door, at a possible someone listening in.

      I hedge a few breaths before I slowly open the study door. If I’m not mistaken, I hear the sound of fading footsteps down the hallway, beneath the whirling, angry wind. But when I step out, all I see is candlelight flickering in the hallway.

      With a final glance at my father’s crumpled frame in his chair, I close the study door behind me, letting the chill of the storm wash over me. I can’t help but wonder what else is out in the Dead Lands that the marshal doesn’t want us to see.
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      I can’t think beyond the wind howling through the chimney, and I curse the storm and my late night at the saloon. Some days, it’s all I can do to keep my mind busy enough to forego drowning myself in a dark haze. The days Izzy isn’t feeling well in particular.

      Groaning, I stare at the numbers in front of me. I’ve lost my count, again. Slamming the ledger shut, I lean back in my chair and run a hand over my face.

      “What is it?” my mother asks from her red, velvet-tufted chair in the corner.

      “Nothing of consequence.”

      “It doesn’t sound like nothing.”

      I let my head fall back and stare up at the moulding. “I’m going over Father’s inventory ledgers.”

      As often happens during a sandstorm, I’m restless and feel claustrophobic in the confines of the house. It’s all too much of a reminder of what I must inherit—the plight, the responsibility, the remediless problems that stare me in the face each day.

      “You’re going over your father’s ledgers, and . . . ?” my mother prompts. When I look over my shoulder at her, she’s focused on her embroidery.

      “And you know I hate these storms. I can’t think.” I eye the drink cart in the corner of the room and wonder if a splash of something wouldn’t lift my spirits a bit.

      “Unfortunately, my dear, much like the drought, they are out of anyone’s control.”

      When I think of the water and what I witnessed of Miss Mason helping that poor bookshop woman, I can’t help but question my father’s pledge to the people. I glance behind me. My mother still stares down at her needlework, the lantern’s soft glow lighting her face. “Mother?”

      “Yes?” Slowly, she meets my gaze.

      I set my quill back in the inkpot. “What do you think about what Father said today, about increasing rations for everyone in the heat?”

      She sets her needlework in her lap and assesses me. “Are you asking me if I approve?”

      I shake my head. “No, of course he should have done so. I simply mean, why had he waited so long in the first place? Not even I’m oblivious to the predicament so many people are in here. He’s their marshal; it should not have taken Miss Mason to alert him of such a thing.”

      “No, I suppose you’re right. Who knows what goes on in that head of his.” She picks up her embroidery again, pauses, and looks at me. “You would’ve done differently?”

      I nod. “Yes, I think everyone deserves the same amount of water. Why should some have more than others?”

      “It’s the way it’s always been.”

      “Perhaps it’s time for things to change.”

      Amusement lights my mother’s eyes, which I’m not sure I appreciate. “What is it?” I ask as the corner of her mouth curves up. It’s like she knows a secret.

      “Oh, nothing. Though it seems you have more of an interest in your father’s business than you thought.”

      “It was Miss Mason who got me thinking about it, actually,” I realize.

      “Oh?”

      Turning back to my ledgers, I can’t help the questions that spring up at the thought of her. “Do you know why she’s so reclusive?” I ask.

      “No, I do not. Why do you ask?”

      “Curiosity, I guess. I remember her as a child, but she disappears from memory after that, save for a Sunday at church here and there. It’s singular, don’t you think? Especially given her father and sister frequent town regularly.” I know her mother passed away, and it’s all I can attribute her absence to.

      “A bit singular, perhaps.” I hear the clink of my mother’s teacup on the table as if she miscalculated where to set it, and she curses softly against the angry wind. When I peer back at her, she picks up her teaspoon, stirring her tea gently and noiselessly, the epitome of a proper lady.

      Staring back down at the scribbled numbers and worn paper before me, I flip to the beginning of the “Wheats and Grains” section of the ledger and glare at it. The small, almost illegible numbers are discouraging enough, but I begin counting again. And again, my mind wanders, this time to the millstone at the Mason ranch. Based on the image the men have painted of the eldest Miss Mason—in her trousers, working on steamers and machinery around the ranch—I try to imagine her at the helm of production.

      I frown. They would paint her as a man, though her soft, delicate features and rich dark hair would say otherwise. And there was something hauntingly vulnerable in her hazel eyes, despite her determination today.

      “She did what no one else would.”

      This time my mother’s eyebrows lift in curiosity. “It’s true. Quite admirable, don’t you think?”

      I nod absently. “Yes.”

      “Before you go getting any ideas, darling, she’s too good for you, I’m sure.” She says it with a hint of a smile.

      I glare at her. “Thank you, but that’s not why I was asking.”

      “I see. Well, her actions make sense, I guess. I hear she assisted Dr. Henderson when the deputies returned from the Dead Lands last year, practically on death’s door after being attacked by savages or drifters—I’m not sure there’s a difference anymore. But regardless,” she says thoughtfully, “I think it’s animals that she knows best.”

      “Ah, yes. That makes sense.”

      My mother’s pale blue gaze redirects from her linen to meet my eyes. “Although I agree Miss Mason is more pleasant to think about than your father’s ledger, your mind is drifting from your task,” she points out. “What specifically are you avoiding doing?”

      I run my fingers through my hair, feeling the tips brush the backs of my ears, and rest my elbows on the table. “Assessing father’s inventory,” I tell her, and I eye the leather journals stacked haphazardly on the table, awaiting my review. “He’s tasked me with reconciling them. Another mundane task in preparation for what is to come.”

      The sitting room door opens and Kitty and Izzy step inside. “There’s no need to be frightened,” Kitty says, and Izzy wheezes as she clears her throat. “You’ll get yourself worked up over nothing.” She nods toward the sofa. “Go on, settle in.” If only Kitty were as kind to the rest of the family as she is to our little sister.

      I wink at Izzy, eliciting a big grin from her before she crawls up onto the sofa with Kitty by the empty fireplace. “You’re not scared, are you Izzy?” I ask. “It’s just wind. You’re used to the wind.”

      “I’m not afraid,” Izzy says distractedly as she fixes her doll’s hair. “But I don’t like it.”

      Kitty doesn’t even spare me a glance as she tucks a blanket around the two of them.

      “None of us do, darling,” my mother says. “How are you feeling? Any better?”

      Izzy nods and looks over her shoulder at Mother. “I took a nap, until the wind came, at least.”

      “That’s good, darling. Dr. Henderson gave us a new tincture for you today, should your chest start hurting again.”

      “Yes, Mama.” Izzy blinks at her. “What are you doing?”

      My mother looks up, a knowing grin parting her lips. “Embroidering you something. Would you like to see it?”

      “It’s a surprise?” Izzy asks, then she shakes her head. “I can wait.” She refocuses on Miss Patty, the doll my father brought her on her seventh birthday that she named affectionately after her nanny.

      I turn back to my ledgers, wishing I had a delicate, porcelain-skinned plaything right about now too—one with big breasts and rosy lips.

      “How about you, Clayton?” my mother asks.

      “Would I like to help you embroider? No, thank you.”

      “I was referring to your ledgers. Is there something I might be able to help you with? You’ve been flipping those pages back and forth for nearly an hour. Perhaps you should take a break,” she adds. “This storm isn’t helping your concentration, I’m sure.”

      “If you’re going to work on a Sunday,” Kitty starts, opening her book, “shouldn’t you be in the study?”

      “Why, am I that vile to you?” I ask, only partially joking.

      “A disgrace is more like it,” she mutters.

      Though I know I am a disappointment and an inconvenience to her given our lineages and birth order, I can’t help but jibe her back. “If I were in the study, sweet sister, I wouldn’t be graced with the pleasure of your company or your winning personality.”

      Kitty mutters something inaudible in reply, and I try not to smirk.

      “That’s enough, you two. Not in front of Isabel, please.”

      Even with the appearance of patience on the outside, I know my mother struggles to deal with Kitty as much as I do. No matter how much she tries, Kitty will never see her as more than an imposter in the family. Save for Isabel, I think Kitty hates everything about all of us.

      My mother stirs from her seat. The beadwork on her tan gown shimmers in the lantern light as she stops beside me. The faint, comforting aroma of honey and bergamot fills my nostrils.

      “Why are you working on a Sunday, darling? Are these really so important?” She rests her hand on the back of my chair. “Even your father takes this day to rest.” Her acerbic tone reminds me he’s likely conducting business with Madam Hannah, which is why he isn’t here, locked inside with us.

      I lift a shoulder. “The list of tasks Father is piling on me so suddenly grows higher by the day. I might as well work on some of them now.” While I’m trapped in here. “But something’s not adding up. Unless you failed to teach me basic arithmetic, none of these totals make sense,” I say, flipping through the pages. I assess the totals I’ve calculated thus far. “It would seem we live as paupers.” I scour through the tallies, searching for a mistake before I flip back to the first page. “I fear I’ll have to start at the beginning again to determine which entry first seems suspicious and who entered it, because it’s clearly wrong.” I brush a fine layer of sand from the table. No amount of drapery or window coverings ever seem to keep the storms out completely.

      “Perhaps I can help you, darling. I would be happy to.”

      “Well,” I start, pushing the ledger closer to her. I tap the open page with my finger. “Generally, when father’s men bring back goods, there is a record of which forgotten town they’ve found it in and which areas they’ve patrolled in between; they’re supposed to provide a list of information so that we know which places are dangerous, have already been searched, if there are concentrated groups of drifters or other scavengers we should be aware of—that sort of thing.”

      “But there are no records?”

      I shrug. “There are records, though not sufficient enough to satisfy me. It’s filler—the numbers are too consistent, the pit stops they make are at the same towns, though they’re gone longer and longer each time they go out on a mission. Why? Not to mention, according to the novelties ledgers, there would only be enough fabric and furniture allocated to our family alone, and I know well and good that Father’s men have more than what they need of everything.” I give her a sidelong look.

      “Perhaps he hasn’t looked at his books in years,” she muses. “Surely he wouldn’t let them get away with such poor tracking.”

      “Or he’s testing me,” I think aloud. “It wouldn’t surprise me if he knows they are stealing from him and he wants to see what I will do about it.” I shake my head. “I honestly don’t know yet.”

      My mother brings over a fresh teacup and her teapot. “It sounds like that’s why he’s given the task to you, to get to the bottom of it all.” She fills a cup and hands it to me. “Go back to him with the information, and see what he says. If there’s one thing Marcus is good at, it’s sniffing out a mole.”

      I smile. “True, but as you said, he’s given this task to me. I’ll go over it again, and if I fail to confirm the discrepancy, I’ll approach him.”

      “Or you could do it now and make all of our lives easier,” Kitty mutters.

      “Kitty,” my mother chides.

      “What would make our lives easier?” Izzy asks.

      “Oh, nothing,” Kitty says and tenderly brushes a dark wisp of hair from Izzy’s face. “Look how long your hair is getting. It’s so pretty.”

      “I like Ms. Hannah’s hair,” Izzy says, and I straighten in my seat. The wind has died down a bit, the storm tapering off, and the room is silent save for the ticking of the grandfather clock on the mantel. “It’s so beautiful. Can I have my hair like hers someday, Mother?”

      I peer over my shoulder at my little sister, standing up on the couch, looking pleadingly in my mother’s direction. Kitty, on the other hand, is glaring at me.

      “What? I don’t talk about Hannah,” I say defensively.

      “No, you simply have whores calling your name on the street corner,” Kitty gripes.

      “What’s a whore?” Izzy asks.

      My mother tries not to bristle too openly and walks over to her. “You’re too young to know, little one, but Hannah does have beautiful hair, and yours will be that long and beautiful one day too.”

      I shake my head at Kitty. “If it wasn’t for Izzy, I’d wonder if you have a single pleasant bone left in that idle body of yours.”

      “And your pastimes are so noble,” she mutters and picks up her book again. “I’m not sure why a male is so important to the family name. I would take the marshal role much more seriously than you do.”

      “Enough,” I bite out, all too familiar with Kitty’s long-winded insults and resentment for things out of my control. “I know your life is quite horrible, Kitty, being the rich girl in town who’s lost her claim to the family title. And I know I’m a horrible, barely younger brother who’s usurped your future from you, but try to refrain from complaining about it. We’ll never marry you off that way.”

      My mother gasps, shocked more than outraged, and Izzy glances from me to Kitty. I don’t bother to look apologetic as I stand and collect my things. The wind sounds as if it’s stopped, and I could use a long walk outdoors.

      The front door opens, echoing through the house. “—wouldn’t run his mouth he might still be alive,” I hear my father say. “Clayton!” He shouts my name in the foyer. Before I can even answer, I hear quick, heavy boot steps and he calls for my mother, then me again.

      I reach for the door just as he barges into the sitting room. His cloak is covered in sand, but he unwinds his headscarf; his goggles already hanging around his neck. His eyes glimmer with some emotion I can’t pinpoint.

      “Daddy!” Izzy says, jumping off the sofa. She runs over to him, undeterred by the sand wafting off him onto my mother’s freshly swept floor. She sighs in exasperation behind me.

      With a broad smile, my father gathers Izzy up into his arms, so small and innocent against his large, dark form. “Hello, my little Isabel,” he says, kissing her cheek. The moment Izzy begins to cough the room falls silent. Her cheeks redden as she covers her mouth, smiling at him when she’s finished. My father’s brow furrows and he kisses her cheek. “Are you not feeling well again?”

      “I’m fine,” she says, though I glance at my mother, noting the same worry in her eyes.

      My father squeezes Izzy tighter then looks at my mother, his eyes red-rimmed and weary with exhaustion. “What did Doc say?”

      My mother walks over to him and takes Izzy from his arms. “He gave us something new to try,” she says with false ease.

      Izzy nods her head happily. “Yep!” And she nearly breaks my heart.

      “Good.” My father smiles at her but it doesn’t reach his eyes, it never does.

      Mr. Ashford steps into the doorway, covered in as much sand as my father. As if remembering his purpose, my father looks at me.

      “Well,” I ask with tapering alarm, “what’s all the shouting about?”

      “Come,” my father says, taking the ledgers from me. “There’s been a situation with one of my men.” He looks pointedly at my sister. “Kitty, I’m throwing you a birthday celebration. You and your mother will begin planning immediately.”

      “She’s not my mother,” Kitty grumbles, so low my father doesn’t hear her.

      He looks at my mother, then at me. His hair is mussed like he’s run his fingers through it over and over. I’m not sure what’s bothering him, but he hasn’t quite been himself lately. After a deep breath, he looks back to my mother. “I’ll have the guest list ready by this evening. It will be at the week’s end and I want the Masons to be our honored guests,” he says, surprising us all. Then he eyes Kitty. “Make yourself useful.”

      “But—” Kitty’s eyes widen with hurt, then she frowns. “My birthday was two months ago.”

      Without another word, my father walks out, leaving my mother and Kitty to stare at one another in bewilderment.

      “Clayton!” he calls, and I rush out the door after him.
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      Wind whips through my hair as I stare down at my mother’s tombstone. It is weatherworn and as fractured as the earth beneath my boot heels, and just as lonely as I feel now. Why my father insisted on burying her out here, so close to the Dead Lands and forgotten by the rest of the world, I’ve never understood. Until now.

      I can’t get yesterday out of my head.

      The expression on my father’s face.

      The image of the water.

      Duke clears his nostrils, half asleep in the slender slice of shade provided by a copse of pines at the edge of the crumbling necropolis, and I remember why I’m here.

      Crouching down, I pick a purple sand bell from its green viny bed, each bloom peeking up through the cracked earth—a testament of their will to live. I roll it between my fingers and watch the bell-shaped petals twirl. It’s the color of the butterfly . . . I peer down at Mama’s gravestone.
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      Although my frequent trips here are generally for solace, where the sea of purple sand bells meets the damningly blue sky, today I wish more than anything for answers, however, because of the marshal, I know I will never hear her voice again.

      “You knew about the stream,” I whisper. “You had to have known about it . . .” I rest my hand on my chest where the butterfly pendant should still rest and shut my eyes to will away the tears edging closer to the surface. “If I hadn’t found it—if I hadn’t insisted I go—he would’ve gone on his own and lost half the cattle out there.” My breath hitches at the thought. “He was willing to risk the cattle so that I wouldn’t find out. Maybe even himself.”

      The secret stings no matter how well-intended it might’ve been, but it’s the weight of my father’s sacrifice all these years and what he was willing to give up yesterday that has me so torn between what I know is right and what I am willing to sacrifice for others. Do I keep my family alive and safe or unveil the marshal’s secret, a man I hate with all my being, so that everyone might see what he really is? So that people have water, at least for a little while longer.

      “Is that why he killed you?” I crouch down to sit against her tombstone. “Because you knew, and the marshal didn’t trust you?” While I believe it’s likely, that doesn’t seem a good enough reason to kill her. Not when my father knows, too.

      I lean my head against the rough stone and shut my eyes. “I don’t know what to do,” I breathe, the words lost in the breeze that lessens the damning heat of the sun. A hawk shrieks a battle cry off in the distance, and a lost cricket chirps a sporadic song from the sagebrush beyond the graveyard. In a lulled daze, I pull my legs up underneath me, my leathers scraping against the dirt, but it’s only when I lick my dry, scaly lips that I wonder how long I’ve been out here.

      I think of water.

      I think about the marshal again.

      I remember Mama smiling down on me—I see her and Papa when the world felt right and they were happy together. Then I wonder what secrets they had together, and what secrets my father bears for us now.

      Mama’s voice, somewhere off in the distance, fills my thoughts and I lose myself in a dream.

      “Come, love,” she whispers as she quietly opens the bedroom door. “Time for bed.” Scarlet is already sleeping through the lightning storm. She’s a year my junior and curled up against the wall in my bed so that she won’t wake alone. The air is cool and the floor creaks beneath my feet as I carefully climb in beside her.

      “Be good for your papa tomorrow,” Mama says as she brushes my hair from my face. “And when you’re finished with your chores, I need you to fix your great-grandmother’s clock that you put to pieces.”

      I nod sheepishly. “But—where are you going?”

      Her mouth pulls up at the corner. “I need to visit the marshal tomorrow. To check on his son.”

      “Again?” She disappears there so frequently, my heart tugs at the thought. “You said Clayton was feeling better. Papa said you were going to stay home now.”

      “Clayton is much better, but . . .” She glances at my sister and then at me again. “It’s no matter. It’s time for bed now.”

      I frown. “Do you need my help? I can assist you, like I did with Mrs. Tully when she had her baby—I can fetch you water or get you—”

      “Not this time, Jo.” There’s a look in her eyes that worries me, but she leans down to kiss my forehead as if nothing is amiss. When she sits up, she runs her fingers through my dark hair. “You know I love you, don’t you?” A sadness blankets her features before she forces herself to smile.

      Nodding, I pull the quilt up beneath my chin. “That’s why you named me Josephine, right?”

      She smiles fully this time. “That’s right.”

      “Were you very good friends?”

      “The very best. She and I did everything together when we were girls—got into all sorts of trouble.” Her long, strawberry-colored hair falls in her face, forcing her to tuck it back behind her ear as she leans closer once more and kisses my forehead.

      “How did she die?” I ask, realizing I’ve never heard the whole story. Mama’s face darkens and she’s quiet a moment. “We were playing by the river and—well, there was an accident,” Mama explains quietly. “I was very sad when she died, and a friend gave me this gift to make me feel better.” She unclasps the butterfly necklace from around her neck and sets it in the palm of my hand. “You can keep it safe for me, at least for a little while.”

      My eyes widen with joy, but I’m not sure if I should accept it or not. “But—you love it.”

      “Yes, well, I love you, too. Now, snuggle in,” she whispers. “It’s time for bed.”

      I turn the pendant over in my hand, examining its surface, at least as much as I can in the darkness.

      Mama leans forward and kisses me one last time. “Have sweet dreams, my little butterfly.”

      I stir then, squinting into the daylight as my mind awakens. The sun has already started its descent in the cloudless sky. I have a few hours left before the cool air of night drifts in and the desert predators begin their nightly prowl. Pulling out my canteen, I take a long drink, and it tastes like guilt, metallic and warm as it washes down my throat.

      Leaning my head back against my mother’s tombstone, I shut my eyes against the sun. Although I know I should head home—that Scarlet, as always, is likely worried by my prolonged absence—I don’t want to see the marshal’s men or Mr. Ashford quite yet. I’m not sure I can pretend I know nothing—I don’t really want to. But when I imagine my sister, eyes innocent and wide with worry, I know that I must find a way to forget.

      Duke paws anxiously at the dirt, and I open my eyes in time to see something swoop in front of me, flittering against the breeze before it lands on one of the sand bells. I lean forward and hold my breath, like I might frighten the blue-winged insect away if I were to move. A warmth spreads through me, a happiness I haven’t felt in a very long time, and I grin.

      How is this possible? How have I been coming here for eleven years and never seen the one creature that has filled my dreams and my nightmares? My heart aches with as much sadness as it does wonderment and joy. “Well, hello, little butterfly.”

      It flattens out its iridescent wings, shimmering in the sunlight, then flits away as unexpectedly as it came. I peer up at Duke, his head hung languidly. “Did you see it?” I ask, rising to my feet. “I can’t believe it.” They don’t come here anymore, not since my mother was a child and playing . . . “Down by the water,” I realize. She used to play down at the water . . .

      With a surge of strange curiosity, I mount Duke, deciding now is as good a time as any to explore the stream my mother was so fond of in her youth. The stream that is both a blessing and a curse in this godforsaken place.

      Though I’m not one who generally believes much in fate or omens, I do appreciate a timely coincidence. Sparing a final goodbye glance at my mother’s grave, I ride Duke another quarter mile out to the sandstone, breaching the edge of the Dead Lands, before I steer him off the path and toward the canyon. We retrace our steps from yesterday, and the instant the stream comes into view in the ravine below, I’m awed all over again.

      Its crystalline surface is something from another world, at least six or seven feet across, though its depth is minimal. Desperate to touch it—to taste it—we make our way down the ledge. Duke hurries, more invigorated than before, and I wonder if he can smell it or knows innately what it is.

      When we reach the edge of the stream, he steps inside, his hoof scraping against the rocky bottom. He slips a little on the slick pebbles, though he doesn’t seem to care as he submerges his snout in the water and slurps in a long drink and then another.

      Removing my riding gloves one finger at a time, I crouch down beside him, slowly, and cup my hands full of water. I watch as it escapes between my fingers, then take another handful and drink. It’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted, like a soothing promise on a parched tongue, and it’s refreshing without the tang of metal or the cloudy remnants of sand, like we so often drink. I wish more than ever that I could share it with Scarlet.

      Duke and I revel in the stream for a moment, drinking and looking around, blinking into the setting sun. The canyon is a menagerie of flora and fauna with more life in it than anywhere else I’ve seen in these lands. Little cactus wrens sing happy songs from their perches on the yuccas and junipers that sprawl along the canyon floor. Orange blossoms I’ve never seen before dust the rocky ground, and white greasewood blossoms are open in full bloom. Then I see another jewel-toned butterfly flit from a white blossom to an orange one. This place is a haven of things unimaginable in a land sick and dying. There is life and beauty here because of the water.

      I peer upstream, as far back as I can before its blue trail disappears where the sandstones meet. Where it comes from and how far it travels, I don’t know.

      I search the blossoms for the butterfly again but fear I’ve lost it until I see it in the distance, flitting further downstream. Toward Sagebrush.

      I follow it. I might not know where the water comes from, but I can certainly find out where it goes.

      I lead Duke around a bend, watching the algae sway with the flowing stream. I know it must spring from somewhere, and simply knowing that gives me hope. If we take away everyone’s thirst, we take away their fear, and then the marshal has no hold over the town or my family anymore. It’s all I can do not to rush into the middle of town and shout with every breath, “The marshal is a liar, there is water! We are all saved!”

      I peer around, knowing I must think my actions through, that I must be patient, if I’m to expose him one day . . . 

      Laughter reaches my ears. I freeze, straining to hear it again. The sandstone cliffs jut up around me, blocking my view, but when another laugh resounds, coming from just around the ridge, my heart begins to hammer inside my chest and I pull Duke up beside the canyon wall, out of sight. I unstrap my shotgun from the saddle and stand there, unmoving. Listening. Afraid.

      It’s quiet for a moment, and I almost wonder if I’ve imagined it, but then Duke’s velvety ears turn and I hear a whistle. Palms sweating, I hold the shotgun close to me and peer around the corner for the source of the noise. Though my heart races in the face of potential danger, curiosity at what’s hidden here wins out.

      A high screech follows, something that sounds like metal scraping against metal, and I bring my shotgun up and sweep my aim over the ravine surrounding me. It’s coming from downstream, and as the noise continues more steadily, I realize whoever it is doesn’t know I’m here. I follow the sound closer to Sagebrush, telling myself the entire time that I’m a complete fool for it, but my curiosity or stubbornness—or both—urge me forward.

      “Hurry it up!” a man shouts, and I drop the shotgun to my side and peek around the ridge.

      Three men stand on top of one of the marshal’s caged wagons in front of the old McCully gold mine, a place I thought was abandoned. The mine is what put Sagebrush on the map during the gold rush in the 1800s, right before the final climate shift. But that’s not what curdles my stomach. I take in the mine’s heathenish façade and the stream running beneath it.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      The memory of that night comes roaring back to the forefront of my mind and my heart thuds with a deep-seated fear I haven’t felt in a long time.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      It’s where the marshal took me all those years ago. A place I never wanted to see again in my life.

      I thought the mine wasn’t used anymore, but the cart and the men that stand before it tell me differently. It would seem I’ve stumbled across another one of the marshal’s secrets.

      One of the men flips a tarp off the top of the cage, exposing the bars meant to lock drifters and savages within. But it’s not a man inside, but what looks like crates and trunks. Another secret . . . 

      I watch them, knowing exactly who they are: the marshal’s deputies. Two of the men converse; they curse, and one shoves the other.

      “Shut up, both of you.” The third deputy points his finger at them impatiently. When I notice the blue bandana around his neck and his tan hat, I know it’s Doyle.

      He directs the two men lugging a trunk out of the back toward one of the old shanties. They return, one of them wiping his brow with the back of his sleeve, ready to pull a metal chest out. “Don’t touch that one!” Doyle shouts. “That one’s for me.” His partners mutter something, then haul the next one over to the dilapidated outbuilding.

      “Hurry now,” Doyle says. “We need to empty this and get back to town.”

      Because they are doing something else the townspeople know nothing about, I wonder how many more secrets I will have to discover before I have the marshal right where I want him.
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      When Duke and I finally amble back to the ranch, the sun begins to sink behind the mountains. Kip rushes out to greet us, barking with his tail wagging in circles. The marshal’s men are already headed for the flatbed wagon that picks them up at the end of the day, and I feel a rush of relief.

      Duke stops at the stable and I slowly throw my leg over the saddle, drained from a day of sitting in the hot sun. “Time for dinner,” I tell him. “And boy, do you deserve it.” I run my fingers through his black forelock and then down the bridge of his nose, feeling his whiskers prick against the back of my finger as I rub the velvet of his snout and chin.

      I watch my father draw closer from the corner of my eye. His stance is rigid and I can tell he’s full of questions, or perhaps accusations is more like it. He pets Duke’s withers, never taking his eyes off of me. “Where have you been?”

      “I didn’t tell anyone, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      He stands there a minute longer, and I hear the mule and cart pull away. “And,” I start again, “I won’t say anything. I told you I wouldn’t.” At least not until I have a plan.

      My father’s green-blue eyes fill with relief and perhaps gratitude, and he nods.

      “But tell me,” I say without much thought. Leaning against Duke, I study my father—measure his reaction with more intent than usual—and I ask him, “Is that why he killed her?” I know there is plenty my father hasn’t told me, but I know that I, of all people, deserve an explanation. Although the answer and its implications frighten me, there’s a strange relief in the possibility of learning the truth.

      My father’s eyes widen slightly in surprise, and he glances back at the porch where Scarlet is standing, watching us. “No,” he says, and his voice cracks a little. “It’s not.”

      “Then why?”

      Though my father doesn’t look away, I can tell his mind is elsewhere. His jaw clenches and his mustache twitches.

      “I deserve the truth, after all this time—I know there’s more you’re not telling me.” And as I stand there, growing impatient as I wait for him to find the words, Scarlet hurries toward us.

      I have to bite my tongue as I shake my head. “Perhaps that’s a story for another time,” I say, more than disappointed, and I force a smile as Scarlet draws closer.

      “What’s going on?” she asks, looking at me. “Where have you been? We’ve been worried.”

      I reach for Duke’s reins, meeting my father’s contemplative gaze. “I was at her grave,” I tell them and lead Duke to his stall. I make sure grain fills the bottom of his bucket, then I unsaddle him in silence.

      Neither my father nor my sister presses the issue or asks any more questions, because Scarlet knows me well enough to give me my space, even if she’s not certain why she should.

      “Well,” she finally says, unable to stomach the silence. There’s something so good in Scarlet, it’s impossible for her not to break the tension. “I hope you brought your appetite home with you. Jane’s almost finished with supper.”

      “Good.” I smile at Scarlet, unconvincing as it is. “I’m starving.” Sweetie lounges on a saddle in the last square of afternoon sun, and I pet her striped belly, eliciting a quiet meow before I head for the house.

      My father locks up the stable as Scarlet takes my arm in hers and we head up the hill, Kip trotting up behind us. We hear galloping hooves as a rider approaches.

      “It’s Mr. Ashford,” Scarlet realizes aloud as he brings his gray gelding to a halt outside the house and peers down the hill at us. As we make our way to the top. I can tell something isn’t right. Mr. Ashford dismounts as Doyle and another man come into view, bringing their horses to a stop beside Mr. Ashford’s. I’ve never seen them ride together, and it gives me pause.

      My father looks at me and I comprehend for the first time just how worried he has been all day that I’d told someone. He silently beckons me to say nothing as we draw closer, his eyes pleading, and I nod in agreement. But my father doesn’t know what else I saw today.

      My mouth turns dry and my appetite shrivels to nothing as I register what might happen next. They had to have seen me—they must know that I found the stream—and it’s all I can do to keep a straight, unaffected expression as the possible repercussions circle through my mind.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      What the marshal would do to Scarlet. What the marshal would do to me . . . to my father . . .

      What have I done?

      “Mr. Mason,” Mr. Ashford says, and he removes his hat, dipping his head to each of us in greeting. “Ladies.”

      “What is it, Jonathan? It’s a little late for house calls.” My father’s voice is steady as he removes his hat and uses the sleeve of his shirt to dry off his forehead.

      Mr. Ashford hands my father a letter. “It’s an invitation,” he explains.

      Confusion and surprise make my heartbeat staccato, and I suddenly have more questions than ever. My father takes the letter in his hand, opens the seal, and reads the contents. I eye Doyle discreetly, certain the severity of what is to come is written all over his face.

      My father harrumphs, his brow slightly furrowed, and he hands the letter to Scarlet. “Read it aloud,” he requests.

      Scarlet looks between him and Mr. Ashford, both of their eyes on her, waiting. She clears her throat. “Mr. Mason, Miss Mason, and Miss Scarlet Mason,” she begins. “I request your family’s presence at Friday’s dance and celebration of my daughter Katherine’s birthday and in honor of my son, Clayton, the next marshal of Sagebrush. You will be my honored guests of the evening. The event will be held at Sally’s Billiards at five o’clock sharp. You are all to attend, and I’ve seen to it that a carriage will pick you up at four. Yours, Marshal Cunningham.”

      It’s not an invitation, it’s a summons. My brow begins to ache and I realize that, like my father, I’m frowning. “What is the meaning of this? A birthday celebration and we his honored guests?” I glare at my father, though it’s not his doing. It’s not at all what I’d been expecting. I follow my father’s gaze to Mr. Ashford. “This doesn’t make any sense,” I say, a bit frantic.

      “The marshal would like a response now,” Mr. Ashford says, and though he momentarily meets my gaze, he quickly looks away. Mr. Ashford rarely looks me in the eye, so it’s not surprising when he averts his gaze, and yet, I can’t help but feel like there’s a weight to his silence that isn’t usually there.

      With a sigh, my father rubs his chin absently, looking at Doyle. A smirk, dark and taunting, fills the deputy’s face, causing my father to look away.

      “Surely we’re not attending . . .” I hedge, but my confidence wanes as my father eyes me and then Mr. Ashford again.

      “We’ll attend,” he replies quickly and nods to Mr. Ashford. “You may deliver our reply.”

      Mr. Ashford nods, and he almost looks relieved. “Very well. Until tomorrow, then.” He puts his hat back on his head and Scarlet walks him to his horse, the pistol holstered on his belt glinting in the setting sun.

      I try to ignore Doyle peering down on us from atop his horse, no doubt sent here to ensure my father accepts his invite. “Surely you can see there is something else afoot here, Father,” I say quietly and more earnestly than I probably should as I take a step closer.

      He doesn’t look at me, seeming almost unfazed by the invitation, and nods once more to the deputies before they gallop away. “Of course Marcus has some design,” he finally says. “But I’m not about to draw more attention to ourselves by refusing.” Finally, we turn toward the house. “I’m just happy they weren’t here for another reason.” He says nothing more, but I know exactly what he’s thinking.

      Scarlet watches Mr. Ashford as his dust trail disappears down the road. “Well, that was unexpected,” she says, hands resting on her hips as she follows us into the house.

      My father looks between us. “You have four days to find yourselves something nice to wear to the party,” he tells me specifically and kisses Scarlet’s forehead. “We’re honored guests, after all.”

      My mouth falls open. “But—”

      “Don’t worry, Jo,” Scarlet says with a wink. “Leave the dresses to me.” She beams with excitement.

      “Supper’s ready!” Jane calls from the dining room. My father mutters something about being starving as he steps inside, and Scarlet claps happily as she follows behind him. I stand gaping in the doorway. My mind races to catch up with whatever just happened, and despite the heat of sundown, I shudder at the thought of spending an entire evening in the marshal’s presence.
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      “Oh, good! You’re here,” Scarlet sings as I step into her bedroom. It’s in disarray—fabric scraps and shears, ribbons and laces, hat boxes and beads are strewn about, covering her floral rug and cluttering her vanity. Even the trunk at the foot of her bed is open and colors seem to explode out of it. “Close your eyes and put out your arms.” Her voice has a genuine trill of excitement I haven’t heard in a while. It makes me smile.

      “Oh, all right,” I say, anxious to see what she’s dreamed up for the party. Squeezing my eyes shut, I let her lead me further into the room and around the debris that scatters her floor.

      “One moment,” she says in an impatient whisper, and I hear fabrics swoosh and floorboards creak before I feel the air shift around me as she returns to my side. “We’ve only got a couple of hours before the party, so you better open your eyes,” she says, barely containing her enthusiasm.

      With more anticipation than I expect, I do. “Scarlet,” I gasp, taking in a black chiffon gown with a gilded butterfly embroidered on the bodice. Its pointed wings angle down over the hips, accentuated with gray feathers, black lace, and turquoise beads. I reach for the absent pendant around my neck and feel a flutter of sorrow.

      “Since you don’t have your necklace anymore, I wanted to give you this.” She nods to the butterfly dress and her expression wavers. She’s nervous, but I have no idea why.

      The vision of her becomes watery as my heart swells with both sadness and gratitude. “It’s absolutely exquisite, Scarlet.” I run my fingertips over the gold intricacies.

      “Here,” she says, holding out a leather band of quail feathers. My sister’s face beams with pride, her excitement unmistakable, and I don’t have the heart to tell her I will feel even more out of place in such an extravagant gown.

      “Thank you, Scarlet. It’s stunning, truly.”

      “I’m so happy you like it.” She claps her hands together. “It’s our first fancy party, I wanted you to look beautiful. You’ll garner Mr. Trainer’s attentions, to be sure.”

      I chuckle at her incorrigibility and shake my head. “You’re persistent, Scarlet, I’ll give you that,” I tell her and hold the dress out, eyeing the delicate shoulder straps. “The last thing I want is to turn anyone’s head.”

      “Oh, hush. You heard Papa, you’ll have to pursue someone at some point. You might as well start thinking about it. Now—” She spins me around. “We have to hurry. There’s still lots to do before the carriage arrives. Jane!” she calls. “You’re needed, please!”

      “Where is your dress?” I ask as my trousers fall to the floor and I take a reluctant step out of them.

      “Oh, I’ve whipped up a little something for me as well. But . . .” She shakes her head, studying my appearance. “We need to get started on you now if we’re to transform you into a butterfly.”

      I try to forget my unease and revel with Scarlet in her giddiness. I pull off my chemise with a little more pep. “Perhaps we should’ve started grooming me this morning then,” I say with a self-deprecating laugh and turn my back to Scarlet so she can take down my hair. Her laugh fades and her hands still in my hair.

      In a forgetful moment I question why, then clear my throat, remembering. “Will the dress cover them?” I ask quietly, placing my palm against my chest. My heart pounds with more vehemence the longer the silence stretches, and a sick feeling settles over me. In that one moment, the lightheartedness of the occasion vanishes.

      I feel Scarlet’s hands fall away, and I peer over my shoulder at her. She nods and hands me her robe. “I’ll make sure of it.”
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      The carriage ride through Sagebrush is a bit uncomfortable, but I’m not sure if that’s due to what’s left of the rough, rutted roads or the fact that I’m about to enter into an unpredictable evening and I’m already feeling more exposed than I think I can bear. Not that what I’m wearing is revealing, at least not overtly so, but dressing up means standing out, and I don’t want any attention.

      For the first time in my life, I wish for a sandstorm so we can lock ourselves away, instead of attending a party none of us wants anything to do with. Maybe save for Scarlet.

      “I think all of this lace and chiffon might be hotter than my day dresses,” she says from her seat across from me. My father offers her a pleasant smile and she opens her fan.

      A crash draws my attention out the window. The townspeople are loud in the streets, laughing and shouting and stumbling around in the dying light of the afternoon. I pick out bits of drawled, drunken speech, even against the sound of the carriage wheels over the road and the scrape of horseshoes against pavement.

      A couple of men push each other, laughing as if it’s a game, when they nearly knock Mr. Kellerman, the lamplighter, to the ground. Another woman slaps a man in the face, her scowl more terrifying than his, and children in tattered clothes kick a ball back and forth on the sidewalk. I peer down at my clothes again, wondering how it is that my family has traveled this road instead of another.

      Sitting back in my seat, I take stock of the carriage and wonder for a brief moment if this is the carriage Mrs. Cunningham uses when she comes into town from their estate up on the hill, or if it simply sits in a lofty, unused stable waiting for occasions such as this. I study the polished wood paneling and the blue cushions we sit on. Guilt washes over me once again. Guilt because of who I am and the luxuries that come with it, even if I don’t always want them.

      With a sigh, I shut my eyes, wishing the carriage was moving as quickly as my mind, but the quietness inside the carriage is more like a burial procession as we turn down a cramped side street. My father and Scarlet are silent and thoughtful, but I can guess how their thoughts differ.

      My father stares out the small window, likely wondering what we’re walking into and how life has gotten so unpredictable. His mustache is groomed and waxed, and his gray hair is combed back, like a gentleman. Even his gray suit, new leather waistcoat, and boots show a side of him I’m not sure I’ve ever seen before— polished and dignified—even as concern brews behind the blue depths of his eyes.

      “The price we pay to survive is high, and this is our price.” My father’s words are branded in my mind, and as I brace myself for whatever awaits us, I know that the price we pay is high indeed.

      Scarlet fidgets with her gown, adjusting the beaded straps of her dress, and picks at lint or whatever she can find to focus on. Then she looks up at me and her face flushes.

      “You’re quite fetching,” I tell her. “Stop fidgeting. The indigo suits you.” I nod to her ruby-red hair.

      “Why, thank you,” she says with a full, toothy smile, but she forgets that I know her better than anyone. Her brave, carefree smiles are all for me and they hide nothing. She leans forward and fusses with my dress this time, then smooths out my cloak for the cooler temperatures during the return home.

      “And stop fussing with me,” I say, grabbing her hand gently. I squeeze it. “I’m fine.”

      Scarlet leans back on the bench and nods, but I know she still worries for me.

      “Perhaps you’re right,” I start, determined to put her mind at ease. “This could be fun after all. I’m certain there will be a strong drink of some sort.” I wink at her and then meet my father’s gaze. He nods, but I’m not sure if it’s in agreement, appreciation, or something else entirely.

      “Both of you are radiant tonight,” he says, his body swaying with the carriage. But then his easiness dissolves and he fixes a thoughtful stare on me. “Remember yourself tonight, Jo. Please. No matter what happens.”

      It’s a vague request with a severe warning, and I eye him a moment before forcing myself to nod. I’m not sure if he’s still worried I will say something about the stream, but I wouldn’t do such a thing here—that would be suicide, for me and my family. Though it’s not lost on me that this will be the first time I’ve seen the marshal since discovering two of his secrets. I will have to try harder than usual to hide my abhorrence of him.

      With another jostle, then a jolt, the carriage finally stops in front of the old billiards saloon on the outskirts of town. The most elite of the townspeople mill around outside, chatting and smoking their pipes and dressed in their best.

      A footman helps me from the carriage, and I imagine what it felt like two hundred years ago, a wealthy woman attending a dinner party. I almost laugh as I conclude that we are the closest civilization will likely ever come to such aristocracy again. I nod to Mr. Black, the tannery owner. What was considered a lowly trade two hundred years ago is our life’s blood now; the skilled are the gentry, the rest are barely scraping by.

      “Miss Mason,” Mrs. Thornton says, then she looks at my sister. “Miss Scarlet.” Her head-feathers quiver as she gives us a slight curtsy.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Thornton,” Scarlet and I say in unison. “You’re both absolutely lovely.” The pastor’s wife leans in for a kiss on the cheek and I’m not sure what to do. She’s always been polite to us, but she’s never gone so far as to be so welcoming and familiar. Scarlet doesn’t seem to notice, but I bristle, uncertain why she’s wasting her false smiles on me.

      Pulling away from her, I try to ignore the watered-down scent of Mrs. Thornton’s sickly-sweet perfume and sweat as it wafts off her. Had she enough money, the old woman could have finer things—real perfumes and fragrances—but knowing what sort of man her husband is, it’s easy to guess where their money goes instead. When Mrs. Thornton pulls Scarlet in for a brief embrace next, I wonder if she’s already had too much to drink.

      Scarlet smiles prettily, engaging Mrs. Thornton in conversation, but my attention quickly floats toward the lights and chatter emanating from inside the hall. My father offers me his elbow and we make our way inside, leaving Scarlet to chat happily away with her greeter.

      My eyes widen as I step inside. Everything about the old billiards room has been wiped away, as if a good dusting and polish were all that was needed to enliven the space. The sconces are gleaming and the peeling wallpaper I remember from visiting the old, ailing innkeeper with my mother is gone; the arched windows are draped in rich, red velvet, and candelabras stand tall and line the walls, filling the room with a glowing haze that softens what imperfections remain. I feel as if I’m standing in a proper dance hall, and I can’t help but gape in awe.

      Food and drink stations are teeming with folks I recognize from town—the baker and his daughter, spinster Ms. Rinehurst, the widow Mrs. Pelley, Mr. Miller the grocer, and Henry Trainer. I smile and nod at them all, and my father dips his head in greeting. Every shopkeeper and tradesman—even Ms. Hannah May—stands about, dressed in their best, conversing and living life like water isn’t scarce and times aren’t the toughest they’ve been in fifty years.

      People gawk at me and my father as we step further into the room. Though they aren’t trying to be rude, perhaps just curious, I don’t appreciate their scrutiny. Some folks smile, bowing their heads politely, to my surprise, while others barely notice we’ve arrived or seem to care. Men suck on their pipes, women hanging on their arms with their bosoms bulging from their low-cut bodices, and nearly everyone has a drink in their hand.

      When music to Lancer’s Quadrille reaches my ears, I find Mr. Hartford, the pianist, and Mrs. Grainsby with her violin in the back of the room.

      I swallow thickly when I notice a pair of broad shoulders and the unmistakable form of Clayton Cunningham, speaking to Miss Trainer on the outskirts of the group. Miss Trainer smiles beguilingly up at him and laughs, and I find myself wondering what sort of sense of humor Clayton could possibly have.

      But inconsequential thoughts evaporate when I see Marshal Cunningham. His eyes immediately widen when he notices me, and his mouth quirks up in a cunning, predatory way. The marshal removes the cigar from between his lips, eyes fixed and calculating upon me, and he turns fully to face us as my father leads me, if a bit stiffly, toward him. He squeezes my arm, reassuringly, I think, and I force a small smile on my face and pin it into place.

      The marshal interrupts his daughter’s conversation and takes her arm in one of his, his wife’s in the other, and they meet us in the center of the room.

      “Miss Mason,” he says, his voice a bit rough as he takes my fingers in his and kisses the back of my hand. His thick mustache brushes through the lace of my glove, and it’s all I can do not to cringe at his touch. “You’re simply breathtaking tonight. Absolutely perfect.”

      “Thank you, Marshal.” I bob in a small curtsy, and he takes the sight of me in a moment longer, disarming me before his gaze shifts to my father. A small, wicked grin pulls at the marshal’s lips.

      “Charles.” He bows his head. “I’m glad you and the family accepted our invitation.”

      My father’s bushy eyebrows furrow for an instant before he can seem to bring himself to greet the marshal properly. “It’s an honor that you invited us, I’m sure.”

      “Ah, Miss Scarlet . . .” The marshal’s warning glare softens, and his smile widens again as my sister and Mrs. Thornton stroll over to join us. “You are positively stunning this evening.”

      Mrs. Thornton takes her leave, but Scarlet dips her head gracefully. “Thank you, Marshal.” When she looks up, Kitty and Mrs. Cunningham curtsy.

      “Mrs. Cunningham,” Scarlet and I say in greeting, then look to Kitty. “Miss Cunningham.” We nod at her as propriety requires, though she seems more focused on our attire than on us.

      “How beautiful you both look,” Kitty says, though it’s as if she can hardly believe it. Suddenly, she remembers herself, forces a smile, and straightens.

      “Yes, you do look breathtaking,” Mrs. Cunningham says genuinely. Her gray-blonde hair is wrapped intricately atop her head and her gown is simple yet elegant in creams and laces. “We’re so happy you could attend.” While her tone is kind, there is something in her smoky blue eyes that strikes me, and I get a strange feeling she knows something I do not.

      There’s an awkward silence between idle talk and shifty glances before I can think of something else to say. I clear my throat. “I’m sorry, how rude of me. I believe a ‘happy birthday’ is in order, Miss Cunningham.” I try to ignore the marshal and what thoughts and schemes play through his mind.

      “Yes, happy birthday,” Scarlet chirps. “We had no idea, but in any case, we’ve brought you a gift . . .”

      I’m just as surprised at this news as Miss Cunningham herself, and we all watch as Scarlet pulls something wrapped in silk from her black beaded purse. “Happy birthday,” she says again and hands it to Kitty.

      It’s not finely wrapped, as I’m sure Kitty expects, but she accepts the gift with an insincere smile and tentatively unwraps it.

      A comely white and gray feathered comb for her hair rests in her satin-gloved palm.

      “How exquisite,” her mother says as she eyes it closely. “What a thoughtful idea.” She runs her fingers over the tips of the feathers.

      “Agreed. Very thoughtful.” The marshal grins at us.

      “Yes, thank you,” Kitty says, doing little to hide her dissatisfaction. Her father leans in and whispers something in her ear, and her angular features sharpen as she rolls her eyes.

      There’s a commotion behind me, and the marshal’s bushy eyebrows narrow on Doyle near the grocer and his wife. “Excuse me,” the marshal says, his eyes latching on to his boisterous deputy. He walks through the crowd, which parts for him before his mere presence demands it, then growls something in Doyle’s ear, making the deputy flush. He glances around self-consciously at those of us watching. The marshal and Doyle have a silent standoff before Doyle buckles beneath the marshal’s menacing glare. He mouths something that none of us can hear, but his meaning is clear: Fine, but I don’t like it.

      Mrs. Cunningham watches the men as they step away from the crowd, but when I look at Kitty, she’s staring angrily between Scarlet and me. I’m not sure what we’ve done to upset her or what her father said to her, but she plasters on a smile again and shrugs as she peers down at the comb in her hand. “Thank you again,” she says. “I shall put it to pieces when I get home and see if I can’t improve it a bit.”

      Anger fills me as Scarlet’s face falls, but she quickly recovers. “Yes, as you wish, of course.”

      “Katherine,” Mrs. Cunningham snaps, glaring at Kitty. “Perhaps you should speak with some of your other guests.”

      Kitty walks away before her mother can finish her sentence and quickly disappears into the crowd.

      “Don’t mind her,” Mrs. Cunningham says to Scarlet. “It truly is beautiful, Miss Mason. So eye-catching and elegant.” Her apology is written all over her face. “In fact, I’m wondering if I might commission you to make one for me? Perhaps in blacks and whites?”

      The brightness in Scarlet’s green eyes returns, and she nods cheerfully. “Yes, I would be honored to create something very special for you, Mrs. Cunningham.”

      “Perfect.” The woman’s face softens with relief. She was attentive the day Ms. Rinehurst fainted, especially when her daughter practically turned the other way. Even now, in this crowd of fools, Mrs. Cunningham comes to the rescue again. I like her, I decide, and find a strange sense of comfort in that.

      “Come, all of you,” the marshal says as he returns. He gestures to the grandeur of the room. “There is food and ale and dancing. This is a party, after all.” The marshal and his wife excuse themselves and continue to greet their guests. Though there is an easiness between Mrs. Cunningham and her husband, I try to fathom how she could possibly care for him, knowing all that he’s done. Or perhaps she doesn’t know.

      I eye the deputies scattered around the room as my father leads Scarlet and me over to a drink station.

      “It would seem Miss Cunningham is enjoying her party,” I mutter. “She’s so pleasant all the time.”

      My father hands me and Scarlet a glass of ginger beer, though I eye his whiskey instead. He considers something a moment, then exchanges my beer for his splash of whiskey, and I happily take a drink.
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      “How long must we stay?” I ask, but my father’s eyes are fixed on the marshal as he chats with one of his men. I’m not sure if he doesn’t hear me or if he’s ignoring my question.

      “Charles!” Ms. Hannah May calls after my father. She looks as gaudily dressed and painted as usual, and she slips her arm through my father’s without a moment’s hesitation. “I have a question for you about my mare, Esperanza. I figured you might have a few pointers for me . . .” She pries my father away from us and whispers in his ear.

      “A question about her mare?” I look quizzically at Scarlet, my thoughts quickly shifting as Mr. Ashford approaches us.

      “Good evening,” Scarlet says in greeting, and both of us curtsy.

      “Ladies,” he says, dipping his head. “You both look quite handsome this evening.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Ashford,” I say, nodding to my sister. “It’s all Scarlet’s doing, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

      He smiles awkwardly at her, or perhaps it’s only awkward because I’ve rarely seen him smile before. Scarlet flashes him a big, broad, smitten one in return.

      “Miss Scarlet, if you aren’t otherwise engaged, I would appreciate the honor of dancing with you.”

      “Yes, that would be lovely. Thank you,” she replies shyly, and I can’t help but wonder if her stomach is doing summersaults like mine is. I watch unabashedly as they turn to face one another more fully, lost in each other’s eyes in a way I’ve never seen.

      “Miss Mason . . .” A quiet but commanding voice brushes the back of my neck, and I spin around to find Clayton standing behind me. “Good evening,” he says. His black suit is tailored perfectly to fit his frame, and his cerulean waistcoat brightens the teal in his eyes. They seem to shimmer in the glowing light, and my cheeks flush to have him standing so close, alone.

      His easy expression wavers before I can recall he’s said something to me.

      “Oh, right—Mr. Cunningham, excuse me. I seem to have forgotten my manners.” The words stumble out as I extend my hand to him. “I was entranced by the party . . . I’m afraid you startled me.”

      “My apologies,” he says and looks up at me through his lashes. The charm I’d been worried about before makes me flush as he looks at me. Yes, charm and those twinkling blue eyes. I can’t help but notice he smells of pinion woodsmoke and whiskey—more than a sip of it.

      His eyes linger on mine as his lips lightly brush the back of my hand and a startling, foreign feeling I find strangely exhilarating makes my blush deepen. He takes in my dress. “You’re a picture of beauty this evening, as always.” His words sound rehearsed, and I try not to let that bother me as he releases my hand.

      “As always?” I lift a wry eyebrow. “I can say the same for you,” I counter.

      “Why, thank you,” he says, and there is something in Clayton’s eyes that makes me think he’s uncomfortable.

      Averting my gaze, I scan the crowd. Every guest seems to be enjoying the celebration. “You would rather not be here?” I guess. “Not because of your sister’s birthday, of course, but because of your—um—preferable pastimes.”

      “My pastimes?”

      My gaze shifts to his again, and I find his eyes glinting with amusement. My chest and neck flush. Everyone knows what a rake he is, but perhaps I shouldn’t have said anything. Then Clayton surprises me and laughs. “Ah, yes, our run-in last week, in the street. I do apologize for frightening your horse.” He smiles politely, offers me his arm, and nods toward a lonesome corner away from the crowd.

      Slipping my arm through his, we walk that way together.

      “So, I assume your sister is responsible for such a dress? I half expected you to arrive in those pants I keep hearing so much about.”

      My eyes widen. “Yes, well . . .” I try not to let his teasing upset me, though the fact that people truly do talk about me is difficult to accept. “I do feel a little out of place in this dress, if I’m being honest. Scarlet is the mastermind when it comes to fashion. I’m no good with a needle.”

      He grins. “No? I thought all women were proficient in such things.” He peers around, his tone amiable, but his pleasantries seem a bit detached.

      “If you have somewhere you’d rather be, Mr. Cunningham,” I say tersely. “By all means.”

      His eyes dart back to me, wide with surprise, and he shakes his head. “Once again, I apologize, Miss Mason. I am a bit distracted tonight. It’s not the company, I assure you.” He sighs and takes a peek inside my glass.

      “Come, let me get you a refill.” He offers me his arm again, and I take it, a bit hesitant this time. “You were saying—about needlework?” he prompts.

      With nowhere else to be, I resolve to stay in his company and have another much-needed drink. “Yes, well, I’m afraid I am not like most women. My expertise lies in other, less conventional talents.”

      “I see. Such as?” He takes my glass in hand and sniffs. His eyes round in surprise. “More whiskey then?”

      “Yes, please,” I answer quickly, and he refills the bottom of my glass.

      “So,” he starts again, “these talents of yours?”

      “Well, for starters, I rarely spend my time indoors. But reading would be a pastime I’m quite fond of.”

      “And what is it that you like to read? Gothic romances? Grimms’ Fairy Tales? No,” he says to himself and shakes his head. “You like a decent adventure novel. I can see it in your eyes. You live vicariously through others.”

      I laugh more fully this time. “Not at all, actually.”

      Clayton takes two gulps of his whiskey, then stares down at the bottom of the glass. “I promised my father I would behave tonight,” he says with a wink. “It’s probably best I quit while I’m ahead.”

      His openness doesn’t surprise me, but it does make me feel a tad more at ease, even if I’m uncertain why he’s paying me so much attention. I take another sip from my glass and we stand with our backs to the wall, watching the couples break from one dance only to regather for another.

      Clayton sets his glass down at the table by the drink station, then takes mine and does the same before he leans in until he’s a hairsbreadth from my ear. Abruptly, he takes hold of my hand. “Let’s dance, shall we?” he whispers, and the warmth of his breath causes chills to trickle over my skin. Clayton’s eyes level on my lips as he waits for me to respond, and somehow it feels as if standing beside him is the most intimate experience I’ve ever had. “Come,” he says and tugs me out into the crowd.

      I yelp as I follow, each step closer to the dance floor filling my blood with dread. I will be on display for all to see. But whether it’s the whiskey or Clayton himself, there’s something thrilling in it too, and I can’t help the laugh that bubbles out of me as my heart begins to race. I’ve rarely found occasion to dance in my nineteen years. “I’m not very good at this,” I warn him. “Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer a different partner?”

      Clayton throws his head back and booms with unexpected laughter before he collects himself. “No one’s any good at dancing, Miss Mason, not anymore. That’s the fun of it.” He winks at me. “You’ll be fine, I promise. Let me lead the way.”

      Uncertain why I decide to trust him, I allow Clayton to pull me closer as the other couples come together. “Ready?” he asks.

      Though I’m definitely not, I nod before I can change my mind. With the first sound of Mrs. Grainsby’s violin, Clayton leads me around the dance floor, slowly at first, until the music whooshes by my ears. The skirts of my gown brush against his legs as we step and twirl. It’s enlivening and I laugh a little as the whiskey and Clayton’s smile melt my apprehension away.

      After the waltz, we try a country dance, with Scarlet and Mr. Ashford standing a few couples down. When the violin music stops again, my heart is pounding with excitement and Clayton and I step away from the dance floor for a much-needed refreshment. “I can’t stop myself from smiling,” I tell him, astonished. “I actually enjoyed that.”

      “Ha!” Clayton’s twinkling eyes shift to mine.

      “You know what I mean,” I say with a blush. “I think the last time I danced was a late night with Scarlet out under the stars, after we’d gotten into my father’s Devil’s Juice.”

      “Don’t you have any other friends?” he asks, pouring himself another whiskey. I blanch at the boldness of his question, the ease of our conversation slipping away, even if his question is honest enough. He offers me another splash of whiskey, oblivious to my discomfort, but before I can answer him, he looks over my shoulder.

      “It’s time!” the marshal says from the middle of the room, and I turn around to find him smiling at us. “Ladies and gentleman—quiet now, quiet . . .” I wonder if the marshal is about to introduce my family as his honored guests, and I peer around anxiously for my father and sister in the crowd. “Silence, please. I have an announcement.”

      Clayton leans against the drink station, sipping on his glass as he waits indifferently for his father’s speech, as if he’s used to gatherings and spectacles like these.

      “Good people of Sagebrush—your attention, please.”

      The chattering finally dissipates and the room falls silent. “As your indebted marshal, I wanted to take this opportunity to openly give my thanks to all of you for your hard work over the past few harsh years.” He looks around, nodding and smiling at the townspeople, their rapt attention on him fully now.

      “It is because of you all that we are able to keep food on our tables and businesses up and running during this drought. Some of you have been through this before, when my father was running this town. But for many of you, harsh times like these are incomparable—yet here we are, celebrating progress and life amidst so much gray.”

      He looks to Kitty and smiles. “I hope you will all join me in wishing Katherine a happy twenty-fourth birthday. After all, it is because of her that we’ve come together tonight.” He begins to clap and the room joins in, “Happy Birthday” echoing off the walls and filling any remaining silence.

      “In addition,” the marshal continues, “I would like to take this opportunity to share some more recent news with you as well.” He eyes the room, his attention briefly settling on me before he looks back out at the crowd of intrigued faces.

      “We have found more water—”

      The room booms with surprised voices, questions, and excitement, and I suck in a breath. I finally spot my father across the room. His eyebrows are drawn together. Scarlet’s eyes widen and she peers up at Mr. Ashford standing beside her, though he looks blankly ahead.

      “Quiet, please. Quiet.” When the marshal has the room again, he continues. “You may have noticed that my deputies have been gone for longer stretches of time in the past months.” People nod and whisper, but the marshal continues to talk over them. “In their travels, they’ve discovered another water source—a small one, but it will help tide us over until the next rain, for a little while, at least.”

      He lets everyone converse this time and the entire room buzzes with relief. “It will need to be rationed,” he says above them. “And as your marshal, I will do everything I can to ensure what small supply of water we have lasts as long as possible. Though, rest assured, there is hope.”

      My thoughts are jumbled and chaotic as I try to understand what’s changed and why the marshal is sharing this news with everyone—assuming he’s speaking of our family’s secret, that is. The family secret my father has hidden all these years to spare our lives. And yet . . . now the entire town knows, and I no longer have to deliberate what’s right and wrong. It’s been decided for me.

      “Where is it?” someone asks. “How much is there?”

      “Where’s the water source?” asks another, and the marshal’s hands go up to silence them.

      “Telling you was a difficult decision,” he admits. “We’re all thirsty, we’re all struggling as the days grow hotter. While this is definitely good news, it can also be dangerous. As soon as the entire town is aware of this development, there will be chaos—pandemonium. So it is for your own safety that its location remains a secret.”

      Disgruntled chatter fills the hall and the marshal raises his voice. “The Dead Lands are a dangerous place,” he reminds them. “People could die simply trying to find it.” He points to one of his men stationed at the back wall. “Hatter, do you remember the ambush last year, when we lost two of my men—your brother included?” His deputy nods, his expression grave, then the marshal points to Sean Grainger, the farrier. “And your son and my dear friend, Macey Grainger. We’ve lost others too, and all of it because we’re out there searching for what we can’t produce—scrap metal and water and relics from before. And most importantly, we’re ridding this land of those who would try to hurt our wives and children.” He peers around the room, and I take in all the solemn faces. I can practically feel their fear as they remember the men who came home busted and bruised months back, when they saw firsthand how threatening the world has become outside of our hidden refuge.

      I can’t help but think I’m the reason the marshal has decided to tell everyone about the water, and I begin to see Miss Cunningham’s birthday party for what it really is—a way to rally the town behind him, to share his biggest secret so that I can’t divulge it and turn them all against him. And, of course, to ensure that I would be here to hear it.

      “Now,” Marshal Cunningham continues. “Clayton, Miss Mason, if you please?” He waves us over to him, and an eerily dark sensation creeps over me. Clayton’s brow furrows before he takes my arm in his. He leads me to his father in the center of the room, and it’s all I can do not to pull away from Clayton and cause a scene.

      The crowd parts for us to pass, their gazes a flame against my skin. I don’t like the way they stare at me, as if I’m an exhibition at the world’s fair, eyes wide with curiosity.

      When I see Scarlet, I see her panic and know it reflects my own. My father’s mouth is pursed, his chest heaving beneath his vest. And there are two deputies standing on either side of him, Doyle and another. My heart sinks.

      “Come, quickly,” Marshal Cunningham says, his impatience thinning his voice into a crisp, eager sound. We stop beside him and the marshal pins me with a hard stare before he turns back to the crowd. “There is one last reason to celebrate this evening,” he says, and my mind spins. “And that is the betrothal of my son, Clayton, to Miss Josephine Mason.”

      My heart stops beating. The blood drains from my face—from my body—and I stare out at the crowd of blurry faces as I try to process exactly what he’s just said. I blink and scan the room. The words fight for voice, but I can’t seem to find it. When I finally open my mouth to protest, I spot Carlyle standing beside my sister, hands at his hips as he slowly shakes his head at me in warning.

      Clayton squeezes my hand in his and looks at me, smiling like a loving fiancé might. He leans in and whispers into my ear, “Don’t be a fool,” then he kisses my cheek. “Just smile.”

      I swallow as my body begins to tremble, my eyes burning with confusion and helpless rage as I look to my father. His nostrils flare but his gaze is hard and fixed on me. I don’t know what he’s conveying to me, if it’s apology or a plea to keep quiet, so I stand there, staring wide-eyed back at everyone as they whisper. Their faces alight with intrigue and excitement, and soon people begin to clap, slowly at first, until the room is roaring. I can’t smile, but I can’t seem to pull my hand from Clayton’s either. I can only stand there with the sound of my heart hammering in my ears, and I think I might faint.

      “As is tradition,” the marshal shouts above the roar, “my son, Clayton, will one day take my place as marshal. And he’s chosen Miss Mason to be his bride. And what better alliance than the Masons and the Cunninghams? Together, we can make Sagebrush even more prosperous.”

      The room blurs, I look to my father again, but I don’t see him this time. Frantically, I search the crowd and catch a glimpse of him being escorted out of the room, Doyle hot on his heels. Leaving me here to face this alone.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      I freeze as tears fall from the brim of my lashes. “Scarlet,” I squeak out, and Clayton waves her over to us. She forces a smile and plays the part of a doting, excited sister, though her eyes are wide and never leave mine until she’s standing beside me. One of the marshal’s men follows her, standing too close for comfort as she leans in and kisses my cheek.

      “Just breathe,” Scarlet says, and she clasps onto my hand and wraps her arm around me in what looks like a congratulatory hug. The crowd is lost to me, and I bite my tongue so as not to scream.

      “Oh, happy tears!” the marshal says, but I can’t look at him, I won’t.

      Mrs. Cunningham steps in front of me as the marshal continues with his announcement, her face as stricken as mine must be. She leans in and kisses my cheek. “I’m so sorry, dear,” she says, then kisses Clayton on the cheek.

      I shut my eyes and inhale through my nose, willing myself to hold it together until I’m alone. Whatever this game is they are playing, there has to be a way out of it.
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      The ride home from the party is silent. My mind is full with flashes of the night, of Miss Mason. Of her horror-struck face. I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into.

      I look across the carriage at Kitty. Instead of angry, she looks exhausted or perhaps broken. One of her blonde curls has fallen where she rests her head against the paneling. Her hardened features are soft, and her brown eyes seem lost as she stares out the window at the flat, desolate world lit only by the moon. Although I’ve never understood her, I can imagine how hurt she must be. Her own father used her birthday celebration as a platform for his political gains. And he used me.

      And the water his men have found? The marshal sits across from me thoughtfully, his hand resting on his chest, false smiles and affability seeping from him like the water through the cracked, dry earth. How different he’s become than the man who raised me. I’m not certain if what he said about the water was true, but now is not the time to bring it up with Kitty here. All the secrets and schemes kept even from his own son. How tiresome it must be for him. It overwhelms me, that’s certain enough. I’m to be married? I nearly laugh and drag my hands down my face.

      Gently, my mother laces her fingers with mine, squeezing them before she sets them in her lap. It’s meant to reassure me, but it only confuses me more. Did she know about this? Her blue eyes are full of concern, though happiness, even if it is a bit strained, curves her lips ever so slightly. Her eyes search mine, heavy as they are with exhaustion.

      I glance away, replaying the party over and over in my mind until we pass through the wrought iron gates of our estate on the hill. Town seems so far away from here, its lights a soft glow behind us. Everyone carries on as if nothing’s happened. Except for Miss Mason. I can only imagine what she must be thinking right now.

      The carriage rolls to a stop outside the house, and my father flings the door open. “See to your mother,” he commands and trundles out of the carriage and into the house, leaving the three of us to our awkward silence. I help my mother out of the carriage, then Kitty, wondering if my father’s finally gone too far and she’s brokenhearted.

      “I didn’t know,” I admit, my voice heavy with regret and exhaustion. I lean in to kiss her cheek. “Happy birthday, Sister.”

      She murmurs a thank you but her eyes don’t meet mine. “Goodnight,” she says, her voice barely audible above the swish of her skirts, and she heads into the house, ignoring Ainsley, the butler, as she passes.

      “I wish I knew how to help that child,” my mother says as she watches Kitty disappear inside the house.

      Ainsley quickly shuts the front door again to keep out the moths swarming around the lanterns and waits on the porch for my mother and me to approach.

      My mother blinks lazily at the closed door, as if her eyelids are steel curtains she struggles to open. I take her arm in mine. “Did you overdo it tonight?” I ask softly and lead her up the pathway and toward the house. It’s moments like these that I realize she’s no longer the nimble woman who used to chase me around the house, demanding I keep my clothes on because it’s what a proper young man would do. “You look tired.”

      She chuckles. “I am. That was the largest party I’ve had to put together, and in only four days.” She shakes her head, a floral fragrance drifting from her hair. “And I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

      “You knew then—about the water and about me and Miss Mason . . .” A flaring sense of betrayal fans over me.

      She lets out a long breath and searches my eyes for something only a mother can see. “I knew about the water,” she finally says, pursing her lips. “I did not know about the engagement. Marcus was right not to tell me about that,” she says sharply.

      “I’m not sure what his angle is, but he can’t possibly be serious,” I realize for the first time. “I’ll speak with him.”

      “As will I,” she mutters.

      I assist her up the porch, growing angrier as my stunned haze continues to lift with each step.

      When we reach the front door, Ainsley is about to open it when my mother holds up her hand. She looks at me carefully, her eyes shimmering in the lantern firelight. “You must be good to her, Clayton,” she says and cups the side of my cheek with her hand.

      My chest constricts at her words, and it’s as if the weight of what my father has done finally settles over me. Marriage, and to a woman who’s practically a stranger.

      I frown, refusing to take any of this very seriously. “We’ll discuss it tomorrow,” I tell her and kiss her soft cheek. “Get some rest.”

      “I love you, darling.” She lifts up on her tiptoes and wraps her arms around my shoulders. She inhales long and deep before she squeezes her arms tighter around me and lowers back down to her feet. “I’ll check on Isabel. Hopefully she’s sound asleep.”

      “I doubt it,” I say, imagining her scurrying up the stairs to her room now that she knows we’re home.

      Ainsley opens the front door and we step inside, out of the humid night. Milly, my mother’s maid, takes my mother’s fan and purse, and they make their way up the grand staircase to my mother’s chambers. As soon as Ainsley closes the door behind me, my father calls my name from his study.

      Bracing myself for whatever’s to come next, I stride through the foyer, wishing I still had a bit of a whiskey buzz. When I reach the study, I’m not surprised to find my father sitting at his desk, scribbling furiously on parchment with a black feather quill. He has a haggard look about him that I hadn’t noticed before.

      “Has all that plotting tired you out, Father?” I stop beside his desk.

      “Sit,” he says, otherwise ignoring me.

      “Are you going to explain what the hell happened tonight if I do?”

      His eyes shoot up to mine and he nods toward the leather-backed chair across from him. “You don’t get to demand anything from me. I said sit.”

      If I didn’t think the entire night was some political strategy of his that would all come to nothing in the end, I’d put up more of a fight. Instead, I decide I’m as exhausted as the rest of them, and I pull the chair out and take a seat. The skeleton key he keeps on his person most of the time catches my eye, part of it sticking out from beneath a few stray papers as if he’s suddenly careless and has forgotten about it. Although the fascination I had with it when I was a boy has worn off, it strikes me that I still don’t know what he keeps in the drawer it opens.

      After a few more scribbles, he rests his quill back in the inkpot and meets my gaze. His beard is grayer than I’ve noticed before, his skin more weathered to show his age.

      “I know you asked me to pay Miss Mason special attention tonight,” I start. “And I humored you when you said it was a good decision for our families, for this town—but marriage? You cannot be serious.”

      “Of course I’m serious. I’m always serious.” He leans back in his chair, his expression stark as stone.

      “And you would not even speak with me about it first—or her?”

      “Why would I?” he says abruptly. “So that you could show up drunk or perhaps not at all? So that Josephine could refuse to come? So that she could tell everyone what she knows about the water before I could?”

      “She knew?”

      “Yes, she knew, and if either of you would’ve known what I was planning, you would’ve been absent to your own engagement. I couldn’t have that.”

      “So you stick your lapdog Doyle on her father and sister, as what, a threat?”

      “It’s what needed to be done,” he says flatly.

      I can’t stop shaking my head, though I know how foolish I must look. “Did you see the look on Miss Mason’s face? She’s not going to go through with this. I can guarantee you that.”

      His eyes are hard set against mine, but he’s not looking at me. He’s thinking. He’s lost. He clears his throat. “She’ll get used to it—she has to.” I wait a few breaths for him to continue, and when he doesn’t, I realize he might actually believe that.

      “We don’t even know one another,” I remind him, and when my father stares at me, unfazed, I can’t help it—I begin to laugh. “This is insane—it’s absolutely ludicrous.”

      “It’s what needs to be done, Clayton. You need a wife if you’re going to become the next marshal—you need heirs. Do you think that magically happens?”

      “But it’s . . . Miss Mason. She’s so innocent—” I shake my head. “I barely know her.”

      “You don’t know her because you’ve been too busy whoring around,” he says in a dry voice.

      “You do realize,” I say coolly, my patience thinning, “that you are talking about my life—my wife whom I’ll be with for the rest of my life.”

      This time, he laughs at me, a humorless, hollow sound that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. “Oh, I’m sorry, son. Did you think you would have a choice in who you married? Did you think that as marshal in this town you would have everything you want?”

      “No, of course not, but I don’t see—”

      “That’s right,” my father says, rising to his feet in anger, “you don’t see. You don’t see any of it. None of you do.” His chest heaves, and he sounds as if he’s at his wits’ end. Watching him closely, I wonder what’s come over him lately.

      “I thought,” I start again, aiming for less petulance in my voice this time, “that I wouldn’t have to marry for another few years—or that I might have a say in it, at least.”

      “You assumed too much,” he says and leans in, his dark lashes framing his shadowed eyes. Fatigue and something that looks a lot like sadness harshen his glare. “The stream runs from the Dead Lands through their property, in the canyon to the east, and it is this town’s very means of survival. It has been for centuries—”

      “Wait, centuries?” I’d forgotten about the water. One of our greatest, most life-threatening troubles, apparently solved in one single breath. Confused, I watch as he takes the skeleton key off the desk and opens the drawer beside him.

      “Yes,” he says simply. “And just like all the other riverbeds in this godforsaken place, it’s been diverted and irrigated so much with such little rain that it’s drying up, and quickly.”

      “But—what does that have to do with my marrying Miss Mason?”

      My father glares at me as if I should know the answer already, but I glare back at him instead. “You must marry her to combine families and protect the water, and she needs—” He stops himself, letting out a deep breath. He studies me for a moment, perhaps deciding what else to divulge, then rakes his teeth over his lip and continues, “Not even your mother knew about this, until recently. My men were the only ones and that’s because they’ve had to protect it.” He riffles through an old, leather-bound journal.

      It’s then that I realize how many of my father’s men spend their days at the Masons’ farm, working the crops and helping them with their livestock. “That’s why everything grows so well there—why your men are there, keeping an eye on things?”

      My father hands me a folded sheet of paper. “What’s the point of having water and good soil if you’re not going to use it to its full potential?” he asks, then nods to the paper in my hand. “Read it—read it so you’ll understand.”

      Tentatively, I take the brittle paper and unfold it with care. It’s a letter, and my brow furrows when I note that the date is nearly two hundred years ago in an unfamiliar hand.

      I glance at my father, leaning back in his chair, watching me. Waiting.

      

      January 17, 1899

      Son,

      Today I realized something—I may not be around much longer. You and your sister are still too young to fully understand the way the world works now, and things will likely be much different when you are old enough to take over this town. So, I will tell you what’s been on my mind so that you will one day understand why I took the course I have.

      This drought we have been battling the past fifteen years has brought famine upon our lands and strife among our people. The townspeople are thirsty and desperate, and as a result, I’ve been forced to do things I never thought I was capable of. Elizabeth would be furious with me, I think, but since your mother is no longer with us, she knows nothing of how badly the tides have turned. This place—the Shift—has taken your mother, and I am required to be a man I swore I would never become.

      The people have forced my hand. I’ve done things I am not proud of and have become a person I never thought possible. And yet, it can be no other way. For water is not the only thing that is scarce. Food. Vegetation. Sanity even it would sometimes seem.

      I didn’t realize the full extent of my influence as marshal until four months ago. A riot broke out, and I used my only true weapon against the people to make them listen—I withheld the water. At first, it was to ration what little we had and save lives. But it’s become something else entirely. Now, even with the recent rains, I see what water truly is. Power.

      I’ve seen what men will do for it, how unreasonable they become when they are in need of it, especially when it means life or death, hardship or comfort. With the promise of water, we have instilled law in Sagebrush again. We aren’t just getting by, nay, we are beginning to thrive. People have duties to perform, and in exchange, their bellies grow bigger and their water pails fuller. But with progress comes regulation.

      My deputies have been given every comfort in exchange for their discretion in protecting the last river in our lands, and I’ve promised prosperity and protection to the family whose ranch thrives near it. It’s the only commodity we have, and we must protect it, at any cost. After all, it’s not strength or community that will keep this town alive during these desperate times of self-preservation, but ignorance.

      The townspeople needn’t know or worry about water when I can hold that burden for them—when I can provide for them what no one else in this world can. For I also know what awaits us beyond the Dead Lands. Your mother is a daily reminder. The rest of humanity, or what’s left of it, squalors in sickness, ruin, and unrest. This is why the stream must remain a secret, why martial law must be maintained. It’s for everyone’s wellbeing, not just our family’s.

      I am not a religious man, but it feels as if a higher power has shown me a path when we all thought there was no end to the suffering. We will continue to ration and live meagerly, should dark times come once more. Until then, the family secret must remain. As I pass this knowledge down to you, for the sake of our family and for all of Sagebrush, you must pass this knowledge along to your son as well. There must always be a marshal to protect this secret. There must always be a Cunningham. Without it, the legacy of humanity might be lost forever. Never forget the importance of protecting the people, even if it’s from themselves.

      —Your father, Marshal Brandon Cunningham

      

      Stunned. Surprised. Honored. I’m not sure what I feel. I reread the last line over and over. Never forget the importance of protecting the people, even if it’s from themselves.

      I study the date again. Generations ago, a marshal stood in this very room, writing this letter to his son. I stare at my father, speechless and struggling with who he is as a man and who he is as the marshal, and I’m not sure I see a difference like I’d once thought.

      Duty comes first. Duty to his name and position—to these people—is what he lives for. It’s what I will live for one day, and I think after twenty-one years, I finally understand him a little better. “This is why Kitty has always resented me,” I realize aloud. “This is why you’ve always treated me differently; it goes beyond being your heir. I’m the protector of a secret.”

      He shakes his head and stifles a laugh. “I treat you differently because Kitty is a fool of a girl and I don’t have time to indulge her.”

      He might be saying something else, but I can’t think beyond what I know; this town, my father, and who I am are not at all what I thought. He’s been keeping secrets from the people, from all of us. I struggle to find the line between good intentions and something more sinister.

      “So,” my father says, crossing his arms over his chest. “Perhaps now you understand the importance of the stream and why it is imperative that we bring Miss Mason into the fold. Charles has no son to carry out his part of the bargain and things are . . . changing.”

      “And this is how you tell me? Thrust me into a marriage to a woman I barely know—have me read a letter?”

      “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to have this conversation for a while, at least not about marriage, but . . . it’s out of my control.” As if he’s refusing to meet my gaze for fear of what he might see, he clears his throat and pours himself a splash of brandy. “This is what has to be done, especially now that Josephine knows about it. Charles will continue to remain silent on the matter, but—”

      “You don’t trust his daughters?”

      He gulps down his drink, eyes set on me. “No, I don’t,” he says, staring down into his empty glass. “Miss Mason is headstrong, like her mother, and I don’t want her bringing attention to herself or causing any trouble for us.” I feel there is more to his words that he doesn’t say.

      “Perhaps this is as simple as my having a conversation with her—”

      “The time for conversation is over,” he says crossly. “They’ve never wanted for anything—they’ve been protected by my men and safe all these years in exchange for their cooperation. Miss Mason won’t see that, so other measures must be taken.”

      Although it all seems a bit dramatic, I can’t stop thinking about the water’s role in all of it. “And tonight, you’ve ensured the townspeople’s favor, despite what she might say, because you’ve told them your secret—half the truth, anyway.”

      “We’ll have to increase the rations more,” he says with a nod, “but it’s worth it to keep everyone manageable.”

      I scoff in fury and disbelief. “Manageable? You’ve nearly killed these people, pretending there isn’t enough water.”

      “No one has died of dehydration,” he says brusquely. “What if this water bed dries up like all the rest? Then what? They are thirsty, yes, but everyone has always had water. Everyone has a role to play.” His voice is gruff with resentment. “The stream is not guaranteed, Clayton. In fact, it’s only a fraction of the size it once was. Unless I want to risk our family dying of thirst, and the crops and the livestock dying, too, I will do what needs to be done. So will you.”

      “Surely Miss Mason can see reason,” I groan, overcome by secrets and discoveries. “There is no need for a marriage neither of us wants.”

      “You think I had a choice?” he shouts, startling me. “It’s not your life, Clayton, this is not my life—it’s what is needed. Do you think I wanted to marry your mother? I had to out of necessity to ensure an heir.” The moment he utters the words his eyes widen, his brow softens, and he sits back down. Shame colors his face. Good.

      “Do not speak of my mother as if she has been any sort of inconvenience to you,” I warn him. Although he’s always been somewhat of a brute towards others, I’ve never heard him disrespect her or say a word against her. I’ve never seen him on edge the way he has been the past few days, either—I’ve never seen him so unsteady.

      “I shouldn’t have said that.” He scratches his beard, and I appreciate the humility in his voice.

      “No, you should not have.” I growl out a sigh and lean back in my chair. “After all of this, what happens the next time we see Mr. Mason? You think he’ll willingly hand his daughter over to you—to me? I’ve not courted her—I’ve barely even spoken to her. God knows I am the last man in this town he would ever want her to marry.”

      “You leave Charles to me,” he says, resolved. He rubs his forehead as if it aches deep inside. “I can persuade him.”

      There’s an easiness in the way my father deals with other people’s lives that makes me uncomfortable, but then I realize, this is who he has always been. I’ve just never known it until now.

      “She’s a good match for you, Clayton,” he says thoughtfully. “Jo is beautiful and intelligent, even if she is a handful. She’ll be a better wife to you than you’ll deserve. You’ll see, they always are.” I’m surprised how casually he refers to Miss Mason by name.

      Longing and sorrow punctuate the silence as his eyes shift around the study, landing on the empty fireplace or the divan in front of it. His brow furrows as he stares through it all, at something that isn’t there. “Her mother was a healer,” he finally says, and I wonder if he’s remembering my illness.

      “Yes, I remember.”

      He blinks a few times, his jaw working beneath his beard. He shakes his head at a memory—a thought I can’t see. When he looks at me again, there’s a sheen to his eyes that wasn’t there before, a redness to his face.

      “Are you all right, Father? You look feverish.”

      He clears his throat and leans back in his chair, his hands steepled on his desk. “I’m fine,” he says gruffly and eyes his decanter of brandy, questioning another glass. “We’re talking about you. Miss Mason is your match, like it or not.”

      “This is unbelievable,” I groan, running my hands over my face.

      “On the contrary.” His words are sharp as steel blades. “You know what’s unbelievable? Your selfishness—your inability to grasp anything beyond yourself.”

      “I’m not being selfish, I’m being realistic!”

      “The two of you at the helm of this town would ensure its survival—her strong will, your power.” He points toward the foyer. “And if you can’t see that, then think of Isabel. She worsens by the day and you can’t find a single silver lining in this marriage.” It’s as if his hand squeezes around my heart with each word. “A marriage to a woman who cared for and did what no one else would for that shopkeeper last week.” He laughs to himself, a frustrated, empty sound. “And of course she would.”

      I swallow. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that, like her mother, Josephine is as much a West as she is a Mason. They all have a way with the sick. Josephine is clearly no exception.”

      Reaching back to the farthest recesses of my mind, I recall a Dr. West in the town’s history—a city man who brought his family here to escape the black lung that spread throughout the coastal towns. He saved some people, others died, but it’s only now that I realize the family connection. And while we have been blessed with blue skies opposed to gloom, the sand has taken its toll. I would give anything for Izzy to live a longer, fuller life, and the impossibility of it nearly brings tears to my eyes.

      “There are many benefits to this marriage,” he starts again as he gives in and pours himself another drink. “Benefits you would see if you stopped frequenting Hannah’s so much.”

      “Yes, well, you might think Miss Mason a good match, but she will hate me for this.”

      “Then woo her, Clay, make her fall in love with you,” he says, exasperated. “You’ve been practicing all these years, haven’t you? Put your charm to good use.” He nods to the door. “Now go, I have things to do and you have a busy day tomorrow.”

      I stand, more than happy to escape this unnerving conversation. Miss Mason. Izzy. The water . . . my head hurts thinking about it. Gripping the doorjamb, I glance back at him. “You should get some rest, Father,” I tell him as he pours himself another glass of amber relief.

      “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” he grumbles and shoos me away.

      As I make my way up the stairs to my room, I try not to think of what Miss Mason is doing right now or how much she probably hates me.
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      Last night, when I told my father I could not marry Clayton—when I begged him to do something—there was sympathy in his eyes and even regret, but he would not relent. “You must.” Even as I saw the tears fill his eyes, I hated him in that moment. I hated him for allowing this to happen, knowing he was too much of a coward to stop it.

      But the woman staring back in the water’s reflection knows better now. She looks tired, her crinkled eyes barely recognizable and cast in shadows of fear and uncertainty. “How has it come to this?” I whisper, unable to repress the thoughts that have had my mind tumbling and swirling since last night.

      Duke stirs from his idle grazing on the wild grasses along the bank of the stream and sips at the water as it babbles by. Despite the ripples, it’s crystalline—the only truly pure, untainted part of this dried-up, abandoned hell of a place. But in spite of the life and sustenance it provides us all, it’s cursed.

      The marshal had watched us depart the party in silence, but even silence can hold a menagerie of threats and promises.

      Don’t do anything foolish. This is happening.

      I’ll be watching you.

      The bruises on my father’s face were a parting gift, a stark reminder that our lives—my family’s lives—hang in the balance of whatever comes next; we are merely pawns in the marshal’s twisted game of power and deceit.

      My reflection ripples with the water, unrecognizable. “I’m to be Clayton’s wife,” I tell myself. I’m to be a Cunningham.

      I hope for a glimpse at an alternative to what’s been thrust before me—but all I can hear are Clayton’s low, cautionary words: “Don’t be a fool.”

      I am a fool. I let Clayton’s easy smiles disarm me; I let him ply me with drink and tempt me into a pretty picture of two adoring people. I fell for it, all of it, and no one would think any differently now. And despite his warning, I needed no reminder to heed the marshal’s wishes. His looming men made their intentions clear enough, and with them hovering around my sister, I would do nothing foolish, not when the repercussions of doing so will forever mark me. The marshal banked on that much, obviously.

      My father, on the other hand . . . he must’ve done something—said something—for them to have to remind him of his place and his role in all of this. The anger stings the backs of my eyes. The marshal was right to post his men so daringly, for I would have done everything in my power to resist, had they not been there. Instead, I did nothing at all. All I can see now is the marshal’s wolfish grin and the dangerous twinkle in his eye. He has me right where he wants me and I am powerless.

      Picking up a small stone, I toss it into the water. “I will lose myself in the Dead Lands before I marry Clayton Cunningham.” I toss another rock and the ripples are carried downstream, leaving no trace the rock was ever there.

      Turning, I begin to pace, and my chest grows so tight I struggle to breathe. He doesn’t know me as well as he thinks he does, I remind myself. He can plot and plan, but there are ways to push against him . . . I no longer have the water to hold over him, but I will discover more ways to resist; I have to, and quickly.

      Folding my arms over Duke’s back, I lean my head against his flank, the color of sun-kissed wheat, and let the lull of his steady breaths ground me back to here and now, not what could or will be. In and out, his body expands, the scent of hay and wind still clinging to him. I imagine the two of us riding away from here, as fast as the breeze will carry us. But I know that’s not possible, not unless my father and sister come with us. As I seriously consider whether leaving is a viable option, I realize all that I have left of my mother would be gone if I did.

      Then I remember Mrs. Cunningham. “Her words were kind to me.” The expression on her face was one of sorrow. “She doesn’t want this for me . . .” I could hear it in her voice.

      The tension in my shoulders and neck eases a little as hope takes root again. “She could talk to them—” I stare at my horse, his eyes wide and blinking at me. “We can figure something out together.”

      A trill of laughter carries in on the breeze, and my attention snaps downstream. I’m frozen in place. Listening. The mine is over a mile the opposite way, and my heart races as I think of who has ambled so far down here.

      Quickly, I lead Duke toward the mountainside, out of sight. I could hop on his back and ride away from here, for fear of who might discover me in this secret place, but the marshal already knows I’ve been here, and when I hear what sounds like a woman’s laugh, curiosity wins again.

      With my shotgun in hand, I follow the rock wall, keeping close and out of sight until it comes to a point at the bend. My grip tightens on the gun and, slowly, I peek around the ridge. I expect to find one of the marshal’s men groping some woman from town. Instead, I see two strangers, a man and a woman dressed in strange clothes, laughing at the water’s edge.

      Bells ring in my mind, telling me to run away, that they are not from here and are dangerous. But the woman looks younger than me, with impossibly dark, braided hair that is striking against her pale features, and I find I can’t move. She smiles at the man filling a deerskin at the bank and says something as she points up at the blue sky. Their voices are mumbled but the lack of fear in their eyes intrigues me. The man is tall and broad-shouldered, his hair dark and his skin pale, like hers.

      They’re cloaked in furs instead of leathers, linen, and wool. They could never survive in this desert wearing that. But a distant voice reminds me they’re not from here. Even their horses are mounted high with furs and leather pouches, and a string of rabbits hangs from one of their makeshift saddles.

      The woman blows out a heavy breath and fans herself with one hand as she removes her fur coat, exposing a tight chemise of sorts and muscular arms. The man splashes her with water, laughing at the shock on her face, and for the briefest moment, fear is only a nagging presence in the back of my mind. They don’t seem dangerous. They appear to be healthy and strong; the woman is a little sinewy, but they’ve both been well provided for, which is something I would not have expected given the drifters, thieves, and savages I’ve seen brought in on the carts. But then, I’ve never seen outsiders alive before. They are beautiful in a strange way. And still dangerous.

      And I’m here, alone.

      My empty stomach rumbles with unease. Uncertain of their intentions, I consider turning around and riding like hell back to the ranch to tell the deputies there are drifters too close to our borders. But the man’s gaze fixes on me the instant I think it, and he straightens.

      Without hesitation, I lift my shotgun, aim it at him, and resolve to stand my ground, forcing my fear deep down to my toes, curled and smarting with tension. They have no guns that I can see, but they have bows and arrows aplenty.

      The man’s open expression sets in a granite mask, and I feel the burn of two sets of eyes fixed on me as they gauge their danger. The man stares at my shotgun, examining it, so I pump the barrel and step a bit deeper into the side of the canyon. The woman could reach the bow and quiver beside her in an instant.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I state loudly over the sound of the water, forceful but clear, in case they can’t fully understand me.

      My voice carries loudly in the canyon, and the man slowly raises his hands defensively, his eyes never leaving mine. “No trouble,” he says calmly in broken English. “We were resting.”

      I eye them more closely as it dawns on me that I don’t even know how many other drifters might be with them. “Are there others?”

      The man and woman shake their heads.

      “Why are you here?”

      “Water,” the man says, his hands lowering.

      I grip my shotgun tighter and reposition my aim, giving him pause.

      “Please,” the woman says, “we only wanted water and rest. We don’t know so much sun.”

      By the look of all of their furs, I believe that. “And how’s that? Do you live under a rock or something?” My arms begin to tremble under the weight of the shotgun, but I keep it aimed at them lest they get any ideas.

      The woman points past the sandstone, to the mountain peaks that I stare at from my bedroom window every morning.

      “You live in the mountains, where the storms come from,” I realize aloud.

      She nods.

      I open my mouth to ask another question but decide against it. Between their clothes and smaller horses with shaggier coats, built more like oxen than ponies, I can tell they aren’t like any outsiders I’ve seen the marshal’s men bring in, either. I decide to believe them and slowly lower my gun.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I repeat. “They will kill you if they see you. There are many of them.”

      The woman nods and looks at her companion, whose eyes haven’t left me. “Come, Cole,” she says, pulling at his shoulder. She grabs her fur coat, bow, and quiver, then hurries to her horse. Cole stares at me a few breaths longer before he slowly retreats to his horse, leaving their deerskin pouches at the edge of the water. I lift the shotgun again, a silent warning should they change their minds and reach for any weapons, but they don’t look back as they gather their horses’ ropes into their hands.

      Another question bursts from between my lips before I can stop it. “Why’d you come down from your mountain?” How could you possibly live up there? What lies between my home and yours? I force myself to bite back the rest as I wait impatiently for their reply.

      A gloom darkens both of their features. “Our village was attacked,” the man says curtly, and his confession surprises me. “Our people are dead.” The man’s expression hardens on me, as if it was my doing.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell them, before a rush of fear washes over me again, and I glance around furtively, praying they didn’t lead the villains right toward Sagebrush. “The drifters, did you lead them here—did they follow you?”

      The woman’s brow furrows in confusion, but she shakes her head as she climbs up onto her horse.

      Cole climbs up onto his horse as well and they mutter between themselves, inaudible to my ears.

      “You must go, quickly. You can’t come back—they will kill you if they see you here. They’ll think you’re dangerous.”

      Both of them glance at me again, and the woman nods in understanding. I see the fear in her eyes that reflects my own, and I know we have an understanding.

      Together, they kick their shaggy horses into a trot, then disappear through a forest of ironwoods and pinyon pines until I can’t hear their horses’ footsteps any longer.

      I watch the dust and dirt settle in their wake and wonder why they don’t seem to care that they’ve left their deerskins full of water behind.

      A few moments pass before I allow myself to loosen my grip on the shotgun, my heart pounding at the realization that an encounter with two drifters could have ended much differently. I let out a much-needed breath, wondering what would happen if I were to ride out into the Dead Lands with them.

      I shake my head, knowing it would likely be suicide, and peer back at Duke, who is oblivious to the close call we just had. Oblivious to what I’ve just learned.

      Gun in hand, I splash through the water to the other side of the stream to retrieve one of their deerskins, my only proof I have that they were real.
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      Later that afternoon, when I return home, my clothes are already dry from the heat and my mind is preoccupied with the drifters from the stream. As I unsaddle Duke, I try to fit the pieces together, but I can’t—there’s a chink in the marshal’s story about them, and I’m almost certain it’s another fabrication, a cattle prod so we’ll all bend in the direction he wills.

      I take stock of his men closing up the greenhouses; there are dozens of them every day. No matter what power the marshal has over us—fear, water, painful memories—it’s reassuring to know that he desperately depends on us. Enough to have his men working our land, knowing this town would starve without us.

      Brushing out Duke, I glance around for my father, surprised he’s absent from his work shed by the pasture. And I don’t see him coming in from the greenhouses with the rest of the men either as they head back up to the barn to catch their ride home.

      “—until it’s finished!” Mr. Ashford shouts to the men in the cattle pasture. He carries a metal post over his shoulder, the sleeves of his shirt wet with sweat and bunched up around his elbows. When he notices me watching him, he straightens. “We’re fixing that fence for you, Miss Mason,” he explains.

      I nod at him, waving slightly in gratitude despite myself. It’s their job, after all.

      Most of the marshal’s men nod politely as they walk past the stable, and I realize they’re like cattle themselves, most of them loyal members of the herd that does all the marshal’s bidding. Like Mr. Ashford, their shirts are drenched in sweat, some in long sleeves to protect themselves from the sun, others in short sleeves with skin like tanned leather. I wish I knew how many of them are murderers themselves, and how many of them know what the marshal really is.

      I lead Duke into his stable for oats, then bid him goodnight and head toward the house. I brace myself for Scarlet’s scolding, whether it’s because I’m a complete wreck or because I disappeared all day. But I hear Scarlet’s easy laugh when I step inside the house, and all seems as it should be. I revel in the cooler air trapped inside by the drawn drapes and shut the door behind me.

      “Oh!” I hear her chirp, followed by the pitter-patter of her light footsteps in the hallway. “There you are!” Scarlet rushes toward me, her eyes wide and more anxious than I expect. “Where have you been?” She wraps her arms around me, the scent of honey and lemon wafting off her.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathe, tightening my arms around her. I yearn to confide in her and tell her what I’ve discovered—to plot a way out of all of this. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I hadn’t meant to be gone for so long, but . . .” I lean away from her and lower my voice, peering into her emerald eyes. “I’ve had the most—”

      “We’ve been waiting for you,” my father says quietly from the hallway. “Are you all right?”

      I peer up and find him in his dinner clothes.

      “Really, Jo,” Scarlet takes a step back to assess me, “you look as if you’ve been drowned and hung out to dry.”

      “Surely I’m not that bad—”

      I hear footsteps and Clayton steps out of the sitting room and stops beside my father. He bows his head a little in greeting. “Miss Mason.”

      “What is he doing here?” I rasp without thinking, unable to take my eyes off him. He’s in a pressed linen shirt and fitted pants, and looks presentable—clean-shaven even—and so very, very out of place in my home.

      Clayton straightens under my scrutiny, and his mouth pulls up in a half smile. “I’ve come to call on you, Miss Mason. It seemed appropriate given the circumstances.”

      “Jo,” Scarlet says, her voice willing me to look at her. “Why don’t you get cleaned up and we can sit down for an early supper since we have a guest tonight?”

      I tear my gaze away from Clayton and stare at my sister.

      “Jo?” she hedges.

      I blink at her. Only now do I realize she’s in her evening dress. Her hair is pulled up, exposing her elegant neck, which is adorned with a gemstone necklace I’ve never seen before. My face reddens and I try to control my swirling thoughts and shaking hands.

      “Get cleaned up,” my father says, his voice taut. It’s clear he’s not happy, but his expression is lost behind bruises that splotch the skin beneath his eyes and around his temple—a reminder of last night. Whether he’s unhappy because of me or our guest, I can’t tell.

      Am I supposed to act as if I’m happy to see Clayton? I scowl at him for the briefest of moments before the red in my vision subsides long enough to remember there are consequences to my actions. His eyes don’t leave mine, either.

      “Come,” Scarlet says, leading me toward the staircase. “Jane!” she calls, and the mousy-haired housekeeper comes in from the kitchen. “Can you please help my sister bathe and change? I’ll ask Nathan to take over in the kitchen for a bit.”

      Jane nods, though I doubt she appreciates allowing her father, wonderful as he is, to meddle with her dinner.

      Scarlet hurries into the kitchen and Jane stops in front of me. “Shall we, miss?”

      Remembering myself, I nod, swallow, and trail her up the stairs, grateful when I hear Scarlet’s footsteps on the steps behind me.

      “We’ll be back momentarily,” she calls downstairs, and I follow Jane without a word into the washroom. Scarlet shuts the door behind us and begins to unbutton my top. “I’m fully capable of undressing myself,” I rush out, waving her away.

      “Sorry,” Scarlet says and clasps her hands together. “I’ve been so worried—and then Mr. Cunningham showed up . . . Papa gave him a tour of the ranch and I invited him to stay for dinner because he’s been waiting around for you. I wasn’t sure what else to do. Papa requested an early supper and we’ll send him home as soon as possible.”

      The invisible weight on my chest seems to lighten a little. “Really?”

      “Of course—after what the marshal pulled last night, how could Papa not be distrusting of him?” She shakes her head. “None of that matters right now. We’ve got to get you down there.”

      “If no one wants Mr. Cunningham here—”

      “Jo, really. Don’t you dare. You know it’s not that simple.”

      “It was just a thought,” I grumble.

      A tiny hint of a smile parts her lips and warms my heart. Though it’s no laughing matter, Scarlet’s ease puts my nerves to rest, at least for the moment. Jane pumps the water a few more times, filling the basin at least halfway.

      With a grimace, Scarlet holds out my shirt. “This is bad, Jo, even for you.” She bats off a few burrs. “Did you fall asleep again?”

      “Among other things,” I say wryly, but I don’t try to explain what else I encountered as I plop down on the bench against the wall to untie my boots. A rock falls onto the white tile floor as I tug them off.

      “Oh my word, I can’t even,” she says, exasperated, and Scarlet drapes my dirty blouse across the bench. I stand, pulling my trousers off at my feet as she hurriedly unbraids my hair and Jane strips off the remaining remnants of the day.

      “I feel like a child,” I tell them, but Scarlet ignores me. She motions for me to get into the tub as Jane pumps the water one last time. It’s cool against my skin but refreshing in the heat of the upper level.

      “Jane, can you bring in her robe, please?” Scarlet asks, and I watch as the maid disappears from the washroom, tugging the door shut behind her.

      My sister runs her fingers through my hair, then kneels down to meet my eyes. Her gaze is piercing. And as quickly as it was buried, the weight of all that’s happened resurfaces again.

      “Are you all right?” she asks, rubbing my arm. “Truly, Jo, when I didn’t see you this morning, I questioned whether or not to come find you. Mr. Ashford talked me out of it. He thought you might need time to yourself.”

      “Mr. Ashford?” I can’t help my surprise. “Why would he care?”

      Scarlet eyes me carefully. “Are you angry with him? For not warning us, I mean?”

      “Yes,” I admit. “But also no. Why would he? He works for the marshal. His alliance isn’t with us.” Though it’s true, I don’t say it to hurt her. “Even if I wish it were, for your sake.”

      Her thoughts are distant for a moment, and she peers down at the water dripping from her hands. “At least Clayton has been pleasant,” she tells me. “Quite the gentleman, in fact.”

      “Yes, well, charm is something he does not fall short of.”

      Scarlet tilts her head and her eyes fill with sympathy. “I want you to know that I don’t encourage this marriage, Jo, but if we can’t figure a way out of this, at least he’s not a horrible man, like his father. I don’t think you need to fear him.”

      I nod in agreement because she expects it of me. “That’s true. But he’s clearly his father’s puppet.” I clear my throat as Jane stumbles back into the room, my robe draped over her shoulder and a stack of clean towels in her arms.

      “Now,” I say, “let me finish in peace. I’ll hurry, I promise.”

      Scarlet eyes me for a heartbeat before I shoo her away. “Jane can help me finish. Go relieve Father. I’ll be down as soon as I can.”

      Scarlet turns and heads for the door. “I’ll lay out your violet dress and a hairpiece. It looks the best on you.”

      “I have no one to impress,” I remind her. “If I were smart I would’ve stayed in my soiled clothes.”

      Scarlet ignores me and blows me a genteel kiss before she shuts Jane and me inside.
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      By the time I get downstairs, the sun is setting behind the mountains. I can hear Scarlet and Clayton chatting in the sitting room, if a bit stiltedly, followed by the sounds of another log being thrown onto the fire. Nathan must be preparing the house for nightfall, but I dread the thought of Clayton being here much longer than that.

      Taking a deep breath, I prepare myself for a couple of hours of forced pleasantries before I step into the doorway. I’m surprised to find it’s Clayton crouched in front of the fire, tending to it. Scarlet is sitting on the love seat, smiling at something Clayton must’ve said as she sews a burgundy ribbon onto a bonnet. My father stands at the window, gazing out at the cloudy orange haze of the sunset. I groan internally. Timing couldn’t be worse for a storm and I silently plea that it will shift another direction.

      “Miss Mason,” Clayton says, rising to his feet. His eyes linger on me for the smallest of moments before he bows his head.

      My lips may curve in a slight smile, but I can’t bring myself to do much more than that. I clench my hands at my sides and step into the room. “Mr. Cunningham,” I say and offer him a small curtsy. I never think much about traditions and customs, until I’m around the marshal, and now Clayton. I decide I hate them.

      My father turns around, his eyes meeting mine before Scarlet pats the love seat for me to sit beside her. She hands me the bonnet. “What do you think of it now, Jo?” she asks. “I took off the yellow, like you recommended. I think Mrs. Northman will like it this way.”

      I nod, though I can only think of Clayton’s eyes on me as I sit down. “Yes, much better.” When I meet his gaze, there is a sharpness in his eyes that startles me, and I quickly look away.

      “So, what did I miss?” I ask, smoothing out my dress. I can hardly bear the idea of sitting in silence. “Sorry it took me so long . . . I wasn’t expecting company.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it myself, Miss Mason,” Clayton says with amusement. “But I owe you an apology for last night, so I knew I must come.”

      I glower at him before I can stop myself. “An apology?” I clarify. “For which part?” I don’t bother listing the possibilities, though I would desperately like to.

      He glances from me to my sister, then to my father, before he clears his throat. I doubt he was planning on an audience for this conversation, and I inwardly revel in his discomfort. “I know my father’s announcement came as quite a shock to you—to me as well, actually, but I was hoping we might be able to find some common ground in all of this.”

      Scarlet gets up and walks over to my father, both of them busying themselves on the other side of the room to give us more privacy, though I will her to come back and sit beside me.

      “Common ground? I see . . . so, you disagree with the marriage then?” I ask, hopeful.

      Clayton glances at my father. “At first, perhaps,” he says.

      My heart sinks to my stomach as he stalls, searching for his next words. “But?”

      “But, I believe it would be prudent, for both of our families, if we were to marry.” Clayton watches me, measuring me too closely for comfort, and I have to look away from him or risk him seeing too much. Your family’s lives rest in the balance, I remind myself, knowing it is the only truth that could keep hateful words from my lips.

      “Miss Mason,” he starts again, “I’m aware we know little of one another, and I promise you that I would have gone about all of this much differently had I had any clue of it last night, but I didn’t, and here we are. I would like to start over, if that’s at all possible.”

      The softness of his voice surprises me, but the future seems to blare more loudly than any kindness in his voice. “So, we are still to be married.” I stare into the bourgeoning fire. “And I have no choice.” The words are barely a breath as I imagine myself standing beside Clayton in the church, the marshal looming closely behind.

      Clayton lowers himself to the edge of the love seat and looks at me, his gaze earnest. “As my father mentioned,” he says more quietly. “I must marry, and you are the obvious choice. Your family is—”

      I lean away from him. “The obvious choice?” I rise to my feet, fully prepared to march from the room. “How on earth is a marriage between two people—nearly strangers who don’t care for one another, I might add—obvious in any form of the word?”

      “Please, Miss Mason, I understand that you’re upset, and rightly so, but if you and I could speak privately . . . perhaps we can start off on better terms.”

      His candor would be admirable, if I trusted it. He’s his father’s son, after all. I try to steady my heartbeat before I dare answer him. I look at my father, his eyes pleading with me, and I know we can’t afford two Cunninghams working against us. When I don’t answer Clayton right away, he removes himself from the divan with a sigh and retreats to one of the windows.

      I watch him curiously, surprised by his internal battle as he rubs his hand over his face.

      My father combs his mustache with his fingers and nods for me to go to Clayton as he passes. I know that look—I hate that look. With an exhale, I force myself from the divan and walk over to my would-be betrothed at the same window where I waited for my mother to return all those years ago. The memory fills me with emotions I can’t bear right now and I try to push them away.

      My father moves to stand by the fire, and Scarlet positions herself on the farthest cushion of the couch from us. There is no privacy, despite their efforts, and yet the distance of the room that separates me from Scarlet feels like a yawning canyon. I glance from her to Clayton. His back is to me, his hand braced on the side of the window.

      I pick at the gray belt of my bodice, stalling as I force myself to swallow the lump in my throat. “A storm is coming,” I say absently as I follow his gaze out the window.

      I think I hear an amused sound escape Clayton before he says, “Yes, it is. I should go.”

      It strikes me that Clayton doesn’t seem to want to be here any more than I want him to be, and I feel a sense of relief. “You said a marriage between us would be beneficial for both of us. Do you even wish to marry, Mr. Cunningham?” I ask after a thoughtful moment.

      He regards me from the corner of his eye, and the dying sunlight makes his blue irises gleam. “I didn’t want to marry, no. Even now, I’m not sure what I want, if I’m being honest, but the water changes things, Miss Mason, surely you can see that. I think it a smart move for both of us.” He looks at me, gauging my response. “We both have much to gain from this marriage, notwithstanding an heir to our family lineage.”

      I nod, though I don’t believe those are his words. “Perhaps,” I concede, pushing the strange image of a family with Clayton from my mind. “And love is not a priority to you in a marriage—an entire lifetime together?” My words implicate more disdain than intended. “I’m just curious,” I add quickly.

      Clayton peers out the window again. I don’t know if he’s staring at the impending storm or the glass tops of the greenhouses reflecting the dying sunlight. His profile strikes me as it did the other day—strong and angular, a blonde stubble beginning around his jaw. I wonder what sort of man he will resemble in ten years—a lighter, less villainous-looking man than his father, I hope.

      “In a perfect world, Miss Mason, love would be optimal, I grant you. But times are far from perfect. I want a better life for my family and sister, the same as you would want for your children one day, I imagine.”

      I hold his gaze a moment. I don’t want him as my husband any more than he would like me as his wife, that much is obvious, though he does seem more open to the idea than I would’ve expected. “For being completely in the dark about our engagement, you seem to be coping with all of this better than I am.”

      He chuckles. “Not at all.” His laughter is light and lifts some of the tension from the room. I recall his roughish grin at the dance last night, then imagine him drunk with a big-breasted, cherry-faced whore on his lap to ease his pain. The picture of my future husband a constant fixture in a brothel sours my stomach.

      “Coping is an interesting word choice,” he muses. There is more amusement in his voice than I could ever feel in this moment. His stare hardens, a hot iron against my skin. “It could be far worse, Miss Mason, I dare say.”

      “Could it?” Though his words were meant as some form of a compliment, his flattery only angers me more. Lies. Charm. Contagious smiles. I don’t know if I believe a word he says. “I will have a husband who has slept with half the town.” I say the last part under my breath, but I regret the way his expression falters at my jibe and I bite my tongue. “I apologize, that was rude.”

      Clayton shakes his head and grins, though I don’t think he’s amused anymore. “If it isn’t me that you marry,” he says more forcefully, “it would be someone else.” He looks at my father, who pretends to be reading a book by the fire. “Your father has two daughters and an entire ranch of crops and livestock to keep safe—it’s what’s provided you the lifestyle you’ve become so accustomed to. Why would any of you want to risk that changing?”

      My jaw clenches and I bite back the urge to call him on his not-so-subtle threat.

      “I mean no offense, Miss Mason. Like you, I’m simply stating the facts as you and I both know them to be. I might be a gambler and a rake of sorts, but you are a woman in need of protection, and I can offer you that, at least.”

      “I assure you,” my sister breaks in, surprising both of us as she steps closer. “The mere idea of marriage is repugnant to Jo. Take no offense, Mr. Cunningham.” She takes my hand, rescuing Clayton and I from each other. “Jo, come see what he’s brought for you.” She smiles politely at Clayton and leads me toward the door.

      “I admit,” Clayton says as he follows behind me, “I wasn’t sure what you might like, so some of it my mother chose for you.”

      We stop beside a blackened trunk by the doorway, and Scarlet crouches down to open it. “Here, allow me,” she says, and the top creaks open. A silk dress is folded on top, brown with black pinstripes, which Scarlet shakes out and fawns over.

      “I’m sure your sister can put it to pieces for something more to your . . . taste, but my mother thought you might like the fabrics.”

      “Yes,” I admit, surprising myself. “I like them very much.” Scarlet oohs and aahs over silk damasks and cashmere shawls—some of them appear as though they are brand new, others only a bit moth-eaten—then she thrusts a velvet bag into my hand. “You open this one, at least,” she demands. “This is all for you,” she clarifies.

      I flush a little, uncertain how, exactly, a woman being forced to marry a murderer’s son is supposed to act when said son lavishes her with gifts, and pretty ones at that. It feels wrong to appreciate and accept them.

      I pull a few leather bracelets from the velvet clutch, and one made of metal with such intricate engravings it reminds me of the inner workings of a clock. There are crystal earrings and clips for my hair.

      “Look, Jo!” Scarlet hands me a stack of books.

      “History?” I say, reading the covers. “Medicine?”

      “You said you like to read, so I stopped in to see Ms. Rinehurst today. She told me what you like, at least what she remembers you liking. I took a few out of my collection at home as well.”

      I eye the covers, running my fingers over the leather bindings and the worn ends of the pages. “They’re perfect.”

      Just when I am about to offer him a genuine thank-you, I see a butterfly brooch with purple and black crystal beads on the wings, and my heart stills. It’s not my mother’s necklace, but it reminds me of her all the same . . . and it’s beautiful. I remove it from a box of other jewelry and finger the cool metal in my hands, brushing my fingertips over the beadwork. In a place where all metals are precious, the fact that he gave me such a gift is surprising.

      “It’s exquisite,” I say, astonished. I turn to face him, oblivious for a moment to who he is and what he stands for. “It’s all absolutely perfect.” I hold the brooch against my chest. “Thank you.”

      There is a flash of confusion in his eyes, and then relief. He dips his head. “I’m happy you like it. I hoped something would be to your liking.” There is sincerity in his voice that stops me from answering him, uncertain what to say.

      “Look at this!” Scarlet shrieks.

      I force my gaze away from Clayton’s and find her petting a large fur throw. We have no animals here that size with fur so plush, nor so dark. The furs I’d seen on the strangers at the stream were as rich with browns and inky grays as this one. More puzzle pieces begin to fall into place, and I wonder how many of these items were pillaged artifacts from Doyle’s wagon. And how many of Doyle’s artifacts were stolen or worse?

      “Where did you get that?” I demand. Though I try to contain the accusation in my voice, I can’t. I know it’s not from here, and distrust tightens my jaw.

      Clayton’s eyes narrow to slits.

      “Where?” I grind out.

      “It’s from my mother,” he finally says. “By all means, if you don’t like it, I’ll take it back to her.”

      “Jo,” Scarlet hisses. “What’s wrong with you?”

      Jane clears her throat from the doorway. “I beg your pardon,” she says with a curtsy to my father. “The storm has shifted this way. Nathan’s gone out to check the greenhouses and outbuilding, sir.”

      My father’s jaw clenches but he doesn’t look at any of us before he steps out of the room. “I’ll be right back,” he says, his footsteps retreating to the front door.

      Jane stays in the doorway, blinking between me and Clayton as if she’s not sure what to do. The heavy metal shutters slide into place around the house, making the walls shudder and creak as the room falls into darkness.

      “Dinner is ready, miss,” Jane finally says.

      Clayton straightens his shoulders, his expression just as uneasy as mine and cast in firelight.

      I let out a hapless breath. “Then we’d better eat.”
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      A hopeless night. That’s what the last few hours after dinner had felt like—a hopeless night with a woman I’m not sure I can sway. A woman meant to be my wife. A woman who is determined to hate the sight of me. It’s a bloody mess and I resent my father for getting me into this to begin with.

      A draft whistles through the room as I lay in a strange bed. A candle burns low on the bedside table, shadows dancing across the walls, the cobwebs tucked up in the corner of the room illuminated. Lightning flashes and thunder rumbles, making the house quake. I watch as a piece of peeling wallpaper trembles with each gust of wind.

      The wooden bedframe creaks when I toss and groans when I turn, and every time I close my eyes, I see the awe on Josephine’s face when she held the butterfly brooch in her hand. How unexpectedly happy that had made me, knowing that I could put a smile on her face, and not the false ones she flashes everyone when she’s expected to. Even if it was quickly extinguished.

      When I imagine a marriage between us, it’s not a happy one. How changeable she is, hot and cold, not like the women I’m used to.

      The steel shutters covering the arched windows thump against the house, loose in their hinges. I glare at them. The Cunningham estate, in all of its garish extravagance, is at least well kept. This place positioned at the mouth of the valley . . .  it’s not surprising that this home has seen better days. It’s a patchwork of metal sheeting and chipped, sunburnt paint. The interior wallpapers are faded, floral bouquets, and songbirds perch upon the paper from a world that doesn’t exist anymore. It’s a time capsule, and any rich color was dulled long ago.

      Yet, in spite of its ugliness, this old Victorian feels like a home, and I’m envious of that. I can imagine the Masons spending their evenings downstairs in easy silence, Scarlet and Josephine playful with one another, as I’ve seen them when they think I’m not looking. At the Cunningham estate, Kitty’s resentment toward me hangs like a toxic fog around us. My father’s distance is gaping, and my mother’s happiness dwindles as Izzy’s illness worsens; she’s the one true goodness that seems to keep us together.

      I know any hope of sleep is lost when the grandfather clock chimes one o’clock on the landing, and I throw my blankets off and sit up in bed. Rather than toss and turn, feeling claustrophobic and unsettled, I decide to go downstairs where I don’t have to hear the servants restless above me.

      Snatching up my shirt from the foot of the bed, I pull it over my head and reach for the candlestick. Quietly, I turn the glass doorknob, praying it doesn’t creak as loudly as everything else in this place as I open it. I hold the candlelight in front of me, waiting. Listening. There is no movement in the house save for the dust floating in the air.

      The floorboards are cool against my bare feet as I pass three other doors along the hall, studying each of them as if I might be able to tell which is Josephine’s. Slowly, I make my way down the staircase, taking in the craftsmanship of the woodwork, the character.

      Paintings and old photographs hang along the wall, all different sizes with mismatching frames. Black and white photos mix with slightly colored images, most of them of people I don’t recognize. Scarlet’s garnet hair and green eyes catch my attention, and I study the family portrait. She looks almost angelic as she sits on her father’s lap. Josephine stands beside them, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. Her dark hair looks nearly black in the absence of sunlight, and I wonder how miserable she must’ve been, sitting for a portrait. But it’s Mrs. Mason that strikes me the most. I hold the candle flame closer. She stands behind her daughters, long ruby-red hair cascading over her shoulders, and blue eyes the color of two lapis stones gaze back at me.

      Another painting of their mother hangs further down the stairs. It’s an earlier portrait of her. I can see Josephine in her features—her high cheekbones, her bow-shaped mouth that quirks up in the corner when she’s amused . . . eyes that could peer into your soul, exposing everything vulnerable a man keeps hidden. And an emotion I can’t quite put my finger on.

      Unexpectedly, I can feel the Mason family’s loss. I remember Mrs. Mason sitting beside my bed, a soft-voiced angel in my feverish haze. My father is right, she did have a healing way about her. She was my saving grace in an inferno of misery.

      I continue to the sitting room where I spent most of this afternoon and find my thoughts lingering on Josephine. The hatred in her eyes was almost otherworldly, and I want to know what it is that she doesn’t say.

      Gazing around the room, I try not to dwell on the awkwardness of tomorrow once everyone wakes.

      A box shimmers from the card table in the corner of the room, and I walk to it. I recognize the black lace and turquoise beads from Josephine’s dress at the party and stroke the delicate material between my fingers. She was stunning, an unexpected transformation, but somehow the memory of her in trousers this afternoon, hugging curves I never see beneath her skirts, leaves a more lasting impression.

      I have to remind myself who I’m thinking of. Miss Mason. Innocent. Prudish . . . delectable in her own way. I drop the lace and step away from the table, uncertain where my tired mind begins to wander.

      Setting the candlestick down on the sofa table, I eye the crystal decanters situated atop the bookshelf. I pull the stopper from an amber-colored bottle and sniff the contents. Brandy, perhaps. My father’s drink of choice, but I pour myself two fingers and take a greedy drink.

      None of this was what I’d bargained for, and as I regard the pull I feel both toward and away from Josephine, I feel myself floundering with indecision and confusion.

      With a huff, I blow out the candle and plop down onto the divan to sit in darkness, letting the steady howl of the wind and the thick taste of brandy coat my mind.
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      “Papa!” I cry out, my voice wavering with fear and exhaustion from overuse. “Papa, please! I’m in here!” My body trembles. “Papa . . .” I call for him, over and over, shouting his name until my voice is so hoarse and my body so weak from straining against the ropes that I struggle to stand.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      It feels like hours have passed, and the grating sounds of dripping water and rats scurrying somewhere around me drive me toward the brink of madness. I woke up here, and I wonder if it’s in this cavern I will die. Alone.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      “Please,” I moan. It’s more of a whisper, and I let my arms slacken above me. “Papa . . .” My plea is little more than a whisper and I fall to my knees.

      Then the sound of his footsteps echo in this dark, abandoned place and I know he’s come to rescue me. Flickering light brightens outside the door as he approaches, and my heart begins to race with relief. “Papa—”

      “Shh—quiet, Miss Mason,” comes a low voice. Mr. Ashford steps into view. He looks altered, much older than he is, like my father’s age, and there’s a desperation in the way he moves that brings more tears to my eyes. I tug at the ropes as he draws closer, my screams resounding through the space.

      “Quiet!” he growls and covers my mouth with his hand. “He’s coming, you’ll only make it worse. Calm down.”

      But I can’t. My body quakes. My heart beats so fast I can barely breathe. He’s coming?

      “Mr. Ashford,” I squeak. “I have to go to the bathroom, please.” I don’t recognize my voice, so petrified and despairing. “I need to go to the bathroom,” I beg. I don’t bother telling him it’s too late. “Please?”

      Mr. Ashford shakes his head as he adjusts my ropes, and I sniffle back tears. “I’ve tried to distract him,” he explains. The rope untwists and I feel the blood pumping to my arm again. “He’s in a bad state, miss.” I glance from his face to where he’s fiddling with the rope.

      “Are—are you going to let me go?”

      Laughter, deep and mirthless, echoes through the room and the marshal steps through the doorway. “Let you go?” he asks and shakes his head. “Your father—your mother—they defy me and you think I will simply . . . let you go?”

      Mr. Ashford takes a hurried step back. My eyes find his, silently begging him to do something. But he doesn’t move again, even though his eyes are filled with sorrow and dread.

      “Leave me,” the marshal rasps, his face red, his eyes swollen, and a sneer slowly crosses his face.

      Mr. Ashford steps toward him. “Marshal—”

      “I said get out!” he shouts, his entire body shaking. Mr. Ashford does so without another second of hesitation, and as he leaves me alone, I see another man in the doorway: the older man, Doyle, the one I watched hit my father over and over again. He smiles.

      The marshal crouches and leans into me, the torchlight so bright in his hand and its heat so near it burns my eyes.

      I cower against the wall behind me, but the marshal grabs onto my chin and forces me to meet his branding gaze. I blink in the heat of the fire, catching the way his eyes search my face, back and forth, over and over, until they fill with tears. “You’ve brought this on yourself,” he says, his spittle wet against my face. His mustache is wet and glistening.

      “But . . . I didn’t—I didn’t do anything,” I say through ragged sobs, and I pull away from him, back to the wall that’s my only comfort. It’s the old mines, I realize, too old and dangerous to ever play in—so far away and forgotten no one will ever find me. “I didn’t do anything,” I repeat.

      The marshal chuckles.

      “My papa—”

      “Charles is a pathetic excuse for a man,” he sneers. “He was never worth your affections.”

      “But—” I shake my head, terrified I might never leave this place. I hide my face in the crook of my shoulder and shut my eyes. “What are you going to do . . . to me?” I pull again at the ropes Mr. Ashford had been fiddling with, but the knots are still too tight, and my arms still hang heavily above me.

      “I’m going to teach you all a lesson,” the marshal says calmly, and the air shifts beside me as he stands. When his footsteps move further away, I open my eyes. “You and I will both teach him.” The marshal wobbles on his feet and takes a drink from an amber bottle on a broken table by the door. “It’s the only way.” His voice is so soft and eerily changed that I squeeze my eyes shut and will myself awake from this horrible nightmare.

      “D’you think you can deny me?” he slurs, and it’s as if he’s talking to a ghost I can’t see. “That I would just let you leave after everything?” I peek at him as he paces the room, asking questions I don’t understand.

      When I can’t take the sound of his voice anymore, when I can’t listen to his threats and anger and hatred for me any longer—I begin to sing the lullaby Mama hummed for me. I think of her, dead, and what my own fate might be. Suddenly, I want nothing more than to be with her and away from this place.

      The marshal kicks the wall beside me. “Enough!” he shouts.

      I shriek and cower away, biting my lip so that all I can do is focus on the taste of blood and the pain. My ears ring with the echo of his voice.

      “I gave you a choice and you brought this upon yourself!” With renewed purpose, he hurries over to the door and shoves his torch into the holder. I’m not sure if he’s crying or laughing as his body shakes. He doesn’t look at me again for more heartbeats than I can count.

      “Please, let me go home,” I say quietly. “I won’t upset you ever again.”

      The marshal’s shoulders stiffen. He reaches for a riding crop on a shelf I hadn’t seen in the darkness and stomps over to me. “No,” he snarls, ripping my butterfly necklace from around my neck, “you won’t.”

      

      I swallow the urge to cry out as my eyes fly open and I reach for my throat. It doesn’t burn as I remember it. “A dream,” I tell myself, my voice hoarse from disuse, not from screaming. Something thumps against the house in the wind, but the draft in the room is cool against my damp skin. My heart is galloping so fast I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to catch my breath.

      I try not to think about my father’s cries when Mr. Ashford had brought me home. I try not to think of the days that passed with him by my bedside, a guilt-ridden, broken mess, while little Scarlet took care of us both in my mother’s place. I try not to hear the marshal’s growls over and over in my head: “Next time, I’ll kill one of you.”

      With a deep inhale, I sit up and stare around my room, trying to regain my bearings as the nightmare begins to subside. My palm rests against my bare chest, the absence of my mother’s necklace more acute than usual, the memory of that day more vivid than it has been in a very long time.

      The wind howls through the rafters like the half-starved, lonely wolves that stalk the Dead Lands. It used to be white noise to me, the hum I needed to fall asleep. Now, it’s the maleficent whisper of things to come, and a reminder that Clayton Cunningham is in the room next to mine, asleep.

      Unable to shake the chill of the night, I kick off my blankets. When I climb out of bed, the rug beneath my feet is soft despite its ragged appearance. The years have been unkind to all of us—we’re wind-battered, thirsty, tired. Trapped. I will not marry the spawn of the devil. Nothing could possibly tempt me. But I think of my sister, sleeping safely in her room down the hall, and I know that’s not true and that I must.

      Too restless to sleep, I tiptoe to the door. The knob is cool to the touch and I slowly turn it. The door creaks open, though not enough to disturb anyone against the sound of the angry wind, and on deft feet, I make my way down the stairs.

      I consider sneaking into the kitchen for a snack, but my stomach still roils from my dream and I retreat to the comfort of the sitting room instead. It’s swallowed by shadows, and though thunder rolls in the night around us, it’s quiet. A different kind of quiet than the loneliness of my room. Perhaps it’s the memories of my mother in here, or perhaps it’s the distance between me and Clayton.

      I step up to one of the windows and pull back the drapes to peek through the crooked seam between the steel shutters. They are warped from years of violent storms and unyieldingly hot sun, and muted moonlight and flashes of lightning filter into the room.

      Our home—this entire place—is a sinking sandpit, consuming us so slowly no one realizes they are sinking at all until it’s too late. All because of the water . . . the land . . . 

      I stare through the crack at nothing in particular. Eleven years seems so long ago, though I fear the memory will always haunt me, despite the passage of time. I heave a deep breath, causing my sleeping gown to slide off my shoulder and lean against the cool wall. Without the fire or a robe to keep me warm, I shiver.

      My fingertips brush over the scars inching their way up my back as I adjust my shoulder strap. Though they have become a part of me, I still at the sensation of marred flesh beneath my fingers. The tearing. The burning. It was excruciating, and the memory of the sting is so acute it takes all I have not to scream at how cruel life is.

      Tears fill my eyes, not because of the memory of that day or because of the pain, but because the marshal walks around this place unscathed—he touches me. He smiles at me as if he hasn’t stolen everything. My pride. My childhood. My mother. Even if he denies killing her, I saw the wildness in his eyes that night in the cavern. I know what he’s done to me. My father’s words replay over and over from the day the marshal and his men brought us her body. My father blamed the marshal instantly. What did he know that I didn’t?

      As I idly brushed my fingers over my scars, I knew innately something happened between my mother and the marshal, a scuffle—an argument—and he snuffed out her life as if it were candlelight he no longer needed. Because Clayton was sick and she wasn’t healing him quickly enough? Had the marshal wanted to teach my father a lesson simply because of his accusations?

      The thought of his son upstairs, the marshal’s flesh and blood in my home, where I’ve grown to feel safe again, makes me wish for a split second that I had died that day with my mother. At least then the marshal would have no more power over me.

      A throat clears behind me, and I whirl around. “Clayton—” I swallow my surprise, staring at his motionless outline on the divan. He’s so silent and still I hadn’t even registered him.

      He leans into a strip of moonlight. His hair is mussed, his linen shirt loose and open, exposing the pale skin of his chest. He’s a vision in white and almost glowing against the darkness surrounding him. Unkempt, he looks more human than I’ve ever seen him, and inexplicably, my cheeks begin to burn and I wrap my arms around my chest. “I wasn’t expecting anyone to be awake,” I think aloud. My gown is inappropriate, and being alone in a room at night with a man is suddenly all I can think about as the next words tumble from between my lips. “Is your room comfortable? Is there something I can get you?”

      He sets down an empty glass and rises to his feet, slowly, like a cat might move when stalking a finch. “My room is fine,” he says after a moment. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “I see,” I say quietly, unnerved and uncertain where to look or what to do as he draws nearer. I swallow thickly, and when my eyes finally meet his, I see a softness to his features I never have before.

      “And why, Miss Mason, are you wandering around the house in the dark?” The way he looks at me is disarming and I struggle to think.

      “A dream,” I whisper.

      His eyebrow lifts slightly. “An unpleasant dream?” He stops in front of me. A gust of wind shakes the house more violently, as if warning me away from him.

      I nod. A sliver of changeable moonlight stripes his face, almost hypnotizing.

      “About what happened to your back?”

      I shrink away at his question. “My back?” A twisting, sickening discomfort washes over me.

      Clayton reaches out, his fingers brushing over my shoulder, and he gently turns me around before I understand what he’s doing. I want to shout at him to remember himself and take his hands off me, but my eyes shut of their own accord as his warm fingertips brush against my skin, heating my insides despite the chill.

      “What’s happened to you?” he asks, his voice hoarse.

      The emotion I hear in his words tears at my heart, soothing it at the same time. But the concern in his voice is overshadowed by the game he and his father are playing, me their chess piece.

      I pull away from him, biting my tongue so as not to say something I might regret later.

      “Please,” he says, earnestly. “Tell me. What happened to you?” Though Clayton may know about the water, and perhaps the possible truth about the drifters and the goods his father’s men scavenge, he doesn’t know what his father has done to me. The pain in his eyes tells me as much.

      I lift my chin and meet his gaze. “Your father,” I tell him plainly, and I brush past him, leaving him to ponder that truth, alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIXTEEN

          

          JO

        

      

    

    
      Bleary-eyed, I make my way down the stairs. Though the shutters are open, the house is cast in an ochre haze, remnants of sand stifling the morning sun. I’m happy to notice the absent sound of the wind, though not happy enough to make my feet move more quickly. Clayton has seen my scars and that leaves me feeling painfully exposed. With any luck, now that the storm has mostly passed, he’ll already be gone. A benefit to sleeping later than usual.

      The low reverberation of my father’s voice in the dining room reaches my ears, followed by my sister’s sweet laughter. I pause on the final step. The formality of eating in the dining room means that Clayton is still here.

      My shoulders droop, and when I hear my sister utter my name, I know I can’t avoid the dining room forever. Peering down at my trousers, I think I should change into something proper, but decide to follow the faint scent of freshly baked bread instead.

      Despite my wishful thinking, there is only one empty seat at the table when I step into the dining room. Clayton sits across from Scarlet, reading a letter as he tears a piece of toast with his mouth. His skin is flushed, his hair a little tousled, and his sleeves are rolled up, exposing sun-kissed arms.

      “Good morning,” Scarlet chirps, and Clayton’s eyes rise to meet mine.

      “Good morning, Miss Mason,” he says, dropping his letter. He removes the napkin from his lap and quickly stands with a swallow.

      “Good morning,” I reply, and I wonder how his expression could give nothing away.

      He steps over to my chair and pulls it out for me. His easiness after what transpired between us last night surprises me, like he’s unmoved by what I’ve told him, or perhaps he doesn’t want to think about it at all.

      “You slept in,” Scarlet says, her red hair shimmering against the muted sunlight. She pours me some sage-leaf tea. “I hope you don’t mind, we started without you.”

      “No, not at all,” I say carefully, watching Clayton as his attention shifts back to his letter on the table. He cuts a piece of ham and takes a bite.

      “I thought surely you had left, Mr. Cunningham, while the storm let up.” I unfold my napkin into my lap.

      He doesn’t spare a glance as he continues to read. “On the contrary. We have much to do this morning.”

      “We?” I glance at my father.

      Setting his fork down, my father wipes his mustache with his napkin and clears his throat. “There is a bit of damage to the stable.”

      I grip the table. “The horses—”

      “Are fine,” he reassures me. “They wouldn’t dare run away in that maelstrom last night.”

      “When Papa and Clayton went out there this morning, the horses were waiting anxiously for their breakfast,” Scarlet reports happily.

      “I see.” So, Clayton is flush from working out in the sun, I realize, his appetite clearly healthy, and I feel a sense of surprise gratitude for his staying. While my father and I are used to doing much of the work around the farm on our own, someone to help bear the load is always welcome.

      Watching Clayton from the corner of my eye, I serve myself some eggs. “You have letters?” I ask, confused.

      Clayton gulps from his teacup and spares me a quick glance. His eyes are as blue as the sky reflected in glass against his tan face. “Yes. When my valet came for me this morning, he delivered them.”

      “But you didn’t leave with him?”

      He flips the page of his letter and continues reading. “No.”

      “Hmm.” I tear my gaze away from him. “Scarlet, can you pass the ham, please?” I nod to the corn-blue platter beside the teapot.

      Clayton surprises me again and reaches for it instead, placing it on the tabletop closer to me. “I assure you, Miss Mason,” he starts, and I can feel his eyes on me as I fork a piece of meat onto my plate. “I have no ulterior motive, but as it is Sunday, I thought I might accompany you to town for church.”

      I nearly sigh in relief. “I’m afraid I’m not able to go to church today.” I paid my dues last week; my father wouldn’t make me go again so soon.

      “But what about Mrs. Pelley, Jo?” Scarlet asks with wide eyes. “You said you would fix her clock. And the boy . . .”

      I lift an eyebrow and the room falls silent, everyone’s attention on me for different reasons. I take a bite of smoked meat, restless under Clayton’s gaze. “Yes, of course,” I finally say. “I’d forgotten. But, Mr. Cunningham,” I say, dabbing my lips with my napkin, “we wouldn’t want to trouble you. Surely you’d like to return home, change into fresh clothes—”

      His smile is rakish and unnerving. “They’ve already been brought to me, but thank you for your thoughtfulness.”

      I deflate a little. “Of course they have.” Heat fills my cheeks, along with panic as I realize I will not be rid of him this morning.

      I take a much-needed sip of tea to coat my drying throat and shakily set my cup down. Clayton’s eyes on me feel a lot like his father’s cattle brand—two scalding prongs searing into me. I refuse to meet his gaze. Will I be joining the marshal and his family for dinner tonight as well? Will everyone, my family included, continue on as if this is not the worst possible thing that could be happening to me?

      Knives and forks scrape against chipped china. Paper pages rustle as Clayton folds his letters. It’s all so loud in everyone’s silence, and I lose myself to moving food around on my plate, trying and failing not to think about how quickly my own life is slipping from my control.

      “Would you like more tea, Jo?” Scarlet asks as she swallows the last bite of her breakfast.

      “Please,” I whisper and scoot my cup closer to her.

      She glances at me through her lashes, uncertainty or perhaps regret in her eyes. “Did the wind keep you awake last night? You’re usually up before the rest of us.”

      My eyes shift to Clayton to find he’s already looking at me.

      “Yes, the wind. I was a bit restless,” I tell her, offering a partial truth, and I peer back down at my plate.

      “Oh! I almost forgot.” Scarlet turns in her seat to take a worn, leather-bound book off the buffet behind her. “I found something last night while perusing one of the books Mr. Cunningham brought you.” She flips the book open to a page she has marked with a pressed yellow cactus flower. “Isn’t it stunning?”

      She inches the book toward me on the tabletop, sliding the sun-bleached crocheted cloth with it. A sketch of a monarch butterfly bleeds into the marked page. “It’s spectacular,” I say, awed by its graceful beauty. “I saw one the other day—not like this, exactly—at mother’s grave.” I finger the sketch. “It was a glittering blue.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?” Scarlet quips with surprise. “I would like to go see one.”

      Slowly, my gaze shifts to her, and I can’t help a flutter of irritation. “I’d forgotten, what with all that’s happened in the past few days.”

      “You like butterflies, then?” Clayton asks. “You seemed to admire the brooch yesterday as well.”

      I’m surprised by the amused gleam in his eyes. “Yes, a girlish fascination that’s stuck with me, I guess.” I close the book and push it aside to fawn over later.

      “It’s not girlish, Jo,” Scarlet rebukes. “Not like a frilly dress or a new bonnet. They are special,” she says, and I wish she’d leave it alone.

      “Special?” Clayton asks. “And what is it they mean to you, Miss Mason? I only ask because my mother seems to attract them frequently in her greenhouse. Perhaps you would like to come see them sometime.” He leans back in his chair, his full attention leveled on me. “What is it, a fond childhood memory?”

      His easy confidence and cocky smile make me bristle. “A childhood memory,” I say, staring at his naïve expression. “But not a fond one.”

      “Jo,” my father warns, but I ignore him completely. If Clayton wants to combine our families, he gets all the secrets and shadows that come with it. “My mother gave me a pendant—a delicate butterfly that was her most cherished possession.” His expression is unchanging, and he waits for me to continue. “Your father tore it from my neck the day she was murdered, and I haven’t seen it since.”

      Clayton’s eyebrows draw together, and the color drains from his face. Confusion and disbelief cause his easy expression to waver, and he clears his throat. After a brief moment, Clayton opens his mouth to say something, but he closes it almost immediately, thinking better of it.

      When he’s ready to hear more, he’ll ask. That much I’ve learned about him. Only, I wonder if it will be me he asks, or his father, and what I wouldn’t give to see the shock on Marshal Cunningham’s face when Clayton does.
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      “Time to go, Jo!” Scarlet calls from the front door.

      I groan as I scurry down the stairs. “My apologies. Jane’s completely given up on me, I believe.” When I notice Clayton standing at the door beside my sister in his tailored suit, I can’t help but appreciate how magnificent he looks in the drab entry room. I take a quick survey of myself in the hall mirror and whimper. My hair is a bit wild today, despite Jane’s efforts to tame it down my back, but it will have to do. Pinching my cheeks for some color, I turn to the door, surprised to find Clayton smiling at me.

      “So, this is what it’s like,” he muses, and Scarlet and I exchange a quick look. “To be with normal women,” he clarifies and looks at his pocket watch. “If I were at home now, I would be seated in the parlor with a sweet tea and a book, having completely given up hope as I wait for Kitty and my mother to come down.” He stuffs his hand back into his pocket. “Here you both are, a picture of beauty, and I’m still able to enjoy the trappings of my youth.” I catch myself smiling, imagining Kitty, whining and fidgeting after hours of primping as she’s ushered out of the house by her family, already late for church. Clayton’s face brightens.

      My father walks down the hall from his study, his hat atop his head and his mustache trimmed.

      “Shall we then?” Clayton asks. “My man will bring your sand cloaks, in case they’re needed,” he says, offering me his elbow. I nod and take his arm, accepting the day for what it will be and reassuring myself that if for no other reason, I might learn more about Clayton, which softens the blow a bit. Thwarting the marshal’s scheme is one thing, but I’ll need more in my arsenal to do it.

      The four of us file out of the house, the sun brighter as the sand clouds continue to disperse. With no breeze, a fine veil of sand lingers in the air, though the blue sky begins to peer through the haze.

      I inhale fresh air, happy to be out of the house, and smell my father’s aftershave wafting off Clayton. It strikes me how strange this all is, having a guest in the house, and a man at that. My betrothed, sent here to parade me into town as the next Mrs. Cunningham.

      “You surprise me, Mr. Cunningham,” I say quietly as we stop on the porch to wait for his valet.

      Clayton smirks and looks at me from the corner of his eye. “How so?”

      “I’m not sure, really, though you’re not entirely what I expected you would be.” His smile threatens to disarm me and I force myself to look away from him.

      “You expected me to be a tyrant? Perhaps more like my father?” he asks, clearly amused by my revelation.

      “I—no.” I stare out at the surrounding sagebrush and mesquite trees. “Perhaps. I just thought you would be more—that you’d be different, that’s all,” I say dumbly. He’s the marshal’s son and a known rake, yet he’s the picture of gentlemanly behavior and kindness. I can’t seem to reconcile the two.

      We step off the porch as the carriage pulls up from around the house, and Clayton turns to me. “Despite what’s happened between us, Miss Mason, I want you to know that I am not like my father nor any of his men,” he says with more seriousness. “Whatever’s happened in the past—whatever he has allowed—is not who I am. My father and I are more different than you could possibly know.”

      The sincerity in his voice is comforting, and a knot of emotions tighten inside me as the implications of his words settle in. I want to ask him what he means exactly, but I’m too afraid.

      “I just want what’s best for everyone.”

      Though I want to point out to him that a forced marriage is not at all what’s best for me, I appreciate his idealism, even if I’m convinced his father is only using him as a pawn.

      “Ready, Mr. Cunningham?” His valet in a perfectly tailored wool suit gestures toward the carriage.

      “Have you been out here waiting?” I ask, a little horrified. Surely he could’ve come inside the house, out of the sand and increasing heat.

      “I took breakfast with the others, miss,” the valet says, and I realize he means with Jane and Nathan in the kitchen.

      “Sanderson can take care of himself,” Clayton reassures me, taking my hand. “Allow me, Miss Mason.” As he helps me inside, I think about how firm and warm his fingers are through my lace gloves and of his affable smile. Then, I think about the women in the brothel, and against my will, my thoughts begin to drift.

      Once Scarlet and my father are nestled inside with me, Clayton climbs in. “Thank you, Sanderson,” he says absently, and his valet hands him our cloaks and shuts us in.

      “We shouldn’t linger in town too long today,” my father says as the carriage jostles to a start. “The storms are too unpredictable lately and I don’t want to be caught out in the next one.” He looks between Scarlet and me, and I wonder if it’s truly the storms that he’s concerned about. “We stop at Mrs. Pelley’s and church and that’s it.”

      Scarlet and I nod, and the four of us make our way into town in amicable silence. I watch Clayton from the corner of my eye as he stares out the window. I want to know what he’s thinking despite myself. “I trust your house is in order after the storm? And your mother and sisters are all right?”

      Clayton looks at me, surprised perhaps by my inquiry. “Yes, thank you. Everyone is fine.” He dips his head in gratitude and gazes back out the window.

      Scarlet leans toward me and brushes my hair off my shoulder hastily, to cover the edge of my scars I know peek up from the dip in the back of my dress. My cheeks flush, and when I glance at my father, he’s peering out the window, but Clayton’s eyes are fixed on my back, his brow furrowed. Finally, he looks at me, but he says nothing and eventually returns his attention out the window.

      It’s nearly two miles of rough road into town, and though it generally seems to pass too quickly given my penchant for avoiding it as much as necessary, today it feels like an hour has passed in a matter of minutes. We’re lost in awkward silence before I notice the cacti and sagebrush begin to thin. The outline of town comes into view and I never thought I’d be so relieved to see it.

      The carriage slows as we get within view of the jail at the entrance of town.

      “Mr. Cunningham, sir?” his valet calls down to him and we roll to a stop.

      “What is it, Sanderson?” Clayton opens the door and sticks his head out.

      I can’t make out Sanderson’s muttering, but soon after Clayton settles beside me again and looks pointedly at my father. “There’s a crowd gathered in front of the garrison. My man can cut through the back alleys and take the way of the Grunge, but otherwise—”

      “I’d like to see why they are gathering,” I say quickly. “I’d like to know what’s happening.” Something tells me it’s important, especially if everyone is crowding around.

      “Is it safe?” Scarlet asks, glancing between us.

      “It’s probably a brawl,” my father mutters.

      “Well, they aren’t running for their lives, that’s a good sign,” I tell her, trying to see out my window beyond the carriage. When I sit back, I pull in a deep breath, my chest aching against the tightness of my corset. “Besides, I could use a walk,” I tell them. “Shall we?”

      “Of course.” Clayton says without looking at me, and he opens the door, exiting first. He takes Scarlet’s hand to help her step down, and I follow after. Clayton doesn’t meet my eyes as he lets go of my hand, and it feels as if he’s uncomfortable or angry with me for something, though I haven’t the slightest notion what I’ve done.

      “Thank you,” I tell him, his back to me as he closes the carriage door. I angle to face him fully as he turns around, his eyebrows pulled together. “For helping my father with the repairs this morning, I mean—and for the carriage . . .”

      His lips part infinitesimally, then he lets out a deep breath. “Of course, you’re welcome, Miss Mason. It’s the least I can do after . . .” He shoves his hands into his back pockets and his brow furrows.

      “Clayton,” Scarlet says, eerily low.

      His eyes linger on me a moment longer, and I want to know what he’s thinking, but he steps past me without another word.

      “What’s the marshal doing?” Scarlet asks him, and I peer beyond the carriage at one of the caged wagons as the marshal climbs onto it a dozen yards ahead. The crowd surrounding him is thick, and their garbled murmurs carry to my ears.

      Clayton spares me a glance to offer me his arm.

      “What is it?” I ask him, squinting into the glaring sunlight.

      “I haven’t the slightest idea.” His gaze is fixed ahead, and a terrible feeling overcomes me. The four of us move closer, straining to hear what the marshal is saying among the clamor.

      The marshal reaches down into the cage and uncovers something I can’t quite see through the sea of people. The marshal’s action is one I’m unnervingly familiar with, and I stiffen.

      “Move aside, please,” Clayton says as we draw closer. Some of the townspeople part for us to pass; others are too engrossed by what’s before them to notice.

      When Clayton and I break through the crowd, we find Doyle and Carlyle flanking each side of the cart. A delicate arm hanging out from the back of it is the only thing unobscured. All I can think of is my dead mother and what little breakfast I ate churns in my stomach. I resist the urge to take a step backward. The way the marshal stares down at me with wide eyes is more than I can handle as the memories of a time long ago rise too close to the surface.

      Scarlet gasps. “Someone who was trapped in the storm?” she asks.

      “Thieves,” the man beside her says.

      Doyle takes a step forward, a snarl pulling at his upper lip. “These bastards were tryin’ to steal from us!” he shouts. “We protected you—all of you!” He paces a moment, the marshal eyeing him closely, then Doyle stops to address the crowd again. “If it weren’t for us, you’d—”

      “Doyle!” the marshal snaps, his tone reproving.

      Doyle settles down as his master commands, but his eyes skirt over us, still riled and untamed.

      The marshal looks out at the crowd, then at me. “Let this serve as a reminder of how dangerous things are beyond our borders,” he says. “We’re doing everything we can to patrol and keep everyone safe, but there will always be others trying to take what we have. Food. Water. Our homes.”

      The marshal climbs down from the cart, unobstructing my view, and when I see a flash of impossibly dark hair, I step closer, too curious and horrified to ignore my alarm.

      Clayton takes my arm, cautioning me, but I push past him. “I have to see them,” I say, both revulsion and disbelief building in my throat.

      The couple from the canyon lie like mangled caged birds, their faces bloodied and their clothes . . . vastly different from when I’d seen them. Their furs are gone. They are naked and their faces disfigured—pale and bruised, their lips purple—and their bodies are contorted in a way that forces me to swallow the bile quickly rising in my throat.

      “They were using the cover of the storm,” Doyle says. “We stopped them before it was too late.” He’s too proud and too boisterous. He’s lying. “They tried to take the last of our water.”

      Knowing that can’t possibly be true, I shake my head. They might’ve been Natives to a land far away from here, but they weren’t thieves. It’s all lies—every word from their mouths.

      Everyone begins to clap for the marshal and his men, startling me.

      “Miss Mason?” I hear my name, a breath in the commotion. They thank the marshal and the deputies standing there for their protection, but my awe is of another sort, one that no one but me could possibly understand.

      “Josephine,” Clayton says firmly in my ear. “You should not have looked. Come.” He takes my arm to lead me away, but I snatch it from him.

      “Don’t touch me.” I take a step backward, clutching my stomach. How deep does it all go? What is Clayton’s part in all of it? Two young people, vibrant and alive yesterday, are now cold and dead, and dressed up as players in this charade.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” I say, barely able to tear my gaze away from them as I hurry out of the crowd, getting as far away from the marshal and the wagon as quickly as I can.

      My footsteps are hurried and my stride wide as I continue down the sidewalk, looking for a safe place to gather myself—a place to hide.

      The water.

      The couple from the mountain dead, now along with their village.

      The injured and dead deputies who return from week-long patrols.

      My father. My mother. Me.

      Was there no end to the marshal’s brutality? How noble and victorious the marshal always seems to be at the most convenient times, after sandstorms and in the cover of darkness. Or when there’s no one but his men to see.

      The questions and accusations tumbling around in my head are insurmountable, and there is no one I can go to, no one I can tell. The high heels of my boots thump against the slatted sidewalk, quickening like the rhythm of my heart, though I have no idea where I’m going.

      “You all right, miss?” asks a familiar drawl, barely audible against the loud, incessant racing of my heart. I stop in my escape and find Toby leaning against the side of the building a few steps behind me. “You look like ya’ seen a ghost.”

      I peer back at the baying crowd as they rally for the marshal. “More like the devil.”
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      Toby stares at me, a pinch of concern on his mostly clean face. “The devil, eh?” He waves a fly away. “I reckon there’s lots of devils in this place.” He looks browbeaten for a moment. I’m about to ask what troubles him when I hear my name.

      I turn around to find Ms. Rinehurst coming closer, her hair braided and hanging over her shoulder, a small purse with missing beads clutched in her hands. “Is everything all right, Miss Mason?”

      I’m surprised to see she’s dressed for church. I’d completely forgotten about it.

      There have been too many surprises this week and my head begins to ache. “Not particularly,” I admit and lean against the side of the building. The stone is already hot from the sun.

      “Truly, miss, you are very flushed. Come inside, out of the sun.” I allow her to usher me past a few storefronts and into her bookshop. I’m not sure what else to do. I can’t go back to the wagon, or be with Clayton or see the marshal. They are too closely connected, and I’m not sure what to think about anything anymore.

      Toby follows us into the shop and shuts the door behind him. It’s a bit cooler inside with the morning sun behind us and it smells of old books, which I find comforting.

      Though it’s dark inside with the drapes drawn to keep the sun out, I take in the small space, the low rafters of the ceiling and the books crowding the tight shelves that line the walls and cases staggered within. Enchanted, I step over to the wall shelves. “I haven’t been here in so long,” I realize.

      “Those are the nonfictions,” Dotty says as I brush my fingers over them. There are history books, tomes about machinery and scientific discoveries, books on how to make cotton, and The Art of Beekeeping. The bindings of the books are torn and faded, some of them barely hanging on with dissolving adhesive.

      History of Expedition Under the Command of the Captains Lewis and Clark

      The Works of Wolfgang Mozart

      Common Sense

      “All of these men changed the world,” I whisper. “And we are left with a monster.” I stare at the bewitching covers, my mind a bit fuzzy. “They ruined us all.”

      “Miss?” Dotty says, stepping closer. “Have a seat. You don’t look well. I must insist . . .”

      I shake my head as my dudgeon-induced haze begins to lift. “Ms. Rinehurst,” I say urgently. “Where are your history books?”

      I hurry down the rows, skimming the other bindings. “Where are your local histories or newspapers—you know, archived materials from the Shift?”

      “What you see in the library is what I have, Miss Mason. It’s all that was left after the great fire that devastated the south end of town. The marshal brings me relics his men find sometimes, but—”

      “The answers are here somewhere. I know they are.”

      “The answers?”

      “What else is out there, in the world?” I ask her, though I don’t expect an answer. “There has to be more beyond the Dead Lands. The rest of the world is just forgotten, but it’s not gone.” I can’t help my rambling, knowing there is more to explore—more to know about this place. Secrets hidden so that the marshal can play his games. “I’m determined, Ms. Rinehurst. Please help me.”

      Dotty steps closer with a cup of water. “I’m not sure I understand, miss.”

      “It’s somethin’ to do with the marshal,” Toby explains.

      “Not something, Toby, it’s everything to do with him,” I amend.

      I glance between Dotty and the young orphan boy as they stare blankly at me. “I want to prove that the marshal is a liar and a murderer. I want to expose him to the people of this town, but I need more than my word against his.” I need more than my scars. Even the deerskin pouch might not be enough, not yet. “I need proof that there are towns, settlements beyond the Dead Lands. We know there are drifters, so where are they coming from? Are there no correspondences, no old notes?” I think of my great-great-grandma West’s journal and wrack my brain to remember what’s in there. “I know there is more than he’s telling us. I have to find out what it is.”

      Dotty’s eyes widen and Toby whistles as he leans back against one of the freestanding bookcases. He has an amused look about him I’m not sure I understand.

      “I know it sounds a little crazy, but I—”

      “It does, Miss Mason,” Dotty says softly. “No matter what horrible things the marshal has done, it’s madness to cross him. Especially for you.”

      I straighten. “Because I’m betrothed to his son? Well, that’s precisely why I must.”

      “That wasn’t my meaning, miss,” she says and tilts her head slightly as her eyes fill with sorrow. “After what happened.”

      “After what happened . . .” I repeat, my voice a distant whisper.

      Dotty wrings her hands before she continues. “To you and your mother, miss.”

      I blink at her as heat floods my chest and neck, until I feel it in my cheeks. I drop the book in my hand. “To me?” I’ve never told a soul, outside of those who were there. I was too frightened as a child and too ashamed the longer the scars lingered. While my mother’s death was covered up by the marshal, I only assumed anything anyone knew about me had been covered up too. “How do you . . .”

      Dotty hesitates a moment, sharing a quick glance and unspoken conversation with Toby. He frowns and she tilts her head to him. “What you hear in this room stays in this room, do you understand?”

      He crosses his arms over his chest and lifts his chin, as if the thought that he would tattle affronts him. But when his eyes shift to me, they are sad or perhaps frightened.

      Dotty turns to face me fully, her skirt swooshing against a bookcase, but she straightens her shoulders, her height matching mine, and I stare into her eyes, waiting. “Though it’s been many years, I remember it like it was weeks ago. I’d just delivered a baby and was at Dr. Henderson’s when Mr. Ashford rode into town with the marshal; he was drunk as a skunk. Mr. Ashford—he tried to help you, but—”

      “Help me?” I ask, incredulous. “I was only a child and he left me alone with that monster—”

      “He tried, miss. But after what the marshal did to your mother—the love of his life—Mr. Ashford and half of the men, they thought he’d gone mad. They were afraid of him.”

      “What?”

      Dotty’s eyes widen and her shoulders fall.

      “The love of his life?” I shake my head, scoffing at the idea.

      “That’s ridiculous.” I take a step back, looking from Toby to Dotty. She was making no sense at all. “She was caring for Clayton—That’s the only reason my mother was there.” But my certainty dwindles as sympathy puckers Dotty’s brow.

      She lowers her chin, the words barely uttered. “No, it wasn’t, miss.”

      The color drains from my face and my chest rises and falls so fast I think I might faint. “What are you saying?” The moment she seems to hesitate, I grab onto her arm. “Please, speak plainly. Tell me what you know, Ms. Rinehurst. You can’t say something like that and change your mind.”

      Dotty watches me a moment, her hesitation turning to resolve, and she nods to a ratty, leather-back chair against the wall. “Perhaps you should sit down, miss,” she says earnestly, and I’m too frightened to argue. She scoots another chair over from behind the counter and situates it beside mine. Before she sits down, she glances over her shoulder at Toby who remains against the wall, unmoving.

      “Tobias, fetch Miss Mason some more water. Go on now.”

      Her familiarity with the boy surprises me, but he doesn’t squirm at the sound of his full name, nor does he argue with her. Instead, Toby looks as if he’s relieved to be sent away as he heads toward the back of the building.

      When Toby is out of earshot, Dotty sits beside me. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, Miss Mason. It shouldn’t come from me, an old bookkeeper, but if you don’t know by now, I’m not sure you ever will.” She takes a deep breath, kindness and gratitude filling her steely blue eyes, making them shimmer. “I owe you after saving my life last week.”

      “I didn’t save your life, Dotty. I merely—”

      She shakes her head. “It’s no matter. Let me get it out before I change my mind.” She peers down at her wrinkly hands clasped tightly in her lap. Even as my insides feel like a tangled mess of dread, I appreciate the remnants of beauty from her youth and the regal lines on her face. “Your mother and the marshal were sweethearts when they were young. My Marty was still alive then, and he was their teacher in school. He used to think they were much like we were when we were younger. This was when Byron, the marshal’s father, was running Sagebrush.” My hands tighten to fists, and Dotty reaches out to clasp them with hers. They’re soft, her touch gentle. “That was before the marshal was who he is now.”

      “I don’t understand why my father has never mentioned any of this,” I say, a little breathless.

      Dotty shakes her head. “Perhaps it’s best that you ask him about this, Miss Mason,” she recants. “I don’t want you to—”

      I squeeze her hands tightly. Earnestly. “My father keeps many things from me, and I won’t have this be one of them. There are too many secrets, Dotty, too many lies. I need to know what’s happened in this town and why my family is in the middle of it. Please—I need to know.”

      Though I can tell she thinks better of it, the desperation in my voice must sway her and she sighs in defeat. “It was probably twenty-five years ago, maybe longer now that time seems to run together. I remember the great upset when Byron refused to let the marshal marry your mother. He’d lost his eldest son at a young age, with only the youngest Cunningham, Marcus, to follow in his footsteps. Byron threatened to take everything from Marcus, and leave him with nothing. He’d threatened that old man Doyle would take Marcus’s place and Byron would banish your mother and Marcus from Sagebrush. Byron didn’t care how in love Marcus was with the pretty red-haired girl. He didn’t care about anything other than Marcus’s rightful place and his duties to the family.”

      “Is that why the Doyles have always hated everyone? They think they’re entitled to something?”

      “All I know, miss, is that your mother was just as devastated as Marcus was when they couldn’t be together. It was no secret to anyone.”

      My heart aches at the thought of him even touching my mother, and I force a deep breath. “But then why kill her?”

      “It was after Marcus was forced to marry his first wife and take his father’s place that your father began to court your mother. After that, the marshal—he changed. He became an angry man, and I assume much when I say this, but I believe he resented your father for having what he could not.”

      “But it’s not as if he stole her away from him,” I say, my mind reeling at the thought of my mother and the marshal in love. Together. Of her pining for him.

      “No, of course it wasn’t his fault, but I know from experience that a broken heart makes you do miserable things. He held onto jealousy and resentment toward his father—how could he not? You father had freedom and your mother, everything Marcus wanted. It was only a matter of time before he broke.” She lifts a shoulder, her head tilted as she stares through the bookshelf, at a sad love story lost in a time long ago. “Byron died soon after, but everything was already on a different course. The drought was the longest in Sagebrush history. The storms began to worsen, and your mother seemed happy with your father.”

      She watches me closely and lets all she’s told me sink in. I can’t even imagine the marshal, young and affectionate, compared to the man I fear now. I shake my head. “But he killed her . . .”

      Dotty looks at me as if she’s waiting for me to understand something I can’t possibly. “The week she died was tumultuous—the town was in complete bedlam. A patrol had come back, some of the men dead and others in bad shape. People were very frightened and acting out—not to mention the doctor had his hands full—and like you have done on occasion, your mother was helping him with the men critically injured.”

      I vaguely remember the patrol coming back, half dead. I try to imagine a small, sickly Clayton, lying in bed, sweaty and pale, and I feel an unexpected sense of urgency.

      “On top of everything,” she continued, “the young Mr. Cunningham had fallen ill, though I can’t rightly remember what was wrong with him. He was about ten or eleven, I think, and your mother went to the Cunningham estate to do what she could for him. The marshal was in a ripe state, the future of his legacy on death’s door. It was weeks after the fact, but Mr. Ashford told me all of it,” she adds. “He was the newest, youngest member of the marshal’s deputies at the time. He had a new wife—he was happy. But then he got mixed up with the marshal and everything changed.”

      “There were rumors,” Dotty continues. “Rumors that your mother and the marshal had become close again over the days she’d come to check on the boy. Mr. Ashford knows more than I do, of course, but even the servants had claimed there were nights your mother stayed with the marshal—”

      “She would never do that to my father,” I bite out. “I know she wouldn’t.”

      But Dotty doesn’t apologize or retract her words. She simply waits for me to accept them before she continues. “There was a storm on that final night. Mr. Ashford was stuck there, along with your mother. It’s hard to say what happened behind closed doors, exactly, but the marshal warned her not to leave, that things could never go back to how they had been, ever again.”

      “She threatened to come home to us and he killed her for it?” A tear rolls over my lashes and down my cheek.

      “In a fit of jealous rage, perhaps. He’d finally gotten what he’d wanted, and she was leaving him after becoming close again.”

      I wipe the tear away and shake my head. “And what he did to me, that was not just to punish my father for his accusation, but to hurt him even more?” The unshapen pieces of the past begin to take form. “The night before she left, I’d asked to go with her. She’d always let me go on house calls with her, until she started going to the marshal’s—never to the marshal’s.” The shadow of the memory shreds through me. Not only was she intimate with the marshal . . . “She still loved him too.”

      Toby peeks around the corner before he reenters the room, his holey boots scuffing against the floorboards. He hands each of us a cup of water and stares at me.

      I wipe the moisture from my cheeks and try to smile, though he doesn’t react. His hair is mussed, his light brown eyes holding a familiarity I still can’t put my finger on.

      “What?” he asks.

      “How old are you?” I ask, reaching for a clue.

      “Twelve in a few months,” he says proudly and his stance straightens.

      I blink a few times and wipe my eyes, both of them a watery vision. “And how do you two know each other?”

      Toby lifts his chin and looks to Dotty. She nods at him, as if giving him permission. “I take care of Dotty from time to time.”

      “Oh?” I wasn’t expecting him to say that. I flash Dotty a curious look.

      She shakes her head. “And I get to care for him when he’ll let me,” she adds and Toby looks at her askance.

      “Hmm.” I take a sip of my water, still waiting for the pieces to fall together. “That’s kind of you—both,” I add, glancing between them.

      “It’s just for a time,” Toby says and he puffs up his chest a bit. “Until my father is ready for me.”

      I take another sip of water. “I thought you were an orphan.”

      He glares at me. “I never said nothin’ like that. He’s gettin’ things in order, and Dotty needs lookin’ after in the meantime.”

      “Well then,” I say, growing impatient. “The suspense is killing me. Who’s your father?”

      “Jonathan Ashford,” Dotty says and gets to her feet. “Come on now. They are going to wonder where you are, Miss Mason, and we should be getting on to church. It will start any moment now.”

      “Wait—what did you say?” I look at Toby, recognizing the similar mouth and expressive brown eyes. “Your father is Mr. Ashford, one of the marshal’s closest deputies, and you’re living in squalor on the streets?”

      Toby shrugs. “Ain’t his fault, he’s never home. But it’s better this way.”

      “Finish your water, miss,” Dotty says with motherly authority, and I don’t argue. Then she takes my empty cup and hands it to Toby. “Here, take these back to the kitchen, please, and run upstairs and get your satchel.”

      Toby grumbles, but he does as he’s asked and disappears down the hall again. “His mama had an accident eleven years ago,” she says quietly. “Jonathan was in no state to care for a child on his own, not after the guilt of what had happened.”

      “So he abandoned his child?” I nearly shriek, more disgusted with Mr. Ashford than ever.

      “Careful, Miss Mason. I know you’re a good woman. You’re shrewd and too curious for your own good, but don’t think for a moment that yours are the only people in this town that have been branded by fear and loss.” Her tone brooks no argument and I shrink in my chair a little.

      “The night Mr. Ashford brought you home to your father, he did so without the marshal knowing, miss. I’m only telling you because you asked for the truth, even if it hurts.”

      Liquid fear pools in my stomach.

      “The marshal’s men went looking for you both, uncertain what Jonathan had planned to do—they knew he was against what happened from the beginning, so it wasn’t hard for Doyle to figure out where you’d gone off to. They went to his house first and found his young wife who’d just had a newborn, and I don’t need to tell you the rest of it.”

      My eyes burn and too many tears escape down my cheeks to feel them anymore. “The marshal killed his wife?”

      “It’s easy to believe, Miss Mason, I know, but no. Doyle’s father made it very clear he was teaching Jonathan a lesson for his disobedience. The marshal sent old man Doyle out on a lot of patrols after that.”

      “As punishment?”

      “If it was, Jonathan never told me.”

      “But Toby’s been with you ever since—why?”

      Dotty leans back in her chair, her brow furrowing in contemplation. “As I told you, the years seem to whish by and blend together. At first I kept Toby out of fear of what they might do to him, but for one reason or another, I’ve kept him with me ever since. Well, when he’ll come home, at least.” She stares up at the ceiling, the sound of determined footsteps above us. “Jonathan does what he can for his boy. He visits nearly every day, at least when he can. He has a good heart and Tobias knows his father loves him, even if he doesn’t fully understand why he can’t be with him.”

      “He blames himself,” I realize. “You said he felt guilty after what he’d done . . . in taking me home, he risked his family’s lives.” I have to swallow my own guilt. It claws at me the way I wish it did the marshal; it aches and burns and writhes inside me until I can barely stand it. “And they let Toby live?”

      “He was with me, miss. The men didn’t touch him. I’d taken him to see Dr. Henderson the day he was born. He was having a difficult time breathing and the doc wanted to keep him for a while. Mrs. Ashford trusted me, you see.”

      I try to wipe the tears from my eyes. “You knew her then?”

      She nods. “Her mama was my best friend. I took her in like my own daughter after she died, since I never had one.”

      “I can’t believe I’ve had Mr. Ashford wrong all these years . . . I remember when he brought me home,” I tell her. The particulars have always been blurry in my semiconscious memories. “I didn’t realize he’d taken me at the risk of his life—at the risk of his family.” I have to choke back a sob. Toby is motherless because of me.

      Toby walks into the room, hands in his pockets, and I force myself to calm down and exhale my sadness, at least for now.

      “Aren’t you goin’ to church?” he says and Dotty stands. “Of course I am. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      Toby sticks out his tongue and shakes his head. “Yuck,” he grumbles.

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Dotty chides. “But don’t worry, I wouldn’t dream of taking you into public with all that dirt covering your face. But you best be here for supper tonight.” She nods to his satchel. “And your father stopped by this morning, so I’m sending you to the market.” She picks up her old clutch from the counter and pulls out a few coins.

      He takes the coins with a groan, but I think it’s all for show. Then he heads for the door. “I’ll stop by Mrs. Pelley’s first,” he says and peers back over his shoulder at me. “She’s fine, by the way. In case you were wonderin’.”

      I nod and wipe the moisture from my cheeks. “I’ll leave more coins with Ms. Rinehurst. Spend some time with Mrs. Pelley, okay?”

      He nods and pulls the door shut behind him.

      Dotty steps up to the window and lifts the drapes. The church bells chime, but I can’t even think about going to church right now.

      “You should go, miss,” she says, eyeing the street. “The crowd has dispersed.”

      “But there is so much more I need to know—I have so many questions, please—”

      “Come back this evening, after closing,” she says. “Mr. Cunningham is coming.”

      Just as she steps away from the window, the door opens and Clayton steps inside.

      “Mr. Cunningham,” Dotty says a bit breathily. “How nice to see you again so soon.” I’d forgotten he’d come to visit her to purchase some of my books.

      He nods to Dotty, but his eyes cling to me as he moves closer. He scans my face, takes in my red cheeks and eyes. “I’ve been looking for you,” he says, his voice a bit harried.

      “She was in a bit of a fright,” Dotty offers and glances between us. Her face is a perfect mask of stoic sincerity.

      There’s distrust in his eyes as he glances between us. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes, thank you. And Dotty, thank you for the water.” I reach for two random books on a shelf. “I would like to borrow these, if you don’t mind. I will return them as soon as I’m finished with them.”

      “Of course, miss.” She bows her head graciously, and Clayton steps closer. “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asks, taking in my appearance. I know I can’t hide my swollen face from him so I don’t bother trying.

      “I won’t lie, I was horrified, seeing that couple like that, but I’m feeling a little better.”

      I can almost detect a hint of relief in his eyes. “You did seem very . . . shocked.”

      “Should I be used to seeing dead people, Mr. Cunningham?” I ask with annoyance. I don’t like how closely he’s watching me, or attentively.

      “Of course not.” His brow creases and he shakes his head, exasperated or worried or both. He offers me his arm. “Shall I walk you back to your father? He was worried. We weren’t sure which way you’d gone.” He glances to Dotty. “Can I escort you to church, Ms. Rinehurst? We’re headed that way.”

      She shakes her head. “No, thank you, Mr. Cunningham. I’ll let the two of you enjoy the morning together.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask her, hoping she’ll walk with us.

      She shakes her head again. “I’m certain.” She eyes me closely, forgoing the false but convincing smile she’d hinged in place, then she offers a small wave and shuts the door.

      It’s as if she’s severed ties to all that was grounding me, and everything I’ve learned fully hits me. It’s a miserable, overwhelming feeling that makes me hate and miss my mother all the more.

      We stroll slowly down the sidewalk, and I don’t bother to ask Clayton why we’re not rushing; I barely even notice at first. All that I’ve held tightly to for over eleven years is only a distorted truth, one I have to accept as I walk arm in arm with a stranger.

      “Mr. Cunningham?” I ask, looking at him. His gaze is fixed thoughtfully in front of us. “What sort of marshal do you think you will be?” I have to know. I have to see the truth in his eyes and hear it in his answer.

      His expression wavers and he lifts a shoulder, looking around Main Street like he’s never really looked at it before. “I don’t know, if I’m honest. I’ve seen what it’s done to my father all my life, how absent he’s been and how increasingly distracted he becomes. I’ve been putting off thinking about it most of my life.”

      “And now?”

      “And now . . . here we are.”

      “Yes, here we are.” We walk arm in arm, engaged to be married, with nothing but secrets and distrust built between us.

      We turn up Hill Street, headed toward the church. We pass a few merchants along the way—a lightning glass jeweler, a seamstress crocheting a tablecloth with woolen string. Though they both pretend to be busy, rearranging and meddling, I see their eyes shift over us, between us, lingering on Clayton and me as we pass.

      “Ah, miss . . .” An elderly woman brushes her hand over mine. Her eyes are beady and surrounded by thick, dark skin and deep wrinkles, but her toothless smile is kind, and her eyes, dark as they are, glisten. “What a sight you are,” she says, glancing between Clayton and me. He looks at me skeptically.

      I peer around at her herbs that hang from strings, dried and shriveled. A bowl of gingerroot and a smoking bundle of sage leaves burn behind her.

      “We don’t need any herbs,” Clayton says, nudging me to continue, but she takes my arm, her grip firm and her gaze unwavering.

      “A gift,” she says, handing me three leaves of aloe wrapped in string. “For your back,” she says, and my heart nearly stops.

      “What?”

      She waves goodbye as Clayton leads me further down the road. Clayton stares ahead, and though I’m not sure he heard her, I can’t bring myself to ask him, either. I stare at the ends of the aloe, freshly cut and glistening. How did she know?

      When I peer behind me, she’s completely unfazed and haggling with another patron.

      Clayton clears his throat, but he says nothing. His silence is strange. This whole day feels so, so strange.

      We’re silent for a few moments until he stops and looks at me. “What would you do if you were marshal, Miss Mason? I know you have an opinion on the matter.” He crosses his arms over his chest and widens his stance, like he’s settling in for a story.

      I laugh. “What would I do?”

      “Yes. I’d like to know.”

      “Well . . .” I pause, trying to organize the onslaught of ideas. “I would want people to live without fear,” I say.

      Clayton chuckles. “Drought, sandstorms, drifters—there’s no such thing as living without fear, Miss Mason.”

      His answer surprises me, and I can’t help but glower at him. “What about your father? What about the deputies who take what they want from whoever they want because they can? You aren’t so blind that you’ve missed any of that, I should think. And we both know there is water.”

      Clayton chuckles again, only this time I think he’s less amused. “Rightly so, Miss Mason. Thank you for putting it plainly for me. I would not want my sisters to ever fear that they would be mistreated or taken advantage of.”

      “Lucky for them, they have you,” I say easily. “I’m sure they will never know any of it.”

      I can’t help but wonder if little Izzy—or even Kitty, for that matter—has any idea what a horrible man their father is, and I hope for their sakes that they never do.
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      “They have you. I’m sure they will never know any of it.” Josephine’s words haunted me all through church, as I sat in the pew next to her with little Izzy kicking her feet anxiously beside me, and they haunted me after as I walked Josephine to the carriage and watched Sanderson drive her and her family away. They haunted me each time I passed the saloon, debating going in.

      I can’t erase the resolve and bitterness in her voice that still echoes in my mind. No, Izzy and Kitty will never know horrible things, but Josephine has, that much is clear, and that’s a sucker punch to the gut I hadn’t anticipated when I left for her farm yesterday, intent on seeing if I could patch things up. I had no idea what mess I was stepping into, but my father did.

      The carriage rumbles beneath me, jostling the image of Josephine sitting next to me on the way to church in her gauzy gown, and her impossibly dark red hair that catches the sunlight. I want to know what happened to her mother and why Josephine is so angry.

      Everything feels altered now, and for the first time, I don’t want to drink to blur it all away; I respect Josephine too much to dull my senses and hole myself away, hiding from a future I don’t want. Especially while she still stands tall, despite her animosity for what’s been laid at her feet.

      And all of these years, I’ve known nothing about any of it.

      I need to know what my father’s role in her scars was before I do something I might regret, because Josephine is right about one thing: I am so far removed from this place, I don’t fully comprehend any of it. I don’t even know what I will do as marshal. It’s careless. Pathetic. It’s selfish.

      My father was right then too, it would seem. I have my sisters’ lives to think about, my mother’s when my father is gone. I have an entire town that will look to me, and in my twenty-one years, I’ve done nothing to prepare myself for it.

      Long after the carriage jerks to a stop in the drive, I sit in silence, staring at an invisible Josephine and trying to reconcile the little girl with the sharp tongue from my childhood with the woman who tries and fails to hide the emotions in her eyes. The mortification. The disgrace. The hatred.

      I hate myself for my ignorance, and my fist collides with the side of the carriage in disgust. I’m in a web of secrets and dark shadows from a past I can’t possibly change. “I didn’t know,” I whisper. But that’s my fault. Even the merchant in the market knew what had happened to Josephine, even if she didn’t outright say it. I saw it in her eyes, through her gift. “For your back.”

      “Sir?” Sanderson says, peeking inside. “Are you all right, sir?”

      Ignoring him, I step out of the carriage and into the cooling afternoon air. The servants are already lighting the porch lamps in preparation for nightfall, and I notice a few horses tied to the porch railing as I head inside. My father’s voice echoes through the foyer, other voices accompany his, and I follow them into his study.

      Mr. Ashford, Shane, and Chance stand at my father’s desk as he lowers himself into his chair. “ . . . Masons, then tell me what you’ve discovered,” my father is saying. Doyle sits in a chair in the corner of the room, twirling his pistol around his finger.

      “Yes, sir.” Ashford dips his head respectfully and passes me with a nod as he exits the room, the other two men following after him. I step inside and my father looks from me to Doyle. When I glance at the deputy, he’s staring at me with a contempt that heats my blood, and I clench my fists at my side. I have no tolerance for Doyle today, so I straighten and glare provokingly back at him.

      “Get that smirk off your face and get out of here,” my father says.

      My head snaps to him, but he’s speaking to Doyle.

      Doyle’s eyes round and his mouth pinches in anger. After a reluctant moment, he stalks past me and slams the door shut behind him.

      “I thought you’d be at Hannah’s tonight,” my father says dryly, and he peers down at the papers on his desk.

      “You thought wrong,” I say, still eyeing the study door. I lower myself into the seat across from him, the setting sun warm against the back of my neck as it sets through the glass French doors behind us. “So, Ashford is your spy.”

      My father locks the drawer beside him with his skeleton key and I wonder what he’s still hiding from me.

      “Spy?” he asks, shoving the key into his pocket. He looks unconcerned and thumbs through a stack of papers on his desk.

      I eye him carefully. “What would you call it?”

      My father’s laugh is an empty sound. “It is not spying when the town is mine to protect.”

      “I see.”

      “That’s something you’ll learn, soon enough.”

      “And yet,” I say, exhausted by his games, “you’ve been keeping things from me—important things. You say I’m to run this place someday, but you keep me in the dark.”

      “This place keeps you fed and out of the Dead Lands,” he says evenly. He drops his papers and takes a sip from his glass. A whiff of whiskey bites at my nostrils—the good stuff, the only type he’ll drink—and I wonder if it’s his drink or his weariness that ashens his skin. “Whatever it is you’re getting at, say it plainly, Clayton,” he demands. “You know how I despise riddles.”

      “The water—the marriage—those bodies. If half of these people had enough brains between them, they would realize that you couldn’t have gone out there in the middle of a storm to save everyone from two meager thieves. If that’s, in fact, what they were.”

      He steeples his fingers and leans back in his seat. “I don’t appreciate your tone.” His bloodshot eyes and ragged appearance betray his indifference. Something heavy weighs on his mind—I know that haze he keeps himself steeped in. I know that feeling. He pours himself another splash of whiskey. “Suddenly you don’t trust me?” he muses, and when he finally looks at me, there’s some form of amusement in his eyes.

      “Should I?” I pop the knuckles of my fingers, needing to keep them busy as I picture Josephine’s scars.

      My father—the marshal—whoever it is sitting across from me now—turns his glass around and around on his desk. He breathes out what sounds like a year’s worth of anxieties, only to be replaced with fatigue. “Should you trust me?” he repeats to himself. “Perhaps the question is: should I trust you?”

      “What?”

      “Are you still engaged?” he asks me, his tone urgent.

      “Yes, but not for long. She won’t have me. She’s biding her time until she can figure a way out of it, and I don’t blame her.”

      “She will marry you,” he says sternly, staring at his glass.

      My jaw constricts. Scars, bathed in moonlight. I jump to my feet. “And you’ll have your men hurt her if she doesn’t? She doesn’t care for me—in fact, I’m certain she hates me, no thanks to you.”

      His lips twitch and he eyes me with a warning. “I’m not asking her to care for you, Clayton. I’m demanding that she do what’s needed to be done and stop being so damn stubborn.” He rises to his feet. “If they would all do as they were told, I—”

      “You wouldn’t have to maim someone?” I stand, inches from his face, my blood and anger a raging storm as I consider how easily the threats roll off his tongue. “Tell me what happened to her back—and don’t you dare lie to me.”

      The hardness in my father’s eyes mists over and his chest deflates. He braces his fists on his desk and stares down at its surface. “Like my father and grandfather, I have done things I am not proud of,” he admits.

      “You?” My breath hitches in my throat. “Oh, dear God, tell me it wasn’t you,” I demand, but his silence is blaring.

      My heart breaks. My esteem for my father shatters. Any remaining hope for understanding diminishes as I picture him, ever the brute, hurting Jo—hurting anyone like that. The man who taught me how to shoot, how to fight until I could easily beat him, is now a stranger. The man whose eyes light up when his little girl throws herself into his arms is a monster.

      “It was years ago,” he utters quietly.

      I sidestep his desk and grab hold of his collar, shoving him against the wall. “Why?” I demand. “What reason could you possibly have?”

      He grips my wrists but says nothing, his nostrils flaring and his eyes shifting over my face.

      “Tell me plainly! Tell me why you did this or, so help me God, you have no heir to inherit this foul, miserable place you’ve sold your soul for.”

      Although there’s a momentary rage and surprise in my father’s eyes, defeat fills them just as quickly. He doesn’t argue, he doesn’t fight.

      “Sir?” Two of his deputies rush into the room.

      My father holds up his hand. “My son and I are just having a conversation,” he rasps and waves them away, but my grip on him doesn’t loosen. Slowly, they back out of the room. My father’s glazed, brown eyes meet mine again.

      “Tell me,” I plea, my grip on him shaking. “Tell me why!”

      “Because I loved her!” he finally shouts back at me. Remorse and sadness drip from his words as they crack, but all I can think about is Josephine. My stomach curdles. “You what?”

      “I loved her,” he growls. “I loved her, but Caroline chose him. After everything we’d been through, she chose them.”

      My grip slackens, and my father finds some of his strength and hits my hand off of his lapel. Though my hands fall away, I refuse to move.

      “Caroline could’ve stayed—she wanted to. We were going to make it work and then she changed her mind.” His eyes glaze over, and I think he must be lost in a faraway memory until he looks at me again. “I couldn’t bear to lose her to him again.”

      I scrub my hand over my face. “You loved Mrs. Mason, the healer?” I remember opening my eyes to find her sitting at the side of my bed many times while I was sick. The darkness that descended over our house shortly after her death was a gloom my parents never recovered from, though I never understood why.

      I take another step back, the truth knocking the wind from my lungs. “I heard you two. You were fighting . . . I thought it was the fever. But the scars . . .” I can’t quite imagine it—what he did or why—but suddenly the details don’t matter; they horrify me. I lurch toward him. “You killed her and beat her daughter!” I shove him against the wall again, my forearm pressing into his throat. A murderer. A monster.

      Though his body is tense and his hands fly to my arm, it’s only a reflex and he doesn’t fight against me.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you? You push me toward Josephine, the entire time knowing how much she must hate me—how much she fears you. I’m just a pawn like the rest of them.” Tears of anger burn the backs of my eyes, and I can barely think.

      Izzy’s worried voice sounds in the other room and I force myself off of him, pounding my fist against the wall instead. “I think I might kill you if that little girl didn’t love you so much,” I tell him.

      He smiles, devoid of amusement. “Please do it,” he says. “Put me out of my misery.” He’s so apathetic I wonder if he’s gone mad.

      “Don’t tempt me,” I seethe and turn away from him.

      “You think you have me figured out?” he says, raising his voice. He reaches for his glass of whiskey and swallows it with one gulp. “You think I’m the problem here?” He glares at me, his nostrils flaring and his eyes hardened like sunburnt sandstone. “I’m trying to protect that girl!”

      “What’s going on in here?” My mother glances between us. Her face turns white as she takes in our heaving chests and brows dotted with perspiration.

      Izzy peeks her head around my mother’s skirts, and I immediately step further away from my father.

      Unable to be around him a moment longer or control what else I might do in front of Izzy, I stalk around the desk and out the door. I don’t utter a single word or look at any of them as I fling the front door open and disappear into the night. My life and all I thought I knew completely shattered in mere minutes.
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      “Did you know Elizabeth West fell in love with a Cunningham?” I ask Dotty as I set the books I’d borrowed earlier on the counter. I never once opened them. “I realized it today when I was reading through her journal again. My mother’s own great-grandmother falling in love with the marshal at the time. Now, I’m to be married to Clayton . . . it’s as if our families have been fated.”

      “No, I didn’t realize,” Dotty admits. I can feel her eyes on me as I pace the room anxiously.

      “What if we all stood against the marshal and his men together?” I think aloud, ignoring my heavy boot steps back and forth through the room. “We’d have to rally everyone, but what if we did? He would be powerless against hundreds.”

      Dotty regards me with sympathy, and her eyes flicker in the candlelight. I want her expression to harden with anger and determination, not resignation. “I don’t know, miss—”

      “You say others know about his violence, but did they know about the water, that there has been a stream all this time and he’s kept it from us?” I wave my hand around her bookstore. “And where does he get these old books and relics he lavishes people with?” I stop in front of her, my words urgent as I take her hands in mine. “He’s killed innocent people, Dotty, and he wants to make us think the world beyond this place is so terrible. But what if it’s not? He’s murdered and lied and done awful things, and now he’s making me marry his son.” It’s too much to bear anymore, and I shake my head. “I can’t—” I bite my tongue to quell the tears.

      The truths I’ve learned today throb inside my head and constrict my throat until I can barely breathe. He’s taken my childhood, my mother, and my memories, and now he’s trying to take my future. He’s stolen everything.

      Dotty wraps her arms around me, surprisingly comforting and warm. “Shh, shh, Miss Mason. I know it’s a lot, and I know it’s hard. This life is not kind, it never has been.” My head feels heavy and rests easily on her bony shoulder as she rubs my back. Offering me her friendship, her strength. I inhale the scent of her—the aroma of books, a tinge of lemon, and a hint of ginger.

      “I know it’s not ideal,” she says and gently pulls away, “but there are far too many deputies and dangerous men in the marshal’s pocket to risk angering him. Think of the innocent people, like Mrs. Pelley, who would be in grave danger if he cut off the water supply. Think of how many men walk the streets of this town already looking for trouble and what chaos would follow without a leader, without their fear of the law. Sagebrush has never been without a marshal.”

      “Then we pick someone else,” I tell her. “I know where the water is, Dotty. If everyone did, there would be nothing to hold over them anymore.”

      Dotty squeezes my hands. “Miss, I know you’re confused and trying to take the pain away, but haste and anger will only get you in trouble.”

      My hope quells at her words.

      “At least Mr. Cunningham is a decent man, not a danger like his father. He might even protect you and your family from the marshal and his men if you were to marry.”

      I drop my hands from her. “Clayton doesn’t even want to be marshal. He doesn’t care about any of it. No one will take him seriously—he can’t protect me.”

      “On the contrary, miss. Mr. Cunningham is a fighter, and he’s respected among his peers, at least. He has a kindness to him, and despite his past, he bears the Cunningham name. Fear and respect will follow.”

      “He’s a drunk and careless, yet people will accept him blindly,” I mutter. “All because of his family.”

      “It’s the way it’s always been. It’s all everyone knows.”

      No one understands, I realize. Dotty has her books to keep her sane; I will have nothing, not my sister nor my ranch. I won’t even have a husband to share a bed with. All I see are lonely days and lonelier nights, waiting for him to come home, knowing where he’s been and smelling the nauseating perfume of other women on him. I will be beholden to him and his father, and I will not survive it.

      “I believe,” Dotty says wistfully, “you might have more power than you think in marrying him. As the marshal’s wife, you could make Sagebrush better again.”

      I laugh, if a little hysterically. “You pin the wellbeing of Toby and yourself and this place on hopes and uncertainties.” I begin to pace the room again. “This is my life,” I breathe. “There has to be a way out of this—there has to be something I can do.”

      “Something you can do, miss?”

      “Yes, me. You’re right about the town. They would only be in danger and the majority of them would be too frightened to act against him.” I meet her brooding blue gaze, refusing to ask her to risk more than she already has for me and determined to keep Toby, Mr. Ashford, and any other innocent out of it. All of them have already been scathed by the transgressions of my mother, but no more. “I won’t ask anyone to help me.”

      “Help you do what?” she grinds out.

      I continue pacing. “I don’t know yet, but I will think of something. Someone has to do something, and it should be me. I hold some of the cards, after all. I just have to figure out how to play them.”

      “Don’t be foolish, miss,” she says, stalking up behind me. “I don’t have to remind you, of all people, that you are tempting the devil. Jonathan says the marshal hasn’t been himself—he’s changing, going a bit mad. Do you understand what I’m saying? He’s getting things in order—”

      “In order?”

      “—and never sleeping. He’s drinking himself into darkness, the way he did that night eleven years ago.” She lowers her voice. “Miss, if you bring attention to yourself, I’m afraid he’ll do worse this time.”

      I grip her shoulders, willing her to understand. “Do worse than what?” I ask her, resolved. “I’m already in his sights, Ms. Rinehurst, don’t you see that? And I’m tired of my family and everyone else being his pawns.”

      Dotty spins away from me, her skirt rustling as she walks back to the counter. “I shouldn’t have told you anything.” Her words surprise me as she braces her palm on the counter and turns to face me. Had I a grandmother, I should think she’d chastise me with a reprimanding glare, the way Dotty does now. “I wanted you to know the truth, but not at the risk of your life. You can be angry, miss, and you can be hurt, but you can’t change the past, and thinking you can save this town single-handed is ludicrous. Your family needs you, don’t forget that.” A lifetime of anger fills her words, sobering me. “I’m tired of good people getting hurt because of jealousy and selfishness and greed. Don’t be like the marshal and his men and risk your life and your family, all for some sort of retribution. There are worse fates than being Clayton’s wife. Perhaps it’s time for you to start thinking how you’ll use it to your advantage instead of taking on a man you can’t possibly defeat or understand.”

      I blink at her. I want to be offended or hurt, but I’m too stunned. Too conflicted. It’s all so close I can almost feel it—relief, a sense of freedom. My father has lived in fear every day since my mother’s death and I want to relieve him of waking up each morning, wondering what the marshal has in store for him.

      Then again, I’ve already seen what the marshal is capable of. I know it could be worse. I know Dotty speaks the truth, and it stings like sand on a fierce wind to think I could be the cause of even more pain and heartache. The nascent fire in me dwindles, and my resolve weakens.

      Dotty clears her throat. “Now, quickly, ask me what you need to know. You should not be here this late, people will start to wonder.”

      I had a thousand questions earlier, but now, all I can think about is how foolish it was to come here. I don’t know what I was thinking.

      There’s a knock at the front door, and I jump.

      Dotty hurries over to it. “It’s just Jonathan,” she says and unlocks the door. Mr. Ashford steps inside, and when he sees me standing between two bookshelves, his eyes widen.

      “Miss Mason,” he says, shifting a wrapped parcel from one hand to the other. He swallows. As always, there’s a disquiet in his eyes, only this time I see it for what it really is.

      “Is everything all right at the ranch?” he asks, taking a panicked step closer. “You should not be out this late.”

      I nod and brush the palms of my hands over my pants anxiously. “Yes—I assure you, everything is fine. Scarlet is fine,” I add for him. “I just had something to return, that’s all.”

      He looks at Dotty as if he’s waiting for confirmation and I feel a sharp prick of sadness as I realize this has been his life all these years—worrying, watching, regretting.

      “All is well, Jonathan,” Dotty says reassuringly. “Tobias is upstairs in his room. We were just chatting.” She shoves her key back into her pocket and returns to the counter, leaving Mr. Ashford and me standing a few feet from one another.

      Determined, I step closer. I stare at his feet for a breath, drawing the courage to say what needs to be said, though it already hurts to think about it. Licking my lips, I notice a man almost ten years my senior, whose life has been so intricately woven with mine and riddled with a pain I never knew anything about.

      “What is it, miss?” he asks quietly and hesitates to lean in, perhaps to comfort me in some way, and my heart breaks for him even more.

      “I want you to know,” I start, taking a deep breath. “I want you to know that I am sorry—for what happened those years ago and every cruel remark since—and that I am indebted to you and I don’t know how to thank you—”

      “No,” he says. He straightens and shakes his head. “No, miss. Do not thank me—”

      “Please, let me finish,” I beg him and exhale a breath. He’s the only person who truly knows what it was like—the one who risked his life for me and lost everything. “I have treated you badly, when I know you were trying to help me. I’ve been so angry with you, not wanting to see the truth. Not knowing what you’ve lost because of me. I am so sorry, for everything.”

      “No, miss,” he says more fiercely. “Please don’t say another word. I don’t blame you.”

      “You should,” I whisper.

      His eyes widen. “But you were only a child.”

      “I wish—”

      “Please, Miss Mason.” His words are a plea I know I must respect, so I say nothing more. It’s the least I can do.

      I take a step back, wiping the tears from my face. “My sister does not know how lucky she is,” I tell him.

      He clears his throat and nods, a silent thank-you.

      Dotty steps over to me, her hand slowly reaching for my arm. “You should go, miss. It’s late.”

      I meet Mr. Ashford’s glassy eyes one last time, then follow Dotty to the door.

      We exchange a brief farewell and I step out into the warm night. Only after the door closes behind me do I allow myself to gulp in a lungful of air and try to catch my breath as I head toward Duke, tied up outside the old billiards room with the other horses.

      It’s as if a huge weight has been lifted, a pressure on my heart and in my mind that I didn’t realize was there. Knowing I’ll have to explain my absence to my father and Scarlet when I get home dampens my buoyancy a little, but as Dotty so passionately put it, it could be worse.

      I peer around Main Street, at the remaining folks meandering the streets and the lanterns flaring between shadows. Muffled conversations, laughter, and saloon music fills the still night, and I find it’s almost pleasant.

      But even in the sultry evening, a chill trickles down my spine and over my skin. I quicken my steps, suddenly filled with a terrible feeling that someone is watching.
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      I drain the rest of my whiskey and slam the empty glass down on the bar. It tastes like ash on my tongue, but I motion to Tucker, the bartender, for another one anyway. My father is a murderer. That’s not something I want to deal with right now.

      “Evenin’, sugar.” Cora’s voice is a rake against my skin. She saunters over, looking worse for wear, but maybe I’m just not drunk enough to appreciate her yet. She stops beside me, the heat of her body almost stifling, and she runs her fingertip down my spine. It would’ve been a welcomed gesture in another life. Then, she leans in and purrs in my ear. “You sure look pitiful sittin’ here all by your lonesome.” The stale, sickly-sweet scent of jasmine fills my nostrils and I resist the urge to push her away.

      “Not tonight,” I tell her and polish off another drink. The burn of it is long gone but it begins to dull my senses.

      “Is somethin’ wrong? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you lookin’ so glum . . .”

      I let the piano music and drunken banter in the saloon drown out my thoughts. I don’t want to think, I simply want to drink. I swallow another mouthful and stare down into the chipped glass. “ . . . you even listening to me?” Cora’s hand rubs circles on my back, testing and provoking me with another distraction I don’t want. There are dark circles beneath her eyes and she’s wearing a red wig tonight that rubs me the wrong way.

      “Take a break, Cora,” I tell her. She’s dirty. She’s exhausted. She’s a puppet, just like me.

      She pouts but leans in, providing the perfect view of her breasts—her only good feature, I realize. “I can make it all go away, Clay. You know I can.” She shimmies and runs her clawlike fingers through my hair.

      I grab her by the wrist. “I said not tonight. Find another fool.”

      She straightens with a huff. “Drunk bastards,” she mutters and stomps off.

      My gaze follows her over to the stairs, where she whispers something to Ms. Hannah, and soon they are both staring at me. I don’t care what Cora is saying, and apparently, Hannah doesn’t either, because she points to a patron sitting at the poker table and orders her off. Hannah nods at me, as if she’s done me a favor, and I turn back to the bar.

      My glass is suddenly full again, thanks to Tucker, and I swirl the amber liquid around and around. It looks like piss, smells like it, too, and I take another gulp. Despite my attempt to drown out the noise in my head, the images of Josephine don’t disappear, they only blur.

      It hurts to think about any of it, and I let the last of the whiskey slide down my throat and fill my belly, glad to focus on something else, something in my control.

      “God damn, you’re on a roll tonight,” Tucker says as he makes his way over to me, a bar cloth in his hand. “You want another?” He’s a short, stocky buck I knew from grade school and he lifts the bottle before I even respond. “Somethin’s sure eating at you. This is your fourth drink in under an hour and you ain’t even lookin’ at Cora or the girls.” He pours me a shot of whiskey and leans over with an amused sort of sympathy. “Rough day?”

      “If you only knew.” I stare down at his hands, rough and calloused—those of a working man. A free man.

      “I bet the marshal was celebratin’ another victory after gettin’ those drifters. And a woman this time, that was unexpected.” He shrugs. “But now that we know there’s more water, I guess more of them comin’ this way is expected. Say, how close is it, anyway?”

      I glare at him. Tucker and I might be friendly, but we’re not friends.

      “Never mind,” he says and shakes his head, amused. “You know, Stan Wilson was here last week, drunk as a skunk and chatting it up—he wasn’t making much sense at the time, I thought for sure he was blasted, talking about a spring. You should’ve seen that drunkard’s face when Doyle came in with a slew of deputies and beat Stan to shit—still don’t know why he did it, probably some deputy business. But he was right about the water, though.” He pours himself a shot and lifts it up. “Here’s to hopin’ that problem is solved.”

      “One of many,” I mutter.

      Tucker takes his shot and leans against the bar. “Uh-oh.” He nudges me with his elbow. “Is it Mason’s daughter that has you all in knots? I heard about the engagement, in fact, I was surprised to see you walk through the door. I thought for sure she’d tied you down already.” He shrugs. “Meh, maybe not, she’s singular enough.” He waggles his eyebrows. “I bet she’s even more of a tart than they say. Doyle and his boys have told me stories and I’d like to see—”

      I grab Tucker by the collar and yank him down until his chin cracks on the bar top. “Don’t speak of her,” I snarl. “Don’t utter her name, do you understand me?” I press his face against the bar, my arms quivering with rage.

      Tucker’s eyes are wide as he attempts and fails to nod. He swallows, a gurgling sound escaping him. “I didn’t—I didn’t mean anything by it,” he rasps. “I swear.”

      “Good,” I growl and swallow the whole of my drink. I knock my stool over as I stand, a little shaky on my feet. I don’t want to be here. Ms. Hannah comes toward me, calling my name, but I walk out, ignoring everyone’s stares.

      The night air is warm but there’s a breeze and I go where it wills me. I have no destination. I have no idea what I’m going to do about my father. I just walk and try not to think. It’s impossible.

      The marriage is a sham. My future as the marshal is already wobbling. Josephine will resent me forever if I force her to marry me; I would hate myself. She’s been beaten. She’s been tortured and I don’t know what else. And yet sometimes I see more curiosity in her eyes than anger. Something that gives me hope, and a trait that I admire. Until now I’ve never been curious. She’s a recluse and yet still knows more about this town than I do—she sees life and people so much differently. As unexpected as it is, being marshal with her by my side suddenly seems possible.

      I walk along the street, the edges of the world blurred. A few pedestrians walk about and horses clomp through the street. The town is mostly shut up for the night, metal shutters hiding windows and covering doors. It’s a metal cage, one we can’t leave and one we inevitably won’t survive, and the thought makes me nauseous.

      The sidewalk creaks beneath my steps, and I think how many times I’ve stumbled this way, oblivious to the world around me. Now, I have to stop myself from going to Josephine a drunken mess. I want her to know how sorry I am, how angry, even though I know it won’t change anything.

      A couple argues ahead, though I don’t pay much attention.

      I don’t want to lose her. It’s a surprising thought, one that stops me as I step off the curb.

      There’s a scuffle and I peer into the shadows of the alley. “ . . . to ruin you before he does,” a man growls, and I sober a little. There’s a flutter of arms against the side of the building.

      “Get off me!” a woman shouts, then curses.

      “You’re not untouchable,” he rasps, pinning her arms against the brick siding. “I’ll show him—”

      “Hey!” I shout hoarsely and step closer. I try to shake the liquid haze from my head.

      “No—get off!” she growls as she knees him. Then I register her leather trousers and freeze, confused.

      “Bitch! I want a better look atcha . . .” He laughs and grips her chin, pushing it up to fully expose Josephine’s face as he presses it against the building.

      “Let—go . . .” She struggles, a cry finally escaping her throat.

      “Get the hell off her!” I roar, moving faster than I expect my legs would carry me. Rage thrums through every fiber as I pull him off, my fist colliding with the man’s jaw before he knows what’s happened.

      Caught by surprise, he wavers on unsteady feet and I punch him again, my fist skimming his temple as he stumbles to the ground. “Son of a fucking bitch,” he spits.

      My hand sings in pain, and Josephine whimpers behind me. I whirl around, reaching for her as she bends over to catch her breath, but she cowers away.

      I turn on her attacker and am met with a scowl I know all too well. In the moonlight, Doyle’s eyes fill with surprise then cruel amusement.

      “You worthless piece of shit!” I shout at him. Before he can reach for his gun, I pull mine from behind me and cock it, aimed right at his face. His hands go up, but I know he’s not so easily defeated. “You attack my fiancé?” I growl. It takes every bit of control I have not to pull the trigger as I press the barrel of my gun into his head. I reach for his pistol, removing it from his belt, and aim them both at him.

      Doyle spits a mouthful of blood, and his scowl turns into a sneer. “Whiny little rich boy who doesn’t even deserve to be marshal—your woman doesn’t even want you. Why don’t you stop hiding behind your gun so we can settle this like men?”

      My fingers tighten painfully around each pistol grip and I push him back onto the ground with my foot. “You touch her again and I will kill you, you son of a bitch. Do you understand me? Get the fuck out of here.”

      With a murderous gleam, Doyle shakes his head and climbs to his feet. “You shouldn’t have done that,” he says, lip curled. He stares at both of the guns in my hands and wipes the blood off his mouth. His eyes narrow to slits and he looks from me to Josephine before he clumsily stalks away. Then he disappears around the corner, out of sight, and I can finally catch my breath.

      I hear quiet footsteps beside me and turn to Josephine. She regards the guns as I stare at her busted, bleeding lips.

      “Are you all right?” she asks, reaching for my hand. She pries Doyle’s pistol from my fingers and tosses it to the ground without hesitation. She examines the blood, turning my hand over in hers frantically. Her hands are rough against mine as she gently pokes the tender flesh. “I heard a crack . . .”

      I wince and pull my hand away from her. “I’ll be fine,” I tell her, eyes latching onto her bruising face. Her hair hangs messily from its bun and her chest is still heaving. “What about you? Are you all right?”

      Her eyes widen and she takes a small step away from me. “He—he was waiting for me to come around the corner, and I—”

      I register her torn shirt speckled with blood and reach for her, searching her body for more injuries. “Did he—”

      “I’m all right,” she says, tentative as she steadies my shaking hands. Our chests heave between us, our eyes locked in a reassuring silence. “Thanks to you, anyway.”

      “What the hell are you doing out here alone?” I ask, my voice harsh with another swell of worry. “Look what could’ve happened. Are you so foolish?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You’re here this late and alone—it’s the most reckless thing you could do.” The confusion widening her eyes angers me. “How could you be so naïve?” I run my fingers through my hair and take a step back, my adrenaline racing, burning its way through my body. “Jesus, Josephine. What would’ve happened had I not been here? What are you doing out so late?”

      “That’s none of your concern,” she snaps.

      I throw my hands in the air with a sharp laugh. “I just saved your life, and it’s none of my concern. Unbelievable.”

      Josephine scoffs. “Saved my life?”

      “Your virtue, then.”

      “You—the most notorious rake in Sagebrush—are forcing me to marry you, and you’re worried about my virtue?”

      She hurls more accusations at me. “—think you can—” But all I can think about is the image of her with Doyle’s hands on her breasts, his knee between her legs.

      “Do you know what he would’ve done to you?” I shout. My voice carries more anger than fear.

      “What he would’ve done? I appreciate your help, Mr. Cunningham, and how noble you think you are, but with all due respect, your family has taken away my free will, my dignity, my mother, and my happiness”—she shakes her head as if she’s about to explode—“and you’re upset about my virtue?” Though she’s trembling with a pent up rage that renders me speechless. “You are such a bastard,” she says hoarsely, a silent tear streaming down her red cheek. “You and your father can go to hell.”

      I don’t try to stop her as she storms off.
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      In the early hours of morning, after too much pacing and petulant brooding about what Josephine and I could, but might never be, I decide enough is enough. Without breakfast or changing my clothes, I ride for the farm.

      Taking the back roads where I can, I race across town, oblivious to the looks and curses people shout as I rush by them. Josephine would never be happy with me, that much is clear. She can blame me for things out of my control, and she can question my motives all she wants, but I’m not my father, and I won’t allow her to be right about that.

      Jewels fights against me, pulling against the reins as though she’s warning me to slow down. But I can’t slow down. I don’t want to. The engagement is off and Josephine needs to know. I ignore how irritated the pull and tug of my decision makes me and push Jewels harder.

      We ride down the dusty road, toward the farm, cacti and shrubbery meeting the graying sky for as far as the eye can see. Only when the outstretched arms of the mesquite trees that mark the Mason property come into view do I begin to pull back on Jewels’s reins, giving her enough space to breathe. There’s a storm coming, I can see it creeping closer, but I don’t care. Even if being locked in a house with her this time will be more difficult, I have to get this out or risk losing myself to a weakness I can feel inching its way in. More intrigued by her than ever, I know I’m not ready to give her up, but I can’t be selfish in this—I can’t be selfish in anything, not anymore—and I refuse to let her hate me so easily.

      A cloud drifts over the sun as the Masons’ farmhouse comes into view, peeking up over the hilltop. Mr. Mason stands on the porch, his expression harried as he talks to Ashford, mounted on his horse.

      I nod to them as I pull Jewels to a halt, then pat her neck and dismount quickly.

      “Clayton?” Mr. Mason says as I glance around, looking for Josephine. I see a few of the farmhands rolling the giant steel doors shut around the greenhouses, but I don’t see her.

      “If you’re here to call on Miss Mason,” Ashford says, “she’s gone.”

      “What?” I frown, feeling nearly as out of breath as Jewels.

      “She took fresh flowers to her mother’s grave at the old cemetery an hour ago, and she hasn’t come back yet.” He nods to the east, toward the Dead Lands.

      The blue sky is dissipating and it’s only a matter of time before the storm reaches us.

      “She’s a smart girl,” Ashford says for Mr. Mason’s benefit. “She’s on her way in, I’m sure of it, but I’m going to ride out, just in case.”

      I glance out at the horizon again, but there’s no sign of her. I jump back up on Jewels, who’s already exhausted, but I know she can make it. “I’ll find her,” I tell them, and just as I’m about to kick Jewels into a run, Ashford shouts at me. I look back as he tosses me a sand cape and headgear. I fumble to catch them, and Jewels prances uneasily in place, but I nod and shove them between me and the saddle horn.

      “Be careful!” Mr. Mason calls, and I kick Jewels into a gallop.

      We head down the dirt road on the outskirts of the property. The exact location of the old graveyard is a little hazy in my memory, but I’m certain I can find it. We pass three giant greenhouses larger than the farmhouse with pitched, glass roofs and some of my father’s men walking in from the fields, eyeing me curiously. Some of them file into what appear to be underground bunkers, which makes sense, and I search their faces as best I can for Doyle. I’m not surprised when I don’t see him, not after I’d cursed my father with what few breaths I could manage in his presence when I told him what Doyle had done and to get his men under control.

      Leaving the farm behind me, Jewels gallops on. It’s only a matter of minutes before I’m the farthest I’ve been from Sagebrush in years. The last time was for Mrs. Mason’s funeral, which I attended with only my mother. Now, I wonder if my mother knew the whole time what sort of woman had saved my life and how she’d come to her end. If she’d known or been jealous, she’d never let on to me.

      The wind grows stronger, stinging my eyes and blurring my vision until I can barely see, but I urge Jewels faster, our time quickly running out. I struggle to pull the goggles on as Jewels rides harder and clench my legs around her middle to steady myself. Haphazardly, I wrap the cloak around me as I scan the sandstone for caves and safe havens, knowing we’ll have to wait out the storm somewhere if I don’t find Josephine soon.

      As I round one of the sandstone pillars, my anxiety doubles. Wind-eaten tombstones litter the area but there’s no one around. “Miss Mason!” I shout, drawing closer. Jewels clomps through the crumbled headstones as I peer around anxiously. “Josephine!” My voice is muffled under the cloth covering my face, but it’s no matter.

      The sky is bronze now, the wind whipping the sand in small twisters around us, stinging my exposed skin. There’s no horse. No rider. My last hope shrivels to terror as I realize she’s not here. “Dammit!”

      Jewels needs no encouragement from me as we gallop back the way we came, away from the encroaching storm. My mind spins, my thoughts a jumbled mess of what ifs and this can’t be happening. My shirt whips against my body as we run as fast as we can back to the house. I must have missed her somehow. She’ll already be home when I get there. She has to be . . .

      I notice a narrow, freshly worn path that veers toward the canyon and I contemplate following it when I see Josephine on her horse, winding their way out of the sandstone, her cloak whipping behind them as they race against the wind.

      She does a double take when she sees me then waves for me to follow her. My heart soars with relief and my horse sprints behind hers toward the house. I don’t think we’re going to make it, but I know we have little choice this far from cover. Holding out my reins, I give Jewels as much room to move with her strides as possible as we reach the final stretch to the farm.

      Josephine veers to the left, away from the homestead, but I don’t hesitate to follow. Almost immediately I see part of the old railroad—at least what remains of it—a rail covered in sand, barely showing in places. A few crumbling boxcars are broken down along it.

      She passes the first two train cars, only slowing when she nears one at the base of a sandstone. It’s haphazardly reinforced with sheets of steel and only its base is buried in the sand. She barely pulls her horse to a stop before she’s jumping off and running to the metal door.

      I do the same, rushing over to help her haul the rusted sliding door open. The wind is so violent and the door so heavy I have to push all my weight against it before it finally budges. Josephine grabs the horses’ reins, and in a few rapid heartbeats, she has them inside and helps me heave the door shut behind us.

      Once we’re safe inside, enveloped by the sound of our heavy breathing and the howling, angry wind, the tension eases from me and I’m able to take a deep, steadying breath. I unwind the cloth around my head, remove my goggles, and peer around the train car.

      Its long interior is reinforced with steel beams and there are multiple compartments. I step further in. There’s a pallet of blankets on the floor in the corner, a couple of books covered in dust beside it, and two candles discarded beside them.

      Josephine unwinds her headscarf, her expression perplexed to say the least as she catches her breath. I try not to stare at her swollen lip and turn back to her hideaway. “Stay here much?” I ask her, thwarted by yet another reminder of how little I know her, though I’m grateful for this place—for her. She rescued me.

      The horses snort and fidget in the small space, their heavy breaths loud like the wind. When Josephine doesn’t answer me, I turn around.

      Her eyes are wide with surprise and perhaps confusion, and she shakes her head. “What are you doing out here?”
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      Outside, the wind is an eerie, ominous song as it whistles and moans, trying to break through the shoddy metal armor plated around us. Inside, panicked horses paw at the floorboards and their bridles clank together as they bite and pull at their bits. Clayton stares at me, chest heaving, as I realize we’re stuck inside the boxcar together.

      I pull my goggles off and unwrap my face. “What are you doing out here?” I rasp, my lungs still clawing for air as the adrenaline dies away.

      “I came to . . . find you,” he says, though he seems uncertain. White rings slowly fade from around his eyes in the absence of his goggles.

      “You mean to save me from the storm?” I clarify, and I find myself holding my breath despite the burn in my lungs. I’m not sure why, exactly, but the distinction matters to me.

      Reluctantly, he offers a curt nod and places one hand on his hip, his chest still rising and falling as he breathes forcefully through his nose. He peers around the train car and lifts his shoulders. “But it would seem that you didn’t need me to. Though, I have to say, you cut it pretty close.”

      The wind howls and when he looks at me again, I’m sure I’m staring. Thinking. Overthinking. I’ve been dwelling on last night—him—wondering what turned his worry to anger, and if he’d meant everything he said about my safety and my virtue. Did he truly care? Or was it the whiskey on his breath? Simply the adrenaline of the moment or a possible affection?

      “Miss Mason?” he says, leaning closer with sapphire eyes nearly as wild now as they were last night in the moonlight. “I asked you if you stay here often.”

      I nod and peer down at the layer of sand on the ground. “Sometimes,” I tell him. “When I need to.” Our horses shuffle, antsy in the storm, and I collect Duke’s reins. “The horses can stay in this anteroom, down here.” I lead Duke through the narrow train car and hear Clayton’s horse clomping behind me. I navigate around the rotted spots in the floor the best I can, uncertain how I feel having Clayton here after last night. It makes me uncomfortable, but he’s not entirely unwanted, which surprises me.

      I clear my throat. “They must’ve converted this to a caboose for the workers,” I say in the awkward silence. “I think this was their sleeping quarters, though there’s nothing left of it, really.” I bring Duke to a stop in the corner of the caboose and rise to my tiptoes to drape his reins around an exposed iron beam I can barely reach.

      “Here,” Clayton says, taking them from me. A half foot taller than me, he easily reaches the beam to loop Duke’s reins around it, then his mare’s a few feet further down. The horses shuffle, their ears turned back and their wide eyes assessing the foreign quarters that will be their temporary stall. I pull Duke’s face down to me, whispering reassurances to him as I stroke his jaw and under his chin. His breath is hot against me, labored but steadying. I run my fingers through his dark forelock, waiting for him to calm.

      “I found this place a couple years ago,” I tell Clayton. “My sister and I were headed to my mother’s grave. It was our first time leaving the farm without my father, but he’d stopped coming as frequently as we’d wanted. He said as long as we had Kip and the shotgun, he would allow us to go.” I shake my head at the memory. “Of course Kip ran off, I don’t remember what he was chasing, but we found these old boxcars.”

      Clayton looks at me, the harness of his bridle clipped around his horse’s neck. “I remembered it last year when I was out by myself. A dust storm picked up—not like these, not as bad, but enough to scare me. It was the only place I could think to hide.”

      “And you’ve been maintaining it ever since,” he says, nodding to an exposed portion of the metal siding.

      I uncinch Duke’s saddle, offering him a slight reprieve, and nod. “Pretty much.”

      “And your father doesn’t wonder where you sneak off to or where you disappear with sheets of metal? And”—he leans closer—“are those horseshoe nails?”

      “Would you rather I brought a blacksmith all the way out here?”

      He chuckles to himself and shakes his head. “It’s the imagery that’s intriguing, Miss Mason.”

      “My father doesn’t notice much of what I do,” I tell him. Clayton removes his mare’s saddle, her white and sorrel hair matted with foam and sweat. My heart flutters to think how far they might’ve raced to find me.

      “Anyway,” I continue. “Your father supplies us with whatever we need for this place, so when things go missing, no one really seems to care.”

      “I see.” He regards me from the corner of his eye, then reaches for Duke’s saddle, pausing as he waits for my permission.

      I nod. “Yes, thank you,” I say, and Clayton sets it in the corner on the floor by his.

      His mare’s breathing has finally slowed. “She’s beautiful,” I tell him, admiring her painted coloring.

      “Thank you,” Clayton says absently and pats her neck.

      I walk over to my saddlebag and pull out the deerskin pouch I found at the stream, filled with water. “Here.” I toss it to him and reach behind me to a pail I’d brought after the first time I was stuck here for nearly six hours. I hand it to Clayton and nod to his horse. “Give her some.”

      Clayton stares at the deerskin, then pours a bit into the pail. “Thank you.” She slurps the water up greedily, and I nod for him to do it again when her pail’s empty. When she’s finished, he does the same for Duke.

      “Jewels,” he says as Duke nearly knocks the pail from his hands. “Her name is Jewels.”

      “Matches her blue eyes,” I note and reach into my bag and pull out another canteen, a smaller one, and take a drink before I hand it to him. “For us humans,” I clarify.

      “Shouldn’t we ration it?” he asks.

      “There’s another in the other room. Plus . . . there’s the stream,” I remind him. Clayton looks at me, though I’m not sure if he’s forgotten about the water or if he thinks I might have. “We’ll take them there to drink when the storm’s over.”

      Clayton’s eyes don’t leave mine as he takes a sip from the canteen. He hands it back to me and puts the empty deerskin back into my saddlebag. I untie my shotgun and lead him to the front of the train where there’s something comfortable to sit on.

      It’s mostly loud and dark inside, save for the stream of diffused light that angles in through the siding and a poorly patched window. Sand dances in the air, but it’s not enough to worry about, though I feel the sudden urge to clear my throat.

      Clayton peers out at the storm through one of the cracks, his light hair mussed from his sand scarf.

      “I went to your mother’s grave,” he says, his voice muffled by a gust of wind. “That’s where your father said you would be.”

      My body is sore from last night, though I try not to think about any of that as I sit down on the pallet of blankets, my back against the wall. “I was at the water.” I blow a strand of hair from my face. I know I must be a mess, and despite my exhaustion, I pull the remaining pins holding my hair in place, matted from my wrap and loose from the wind.

      “You go to the water frequently then?”

      I shrug and run my fingers through my hair, wrestling with the knots. I’m not sure how to answer him or what information he will take back to his father. I’m not sure it even matters anymore. Everyone knows about the spring now, even if they’re not sure how to find it. It’s what’s hidden at the mine that gives me pause. “I’ve been there a few times, yes.”

      Clayton pushes away from his post by the wall and comes closer, leaning against the wall across from me. “Don’t look at me like that. I found out about it like everyone else the night of the party.”

      “A night of many surprises, it would seem.” I mutter the last part and stretch my legs out in front of me, idly brushing the remnants of sand from my trousers before I allow myself to relax and take a deep breath.

      “For both of us,” he clarifies.

      I watch as he leans his head back and stares up at the rafters. Clayton seems different somehow, or perhaps wary from his adventures last night. While I came home to lie to my sister’s face, Clayton likely went back to the Brass Rail to drink his anger away.

      “What, you still don’t believe me?” he says.

      My eyebrows lift in amusement. “I believe your words to me after the announcement were ‘Don’t be a fool.’ Strange words for a man who didn’t know he was to be married.”

      “I didn’t want you to make a scene. The room was filled with people, I panicked.”

      “Make a scene? Regardless of the fact that none of you seem to care, this is my life we’re talking about.”

      “Whatever you think, Miss Mason, I am not a liar. I’m not like my father.”

      “Perhaps,” I’m quick to say, unnerved that he can sit here and seem so blameless when my life is quite literally in his hands. “And yet, despite how different the two of you are, or my opinion on the matter, we’re still to marry.”

      He regards me curiously, as if he’s contemplating something, but as the tension in the air quickly escalates, so does his scowl. “And all of this only affects you, right?”

      I eye his dirty clothes from last night. “The drinking and the late nights . . . what’s changed for you, exactly?”

      Clayton pushes himself away from the wall and walks to the other side of the train car. “I feel like I’m losing my mind.” The words are barely audible over the storm, but they faintly reach my ears.

      He runs his fingers through his dirty hair and shakes his head before he can gather himself enough to face me. “Do you honestly think I wanted this?” he nearly shouts over the wind. “I liked my miserable life before all of this—the oblivion and the ease of it all. I didn’t wish for this, Miss Mason. In fact, quite the contrary.” He gestures between us, the repugnance written on his face cutting me more deeply than it should. “How can you possibly think I’m unaffected? Because I’m trying to make this work?” He braces his hands on his hips. “My father is right about us. We would be a good match in many ways.” Clayton sounds as if he truly believes it, and my heart breaks a little as another strand of hope tears apart inside me.

      “Look . . .” Clayton steps over to me and I tense as he sits on a wooden crate a few feet away. Elbows on his knees, he looks at me with a severity I’ve never seen in his eyes before. “I know none of this is what you wanted, but have you stopped to think for a single moment what good could come of it?”

      “Of being tethered to your father?” I laugh and stand up, needing distance from the intensity of his gaze. I’m too tempted to tear the shirt from my back to remind him of the last time his father decided I was his plaything.

      Clayton drops his head with a sigh. “No, tethered to me,” he says, so quietly I barely hear him. He stares at the ground, and I wish for the first time that I could look at Clayton and see only him and not his father. But how is that possible when they live and breathe the same air, wander the same halls in the same house. When they both want to rule a town built on lies and secrets.

      “I’ll always wonder what he’ll do next,” I think aloud. “If I say the wrong thing—use the wrong tone.” Unexpected tears burn my eyes, and the effects of a sleepless night settle heavily over me.

      “Miss Mason,” he says, stepping closer. “I know you hate him, and I don’t blame you . . .” He pauses but I don’t turn around. “I’m sorry for what he did to you—God, you have no idea how sorry—but I’m not him. This is about you and me.”

      “You say that so easily, but I know nothing about you.”

      “Then give me a chance,” he says more earnestly than I expect. The sincerity in his voice surprises me.

      “Why are you so adamant?” I ask and turn to face him. “You know nothing about me.”

      “I know enough.” The words roll off his tongue too easily to be rehearsed, and a warmth blossoms through my chest. Though I’d like nothing more than to look away from his gleaming, asking eyes to hide my discomfort, I don’t.

      “My family needs me.” The words are weak but true.

      “I’m not asking you to leave your family, Miss Mason. You aren’t cutting ties. You’re doing something more. You and I can change this place. We can make it better.”

      “I can’t,” I breathe as a chilling wave of panic washes over me. Every time I imagine myself with him, I feel as though I’m betraying everything I am, all that I’ve wanted. “I don’t want to be your wife, and I don’t want to be in the spotlight—I don’t want anything to do with your father.”

      “This doesn’t have to be about him,” Clayton growls.

      “It has everything to do with him, how can you not see that?”

      Clayton looks away from me and shoves his hands into his pockets. “Of course you’ve never even considered that I might actually be able to keep you safe.”

      “And how will you do that, exactly? You act so noble, as if you’re trying to protect me and my family, but am I honestly to believe that you’ll even be around? That you wouldn’t be absent, tending to your other pursuits?”

      Clayton’s brow furrows. “If you have such a low opinion of me, I would think you’d be happy that I would leave you alone—that I would occupy myself with other pursuits.”

      My heart sinks when he doesn’t deny it, but I lift my chin.

      “I thought you could see sense, Miss Mason, that you would want to do what’s best for your family—just like I want what’s best for mine.” He takes a couple of strides one way and then the other.

      “That’s what I don’t understand. How is having me as your wife good for your family? I would not be a genteel pretty thing like your mother if I were by your side, Clayton, no matter what you wish of me. I would tell them the truth and uncover every horrible thing your father has done so they would know what sort of family they’ve let rule them for two hundred years.”

      “You’re so worried about my father, but have you stopped to think about the danger you’re putting your own family in? I’m not completely dense, Josephine.”

      My eyes widen at his familiarity, but he seems unfazed.

      “You’re the one plotting, you’re the one who is going to do something foolish and get yourself and maybe even your father and sister in trouble.”

      My frustration fizzles as his words sink in, and my lip feels tight and swollen as I pull it gently between my teeth. The bruises on my father’s face are nearly healed, but how long before the marshal’s men leave behind another reminder of how impactful my decisions are, one that might be more permanent?

      I have failed in every way to do anything remotely helpful, and I have only myself to blame for that. “You’re right,” I admit. “Who knows what will happen to them.” It’s a thought that sickens me. I’ve been so adamant to find a way out of this—to rid us all of the marshal—I’ve lost sight of what happens if I don’t.

      He steps closer. “After what happened last night—”

      “I’d prefer not to speak of that.” I turn away from him.

      “What were you doing out there, Miss Mason?” His voice is more urgent. “If I hadn’t been there—”

      “You were. Let’s not relive it.” I peer back at him. What’s done is done and I can’t stand to think of it more than I already have.

      “But if I wasn’t?” he repeats, as if I haven’t played out the possible outcomes over and over a hundred times already. But Clayton mistakes my repulsion for cruelty and his expression hardens. “I forgot, I’m repugnant to you and don’t get to care about your virtue, or his hands all over you—”

      “Please, stop.” I cringe, reliving the roughness of Doyle’s hands over my skin, the stink of his breath and the feel of his bristled face against my neck and cheek. “I don’t wish to speak of it.”

      “I can’t stand the thought of him touching you.” Clayton takes another step toward me, closing the distance between us with dark, ferocious eyes. “I can’t—”

      He comes so close so quickly I squeeze my eyes shut and shrink away.

      But Clayton’s touch never comes. I hear only the wind against the storm of my heartbeat. When I open my eyes, sand floats in the air and the train car is still.

      Clayton takes a step back. His irises, the color of tropical pools from a long-lost land, are wide and injured and confused. He swallows. “You think I would strike you?” he asks, deflated.

      I force myself to draw a few quick breaths and I shake my head. “No,” I say, surprising myself as I realize it’s true. “I just—I don’t know why I did that.” Feeling ridiculous, I straighten and avert my gaze.

      Clayton plops down on the wooden crate again, bracing his elbows on his knees. “I don’t want to fight with you,” he says. “But it seems we never find common ground.”

      The tension surrounding us disperses, and I welcome the draft breaking through the seams in the siding and let it run through me. “Why did you come?” I ask him. “To scold me again for last night, as if I don’t feel foolish enough already?”

      Brow still furrowed, Clayton stares at me, his eyes no longer giving anything away. I sit down on the blankets again, crossing my legs as I wait for him to answer.

      With a dispassionate smile, he says, “No, actually. Believe it or not, I wanted to apologize for last night—for what happened to you and your mother . . . it is inexcusable.” His eyes are fixed on me, emotion filling them, and it’s as if I can almost see the past eleven years replaying through his mind, at least what he knows of it.

      “Thank you,” I say, though the words sound stupid.

      “Sometimes I think I could kill my father, knowing what he’s done, even if I’m too frightened to learn the particulars.” He stands up and nods to the space beside me. “Do you mind?”

      I shake my head.

      Clayton lowers himself down, not so close we’re touching, but close enough I can almost feel the heat of him against my arm. He scrubs his face and runs his fingers through his hair, a quirk I’ve come to expect when he’s uneasy.

      Cigar smoke and whiskey lingers faintly on his clothes, and I notice his throat move up and down as he swallows.

      “My mother and your father—” I stop, uncertain why I’m telling him this. Part of me wants him to know the truth, the other part of me simply wants to tell someone what I know. “They were together.”

      Clayton looks at me, his expression unreadable. “I found out yesterday,” he admits. “My father told me.”

      That surprises me, and I forget what I was about to say next.

      “I’m sorry,” he continues, almost mechanically now, though I don’t want his apology.

      “It’s not your fault,” I tell him. “I simply thought you should know. It’s one of many reasons I was in town last night.”

      His eyebrows lift infinitesimally, and it makes me strangely happy to see some of the frustration lessen in his expression.

      “I shouldn’t have gone to town, I know, but I wanted more answers about my parents and your father. I thought I might actually be able to rally some of the townspeople behind me so I could expose some horrible secret.” I laugh at myself. “It was foolish.” When the silence lingers too long, I groan and rest my head back on the siding. “I’m so tired of secrets and lies. Can’t we discover something promising, something that gives us hope instead?”

      “Like a cure,” he says, staring up at the poorly patched window.

      “A cure?”

      “For the Choke.”

      “Yes, it’s gotten bad.” I think of the tickle in the back of my throat sometimes, and know it’s nothing compared to the sand that lingers in the lungs of some. “Scarlet is worried that Mrs. Pelley has it, among other things.”

      Clayton clears his throat. “Ten percent of the people in this town have it,” he says, and my eyes widen. “Don’t look too surprised,” he adds wryly. “I only know because my sister has it.”

      “Who—Kitty?”

      He shakes his head.

      Cute, innocent little Isabel is sick? “I’m sorry,” I say roughly. “I had no idea.”

      Clayton shrugs, but I can tell how much it bothers him. He won’t even look at me. “You know as well as anyone, Miss Mason, even the innocent are not safe here.” When his gaze finally veers to mine, Clayton looks browbeaten and exhausted.

      “Is Dr. Henderson doing anything for her?”

      He scratches the side of his face where a light stubble has started to grow in. “He has given her some tinctures, but she’s getting worse—she has a few attacks a week now, even if she’s not doing anything strenuous.”

      “Perhaps she’s allergic to something in them,” I offer. “She’s too young to be having such severe attacks, I should think.”

      Clayton smiles at me, and my face heats.

      “What? Why are you smiling?”

      “Because,” he starts, his smile widening, “you never cease to amaze me.” His eyes are beautiful when they aren’t shadowed, and I blush as I realize I’ve been staring.

      I close my eyes and clear my throat, but I can still feel his gaze on me, thoughtful. Unnerving. When I open my eyes again, his face is softer, almost apologetic, and his gaze shifts from my injured lip over my face.

      Slowly, Clayton reaches for me and brushes his thumb, warm and soft, gently over my bottom lip. I don’t move, I don’t want to, though my body trembles. Where his confidence makes him strong and certain as he looks at me, my inexperience makes me feel weak and I have to force myself not to shut my eyes beneath his intense gaze.

      “I would never hurt you, Jo,” he says before his hand drops back down to his lap, and once again I’m stunned by the soft familiarity of my name on his tongue. “I wish for you to be happy.”

      “Does that mean”—I swallow, my mouth suddenly dry—“that you will release me from our engagement?” The question sounds both hopeful and a bit reluctant at the same time.

      Clayton doesn’t answer and the silence between us is too expectant to bear.

      “I take that as a—”

      “Are you finished trying to start a revolution?”

      I blink at him, struck by his question and the answer I know is contingent on my answer, but I refuse to lie like everyone else. “I will never stop looking for the truth,” I admit. “I want to know what’s in the Dead Lands and why your father is killing innocent people and pretending they’re thieves.”

      His jaw clenches and I wonder if he knows something. “How is any of that helpful?”

      “Because I think your father is lying about many things to keep people here in fear, and I think he has his men kill the people in the Dead Lands, steal their things, and bring the goods back to us. And because I want to know what sort of a monster he really is.”

      Clayton eyes me a moment, contemplating. “So what are you going to do, go to the Dead Lands and find out what’s going on for yourself? Are you going to stop him?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. I will likely do nothing for fear of my family’s wellbeing, but I still have to know. “But I won’t be able to let it go until I’ve learned the truth.”

      Clayton shakes his head and an unamused smile pulls at his lips.

      I’d hoped he’d be more disgusted with what I’ve discovered—more curious, at least. “Nothing will come of it,” I tell him. “I know this. Now, are you going to answer me? Will you release me from our engagement or not?”

      “No,” he says quickly, and what little affection I thought I might have for him cracks and shatters to pieces along with my freedom.

      “And if I refuse to marry you?” I say, biting back tears.

      “Then I can’t protect you,” he says huskily and leans his head back against the sideboards, shutting his eyes.

      Silently, I scream.
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      It’s quiet outside. The wind has finally died down and a swollen silence hangs over us in its place. I watch Jo, asleep on the blanket with her back next to me. Although she never made a peep, I’m certain she cried herself to sleep, and I wish for the first time that I were the heartless bastard she thinks I am. It would make all of this more bearable.

      I take the opportunity to step outside for some air, needing another moment before she wakes up and I have to see the misery in her eyes again. As noiselessly as possible, I pull on the heavy door, opening it just enough to squeeze through.

      Hints of red peek through the cloudy sky, like a thick fog on an early morning. The scent of sage floats with the breeze, and the muffled sound of coyotes yipping in the distance means the storm has fully passed. A storm I would’ve been decimated by, had it not been for Jo.

      A lot of good my heroic efforts were. For a split second, I reconsider my decision to bind her to the engagement despite what I told her earlier, but then I think of Doyle and my father, and I know that the safest place for her is with me, even if she hates me for it.

      I know I should wake Jo and get her home so her family knows she’s safe, but she seems to find peace when she sleeps, and I can’t bring myself to rob her of that, too. As much as I want her to understand why I’m doing this, I fear she will hate me forever, instead. Even now, when it feels like this is the right thing to do, I wonder if it’s for my own gain. The more she pushes against me, the more I see, and the more I can’t let her go.

      The train car creaks behind me, and I hear her feet in the gravel. I brace myself to find hatred in her eyes as her footsteps draw closer, light and measured.

      “It’s finally passed?” she asks, her voice rusty from disuse. It’s not a real question, but I nod. Jo clears her throat, her shoulder nearly brushing mine as she stops beside me.

      I stare out at the yuccas that begin to appear through the floating desert dust. “We should get you home. Your father and sister are probably miserable and waiting.”

      “And yours aren’t?” There is no acidity in her tone, as I would have expected after the way we’d left things, only simple curiosity and a little surprise.

      I can’t help but wonder what picture-perfect light she has my life painted in. “My mother, perhaps.” I finally force myself to look at her.

      I’m sure Jo’s never looked so mesmerizing. A curled mess of dark hair cascades down her shoulders. Her lip is still swollen, but pink, and her golden-green eyes are heavy with sleep.

      I wait for the censure in her eyes to return in the silence, but it doesn’t come. She simply stares out into the veiled afternoon, errant hairs catching the breeze as she crosses her arms over her chest.

      She refuses to look at me, I can tell by the way she taps her fingers against her arms.

      “You were saying—about your mother,” she prompts.

      “Yes, well, while my mother is likely worried, Kitty thinks she would never be so lucky to be rid of me, a blotch on her family name.”

      Jo gasps. “Surely Kitty wouldn’t wish you dead.” Given Jo’s closeness with her sister, I can see the sincerity in her eyes, and it warms my heart a little to know that at least she doesn’t want me dead.

      I regard her a moment longer, then peer out at the wild landscape. “You don’t know Kitty, then. She’s despised me from the moment I came into the picture, knowing I’ve taken the spotlight. But when I’m dead, she’ll resent me for dying so inconveniently and leaving her alone with our parents, so I can’t win, can I?” Although I laugh, it’s not the slightest bit funny.

      Kitty might hate me for the circumstances of my birth, but there are truths I now have to bear so that she doesn’t have to. My mind wanders to the hysterical gleam in my father’s eyes as I had him pinned against the wall, then to my mother’s expression as I stormed from the house ready to tear my father to pieces. No, Kitty and Isabel don’t know what I will do about their father, and I will never tell them, either.

      “Poor Kitty.” Jo sighs. I watch her from the corner of my eye. “I can imagine she feels powerless, perhaps forgotten about. She will never have her father’s esteem the way you do nor your mother’s attentiveness—I’ve seen the way they look at each other in church. I can imagine Kitty’s a bit lonely.”

      “Aren’t we all,” I say under my breath, though Jo is right: Kitty’s life is lonely, even if she has every material thing possible. She has a stepmother she doesn’t want, a father who can barely stand her, and a brother who treats her with the same contempt as everyone else. “She has Isabel, at least.”

      Jo stares down at her hands, rough and tanned compared to mine.

      “Yesterday,” I start, recalling the horror on her face, “the way you looked at those bodies we saw in town . . .”

      She drops her hands by her side and her hazel eyes shift to mine.

      “Did you know them?”

      She brushes the dust from the sleeve of her blouse. “I’ve seen them before,” she admits. “Two days ago. Very much alive at the stream.” I can almost see her uncertainty to confide in me teeter back and forth. “They looked much . . . different.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Their clothes were made of fur and leather, and they gave me no trouble.”

      “They were wearing furs?”

      She nods. “Their horses were draped in them. They came down from the mountains, I think, after the people in their village were slaughtered.”

      “You spoke to them?” I exhale my anger as it bubbles to the surface. “Dammit, Jo.”

      Her gaze fixes on me and hardens. At first, I think it’s because of my informality, which seems to slip more and more around her, but she shakes her head. “What? They had food and clothes and water—they had weapons but didn’t try to hurt me. They didn’t try to steal anything from us. I know they didn’t. They had no reason to.”

      I step away from her, trying not to overreact as all the possible scenarios of horrible things that could’ve happened circle my mind. “Let me guess,” I start, taking a deep breath, “you were alone and unarmed, and you let your curiosity get the better of you.” It’s not a question, and I can imagine it easily enough. With a groan, I rub my temple.

      “Not that it matters now, but, no, I wasn’t unarmed,” she says flatly and takes a step closer. “Do you understand what I’m telling you, Clayton? They were innocent people, and your father had them killed.”

      My first instinct is to tell her she’s wrong, that he’s my father and, despite his brash conduct, he’s not a murderer. But I would be lying to myself. We both know better than that. “How would my father even know about them unless they tried to steal something?”

      She shrugs, unconvinced. “Even if they did try to steal something, that doesn’t make them dangerous. When did murder become the only reasonable punishment for everything? Your father has his deputies out there around the perimeter all the time to keep drifters out—he tells us as much himself.” She turns and begins to walk away. I can tell she’s frustrated with me, but I’m uncertain why.

      “I believe you, Jo, I’m not saying I don’t.” I follow after her. “But are you honestly trying to convince me that every drifter has been innocent—after all these years? Perhaps the deputies didn’t want to take any chances.”

      “Perhaps,” she answers hotly. “But changing their clothes?”

      “That’s right, I forgot you’re a detective—no, a revolutionary, trying to save us all.”

      Jo rounds on me. “It’s better than doing nothing.” Her tone fills with indignation and her anger shifts from my father to me. “You preach all this nonsense about making this place better, but you waste your time questioning me, trying to find the answer you want instead of accepting what you know is the truth.”

      “Look,” I say, rubbing my temple. “I didn’t say that I would do nothing, nor is that my intention. But I’m worried about you right now, not the town.”

      “Well, don’t be,” she says.

      I nod in defeat, too exhausted to argue with her, and turn toward the train car. “We should get you home.”

      “Clayton—” She heaves a sigh. “Wait.”

      I stop, though I don’t turn to face her for fear of what other admission might escape my lips.

      “Will you look at me, please?” she asks softly and she rests her hand on my arm.

      I stare down at her fingers. They are warm and strong despite their size, and, reluctantly, I meet her gaze.

      “If you help me, I won’t do anything stupid, I promise. I just want answers, nothing more.” Her tone is soft, but her eyes are imploring, and I’d be an idiot to push her away when she’s finally putting her trust in me and asking for help.

      “Fine,” I agree, hesitant. Jo does need protection, but I’m beginning to wonder if it’s not from herself.
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      “I was so worried!” Scarlet removes her foot from her stirrup, steps back down onto the dirt, and lets go of her horse’s reins so she can smack me chidingly on the arm. Just as hastily, she pulls me against her, squeezing tightly. “Papa said you were likely hiding at the train station, but you were gone so long . . .” I look at Mr. Ashford then meet my father’s relieved gaze over her shoulder. Dressed and ready with their horses, the three of them look as if they had been preparing to ride out in search of me and Clayton.

      “Yes, well, we fell asleep while we were waiting for the storm to pass,” I tell her, leaving out the details of our stop at the stream to water our horses. I’m not certain I’m allowed to tell her, and definitely not with Mr. Ashford and Clayton standing there.

      “I’ll unsaddle the horses,” Mr. Ashford says, tying his up outside the stable. He takes Chessy and Duke, and my sister follows with Ruby, her mare.

      “So,” I ask, looking to Clayton. “What happens now?” It’s a loaded question, with a dozen implications and inquiries behind it, but Clayton nods to my father.

      “As a thank you for your daughter saving my life, I think a dinner is in order.” Clayton addresses my father directly, but sneaks a quick glance at me. “I hope that the three of you will join us for supper. Does Wednesday work? My mother would wring my neck if I give her fewer than two days to prepare everything.”

      My father looks at me, waiting for some sort of reaction. All I can see is the fading bruises on his face, and I nod. “Thank you,” I say, without looking at Clayton. “That would be nice.”

      Scarlet hurries out of the stable. “Did I hear something about a dinner?”

      “Yes,” Clayton says. “It will have to happen sometime, so we might as well get the first awkward dinner out of the way.”

      Scarlet laughs. “How wonderful. And thank you for bringing Jo back to us, safe.”

      “On the contrary, Miss Mason, Jo is the one who brought me back in one piece.” Clayton exudes charm as he smiles between my father and sister, then he looks at me. “Until Wednesday,” he says. “Five o’clock.”

      Clayton mounts Jewels, glances at me one more time, and, with a whistle, they gallop off, disappearing down the drive.

      “Get yourself cleaned up,” my father says. “Jane is preparing cheese and meats for your return. I’m sure you’re hungry.” Concern shadows his features as he peers out at the settling dust left in Clayton’s wake.

      I wonder what thoughts taunt my father now, and if he’s really going to go to dinner with us on Wednesday. He always seems much more at ease around the marshal than I am, or at least he acts like he is. He’s had to face him at their monthly meetings over the years, with only Mr. Ashford as their buffer. But I know my father hates him, and a dinner with all the Cunninghams seems too much to bear.

      As if he can’t bring himself to look at me again, my father excuses himself to the stable to assist Mr. Ashford with the horses.

      “Jo?” Scarlet asks with a smile in her voice. She regards me with a full-on grin engulfing her face. “He called you Jo. Are you two so familiar now?” Amusement rings in her voice and I roll my eyes.

      “We’re getting married, what do you expect? Besides, it’s nothing like that. And you, always so polite to him—I dare say even excited. Whose side are you on anyway? It’s like he’s won you over already.”

      Scarlet laughs. “Well, I do like him, surprisingly. He’s much more pleasing than expected, you must admit.”

      “I admit that you’re a traitor,” I growl halfheartedly, and we head toward the house. Though my stomach rumbles, I pull her to a stop. “I’ll meet you inside, Scarlet. I need to do something—I’ll only be a minute,” I say, knowing that the conversation I need to have with my father will be anything but easy or quick.

      I kiss her cheek, hand her my dirty sand cloak and wrap, and walk back down to the stables. I stare out at the sky, still cast in a crimson haze, and I try not to think too hard about what I will say to my father, only knowing that I must.

      When I reach the stables, my father is leading Chessy to his stall and Mr. Ashford is brushing Duke, hair matted with dried sweat. “You rode him hard,” Mr. Ashford says, a small hint of a smile parting his lips.

      “I’m not sure what I would do without him,” I reply, and Mr. Ashford and I exchange a silent agreement that things are better between us, perhaps that he’s forgiven me for the way I’ve treated him.

      “Jo?” my father asks, walking back to us. “You should be eating. We’ll take care of the horses. You need to rest. After that fall off your horse last night, and now this . . .”

      My lie about last night stings more than my disfigured face. “I will, I promise.”

      His eyebrows draw together as he considers me a moment, and his eyes begin to shimmer. While my father is often a solid mask of indifference, I can see the worry in the lines around his face and in the way his mouth purses as he examines my busted lip. “Don’t worry about me, really. I’m fine. I just need to speak with you a moment. It’s important,” I add so he knows I won’t let it go.

      His brow furrows and he nods to Mr. Ashford. “Let’s head up to the house then,” he says, and follows me out of the stables. “If you’re going to argue with me about the dinner—”

      “I’m not,” I assure him. “Of course, I would rather not go, but I know it’s what must be done.”

      He looks at me strangely, more out of curiosity than surprise, I think, but I wave him away. “It’s not about that.” I try to think of what to say. I’m angry with my mother and hurt that my father never told me, even though I understand why he didn’t.

      “I know about Mama and the marshal,” I blurt out, unable to look at him. “I know what she did, and I know why he killed her.”

      He stops beside me, and I can’t bring myself to look at him and see the anger or the pain in his eyes, whichever is waiting for me. But the silence draws out too long, and I can’t stand not knowing.

      I glance at him. He’s watching me, and his eyes are more yellow than blue in the dying light. He pulls his mustache between his teeth and peers down at his feet. “And how do you know this?”

      “It doesn’t matter how I know,” I say, stepping toward him. “I just do. I can understand why you wouldn’t tell me, but I don’t want you to carry the weight of that alone. I want you to stop keeping secrets from me. I want to be your partner in this.”

      “You’re not my partner, you’re my daughter,” he grinds out and stares up at the sky. “You’re my baby girl and I am supposed to protect you from all things. I know I haven’t been able to do that, but this—I wanted to protect you from this.”

      My eyes widen. “Well, I’m glad to know. At least I have some idea why this happened to us—at least I know the truth.” I swallow thickly. “Did you know about them, while it was happening, I mean?”

      He peers around the farm, his brow pinching as he tries to hold back tears. Finally, he nods.

      I want to ask him if he’s angry with her, like me. If he misses her even though she was unfaithful and reckless with our family. But the hurt in his eyes prevents me from saying another word and I wrap my arms around him, tears falling from my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Papa.” I grip him harder. He almost feels frail in my arms, but I know he’s not.

      His arms tighten around me and he cries silently into my hair. He lost the love of his life before she was even gone—if he ever really had her at all. How many times had his heart broken since?

      For the first time, I see my father how he really is, broken and tired. And, like me, I think he feels alone.
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      I walk through the front door as the sun begins to descend behind the mountains. The house is quiet, save for the sound of Ainsley, the butler, hurrying into the foyer.

      His generally guarded blue eyes widen. “Ah—Mr. Cunningham. Good afternoon, sir.”

      “Evening, Ainsley,” I say, too distracted for conversation. I don’t know if I’m irritated by Jo or if I admire her. I’m exasperated either way and can’t seem to get her out of my head. The more I think about the dinner invitation, the more I worry it’s too soon. The Masons, here, with the Cunninghams?

      “I beg your pardon, sir,” Ainsley says as he steps up to the banister, and I pause halfway up the stairs. “Your mother has been asking for you since the storm let up.” He glances to the large, closed door behind him. “She’s in the library.”

      Whatever her opinion of me since last night’s shouting match with my father, my mother can always be relied upon to worry. I retrace my steps and head through the foyer to my mother’s sanctuary in the library. “My sisters and father?” I ask Ainsley, over my shoulder.

      “The marshal has been out since this morning, and your sisters are dressing for dinner, I believe.”

      “Thank you.” With a nod, I open the library door and find my mother sitting on the sofa with her embroidery cloth in hand. Her graying hair is pulled up messily atop her head, as if she’d been sleeping on it.

      Her gaze lifts to me, and her eyes crinkle as she flashes me a relieved smile. “There you are, my darling.” She sets her stitching aside and throws the blanket from her lap. “I was going mad with worry.” She rushes over to me, taking my hands in hers.

      “I’m fine, Mother,” I say, offering her a squeeze of reassurance.

      “I’m sure I didn’t know what to think. Your father said you came home, but you didn’t stay—and after what happened between the two of you . . .”

      I step past her and over to the whiskey in the cabinet. “Yes, well, I was in a bit of a rage for good reason.”

      “I thought you might have drunk yourself to death,” she adds seriously, but a chuckle escapes me.

      “No, Mother. I was not drinking.”

      She steps up behind me and wrings her hands together. “Please, Clay, tell me what’s happened. Your father wouldn’t utter a word. I’m not exaggerating, I’ve been worried sick.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve been so worried,” I say, taking a long pull from my glass. “But do I not have the right to be angry, after everything I’ve learned?”

      A curl, sprung from her bun, bounces as she takes a step back and lowers herself to the settee. “Tell me.” She pats the cushion beside her. “Please.”

      I peer around the room, ensuring we’re alone, though I’m not entirely sure why.

      “I can’t sit—I’ve been sitting too long.” I pace instead. Running my hands through my hair, I glance at her. “Please, tell me you didn’t know that Father killed Mrs. Mason.”

      My mother’s face whitens, giving me pause, but her expression remains unchanged.

      “Tell me you didn’t know he’s a murderer and a child abuser.” I try to keep my tone in check, but the words drip from my mouth like saliva from a rabid dog. Please be ignorant. I can’t bear to resent her, too.

      “A what?”

      I watch her, gauging the sincerity of her surprise. “You knew none of this?”

      She swallows thickly. “I know what happened to Caroline,” she says regretfully. “Though I’ve never spoken to Marcus about it. What would I say? What would I do?” She looks away from me, and I try to control the sickness that grips my insides. The secrets. The lies.

      She steeples her fingers and presses her palms together. “It was while you were sick. I was consumed with worry for you. Ainsley ran to find me, uncertain what to do, and I saw her body on the sofa in Marcus’s study.” She measures my expression before continuing. “They were lovers, Clayton. I knew that from the beginning—before I married him. He loved her fiercely. And he still does, I imagine.”

      “So he killed her and you say nothing?” I can’t help my contempt. “I am barely holding myself together after learning this, yet you’ve known this whole time.” I shake my head, angry with her. Disappointed. “I can’t believe you did nothing.”

      Her features pinch but she straightens her shoulders and lifts her chin to meet my gaze. “I thought my son was going to die and Marcus was sleeping with another woman under my roof. I had little thought for her in that moment.”

      “And her family—what of them? Or the fact that she’s the one who saved my life?” Shame colors my mother’s cheeks, but I hold her gaze. “I can’t believe how easy it is for you to speak of this.”

      “Easy?” she says. This time her voice sounds almost amused.

      “Nothing about the past twenty years has been easy, Clayton. Especially not when I’ve spent my entire life trying to keep you safe—to provide for you. It’s why I married Marcus, after all.”

      “And Jo?” I fume. “What of her? Did you know he beat her within an inch of her life?” I punch through the glass cabinet.

      “Clayton!”

      The moment the glass shatters, the sting of blood dampens my hand, but I clench the pain away. The library door flings open and Ainsley rushes in. “Is everything all right, Mrs. Cunningham?”

      “Just an accident, Ainsley, thank you,” my mother says. “Please, give us a moment. We’ll call for you once we’ve finished.” He bows and steps out of the room, hesitantly shutting the door behind him.

      My mother stomps over to me and takes my hand in hers, the fury of Lilith herself burning brilliant in her eyes. “Stop this!” she demands. “First you attack Marcus and now this? This isn’t like you, Clayton. You are not like him. Stop being a brute and tell me plainly. What are you talking about?” She wraps her handkerchief around my bloodied hand and squeezes. Her eyes are softer, pleading. “I can’t help you if I don’t understand.”

      “There’s nothing you can do to erase the past eleven years,” I say, glaring at the blood. All I can picture is the heap my father must have left Jo in. Her fear. Her pleas and screams, and the pain. My heart hurts and my eyes sting. “Her back is a stained-glass of scars,” I tell her, wishing I could unsee the image and undo the past.

      My mother’s lips purse to a flat line as she steadies herself. It’s shock I see in her eyes. Horror that makes her nostrils flare. She doesn’t ask any questions because she knows he’s capable of it, and that sickens me more than I expect.

      “Jo and I had an . . . altercation last night. I needed to go to her this morning,” I say, sparing her the details. “The storm hit, so I stayed.”

      “An altercation?” Her eyes widen. “Is she all right?”

      Shaking my head, I let out a ragged breath and allow my mother to lead me to the edge of the sofa. “Ornery. Stubborn—angry with me, but she’s well enough. I went with the intention of letting her out of our engagement,” I admit, “but I couldn’t do it.”

      My mother’s gaze rests heavy on the side of my face, and after a few moments, I force myself to look at her. Her eyes host a cloud of emotions that make me feel loved, even as I feel an astounding sense of uncertainty.

      “You care for her,” she says, and it troubles me that she’s right.

      “My feelings don’t matter, she’s miserable.” I let out an annoyed breath and rest my head in my unscathed hand. “I’m not sure I blame her.”

      “That’s only because she doesn’t know you—”

      “She knows plenty. She knows I’m a gambler and a drunk, and that I’m my father’s son.”

      My mother laughs, mirthless as it is. “Sometimes, yes. But that’s not all that you are.”

      “Well, that’s all she sees and cares about.”

      My mother pulls my other hand into her lap, clasping them both as she leans closer. “How would she know anything different?”

      “I’m a gentleman,” I say defensively. “I’ve always been a gentleman to her. I try to be kind.”

      “As does every other ingrate in this place when your father’s around. What’s that mean to her? Power? Control? Darling, she needs to know the real you.”

      “I’m trying,” I say, but I sound like a sullen child. I would love nothing more than to throw a tantrum and make my life someone else’s problem. But I know that’s not true. I shake my head. “I wanted to release her, to show her I am not like him. But I didn’t. I can’t just let her go. All of this has sent her into a spiral. She won’t rest until she’s done something foolish.”

      “And you can protect her from herself?”

      I shake my head and laugh. “At first I thought I could, but”—I shrug—“now I just hope . . .”

      “You hope she will grow to care for you and give you a chance?”

      “She will never love me, Mother, I know that much. But I also know that letting her scamper around in the desert by herself, sneaking through town late at night, getting herself into trouble with no one to protect her, will get her killed or worse.” I think about Doyle’s hands on her again, remembering his intentions to ruin her, and I have to clench my mouth shut so as not to curse.

      My mother’s hand, cool and soft, strokes the side of my face, and I exhale the pain in my jaw. “Whether it’s my name and position, or my future role as marshal, I feel I can do more for her than anyone else.”

      With a soft sigh, she smiles. “You are a good man—a man I am very proud of.”

      I try to ignore how desperately I want Jo to see beyond my father and trust me. “You’re my mother. You have to say sentimental things like that.”

      Her cheeks round with a small smile and her lips part. “True.” She drops her hand back into her lap, clasping mine again. “When you were a boy, you were determined to prove to Marcus that you were worth saving.”

      Her recollection conjures up old memories of better times—happy times with a man I admired, a father when I had none, who adorned me with his love and affection. His stories and promises for my future all seemed so big and important. But after my illness, everything changed.

      “All this time, I thought he was disappointed with me for being sick. I actually thought he was a mess because of my illness and thought he would lose me,” I realize. “But he was pining over the loss of a lover.” I wonder how my mother can even stomach it.

      “Look at me,” she says softly, turning my face to meet her gaze, like she used to when I was a boy. “Your father loves you, of that I am certain. And you can’t dwell on the past. You must focus on your future because he will be gone one day and you will be left with the burden of this place, like it or not. I just hope, for your sake, you choose to live the life you want, differently than he did. If you want to be with Josephine, you must fight for her.”

      My mother clears her throat and heaves out a sigh. “The day your grandfather, tyrant that he was, took Caroline away from your father, Marcus was changed and look what’s come of it. He pretends he’s in control, so collected in front of the people, but behind closed doors, his decisions are eating him alive. Surely even you have noticed. It doesn’t have to be that way for you.” She leans closer. “Don’t be a fool when it comes to your heart. It’s what can make or break a man.”

      “And what of you, Mother? Father did as he pleased and now you’re in a marriage to a man who never even loved you.”

      She flinches.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean—”

      “He has loved me in his own way. And he has held to his end of the bargain: protection in exchange for an heir—a proper family. We have been safe and well cared for since we came here. He’s never treated me poorly.”

      “But you miss Damian—my real father.”

      “Of course, I think of him.” There’s a stretch of silence. The steady rise and fall of my chest. My mother’s quiet breaths. Then she continues. “Had Damian’s death not been so untimely, I think you two would have been very close.” She studies my face, sentiment filling her eyes. “You’re so much like him sometimes it almost hurts. But Marcus has been a good father to you in many ways, even if it’s hard to see that now.”

      There’s a racket in the hallway and she blinks away her faraway thoughts. “Things could’ve ended worse for us, a widow with a newborn. I think about what happened to that woman in town last week, Ms. Rinehurst. She has no children to care for her, no husband to protect her. Miss Mason did a wonderful thing helping her. I know there are good people in this town, but there are many who aren’t as well.”

      “Do you think Father has made them that way? Oblivious and selfish?”

      She shrugs. “He inherited an impossible mess, just as you will,” she says sadly. She stares out the window at the oranges and reds that stripe the sky.

      “Mother, Jo thinks those drifters yesterday were innocent. Which means he didn’t just stop at Mrs. Mason.”

      She eyes me carefully, concern furrowing her brow. “Jo is a clever one, isn’t she.”

      “Too clever,” I grumble.

      “I’ve been worried something like this might happen. Marcus has been distancing himself for months now. I fear something is wrong—”

      There’s a cough outside the library door before it creaks open. Izzy peeks around the corner, her eyes alighting when she sees me. “Clay’s home!” She runs toward me and into my arms, and I try to ignore the sound of her wheezing breaths as I breathe her in.

      “Careful,” my mother warns her softly. “He’s hurt.”

      “Oh, I’m fine,” I say, dropping my bloodied hand away from her pretty dress. For the first time when I look at her, I see my father’s eyes and some of his goodness. I see all of my mother, and even some of Kitty.

      Izzy’s little arms wrap around my neck and she kisses my cheek. “I knew you couldn’t be dead.”

      “Isabel!” my mother chides her with a laugh.

      Izzy frowns in confusion. “But that’s what Kitty said.”

      I laugh when my mother rolls her eyes. “I told you not to listen to a word she says, silly.” I kiss her silky cheek and smell the sweet scent of vanilla. “You smell like cookies,” I say, eyeing her hungrily. “You smell delicious, actually, and I’m very hungry.”

      A little pink smile begins to form, and I set her back on her feet. I take a pointed step toward her, fingers waggling, and she shoots from the room with a screech. “Come and get me!” she calls from the foyer.

      “Clayton, you’ll get her all riled up and she’ll have a coughing fit.”

      I kiss my mother’s cheek, wishing there was something reassuring I could tell her. “She’s a child, Mother. She has to have a little bit of fun. I won’t get her too worked up.” I turn for the door and my mother squeezes my arm.

      “What will you do?” she asks. “About Miss Mason.”

      I run my fingers through my hair and reluctantly meet her gaze. “Well, for starters, I’ve invited the Masons to dine with us on Wednesday.”

      Her brow lifts in surprise. “I see. Then you have a plan, I take it?”

      Not a fully developed one, but I don’t worry my mother with the uncertainties. “You said I should let her get to know me more, so it’s a good place to start.”
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      Isabel has occupied all my thoughts since dinner. Whether it’s the hollowness of Clayton’s voice when he spoke of her sickness that’s stuck with me or imagining she were a little Scarlet, struggling to breathe, I want to know more about the Choke. While the poorer folks tend to have suffered from it more frequently given their less-than-ideal living circumstances, Isabel is afforded every luxury and safety, yet she suffers, too.

      The investigator in me is too curious for sleep tonight, so I sit in bed, poring over what medical books I have by candlelight and scanning my great-great-grandmother West’s journal with new eyes and purpose.

      Black lung—the Choke.

      Toxic fogs—sand. Featherlight tickle. Wheezing and coughing fits. Tightness of the chest. Shortness of breath.

      I tap my finger against my cheek. “Infection of the lung, allergic reaction, overexertion . . . Their symptoms are essentially the same.” There was no cure for black lung, and Dr. West made many failed attempts to lessen the pain and symptoms. “Both infiltrate and linger, they’re triggered similarly . . .”

      There’s a quiet tap on my door. “Jo?” Scarlet whispers from the other side.

      “Come in.”

      Creaking the door open, she peeks inside, her red hair falling over her shoulder in a long, thick braid. “I saw your candle was still lit.” Her eyes scan the books sprawled out on my bed and she tilts her head in feigned exasperation when she sees my hands covered in dry ink. “It’s late,” she says.

      “You’re up,” I counter and set my quill back into the inkpot and close all the books, pushing them down to the end of my bed. I gesture for her to join me.

      On light feet, she patters in and climbs into bed, like she used to when we were children. “What are you doing?” she asks, and if I’m not mistaken, she looks a little worried.

      “Nothing that will get me into trouble, if that’s what you’re asking.” She blinks at me. “Isabel has the Choke, and I couldn’t sleep, so I figured I would read into a few things.”

      Scarlet’s eyebrow lifts. “Many people have the Choke,” she tells me, as if I don’t already know that. She smirks. “Your interest in her welfare seems a bit sudden.”

      I shake my head. “If you’re insinuating that I’m doing any of this for Clayton, you’re wrong. It’s for my own curiosity. Though I do feel bad for little Isabel.”

      “It’s okay to do it for Clayton, Jo.” She takes my chin between her fingers and examines my healing lip. “What did he say about this?” she asks crossly. “Did you tell him the same lies you told us? Because I know as well as you do that your shirt doesn’t rip from falling off a horse, not like that.” She drops her hand into her lap. “Next time, if you’re going to lie, you might as well come up with something more believable.” Though her voice is light, concern makes her eyes sparkle.

      “It doesn’t matter what happened,” I tell her and lean back against my pillow. The thought of seeing Doyle’s face here after what happened nearly makes me sick.

      Scarlet squeezes my shoulder. “It wasn’t him . . . was it?” she asks, her eyes shifting over me in a sudden panic.

      “Clayton? No. But he was there. It was Clayton who helped me.”

      “Helped you?” Scarlet leans back, her mouth pursed in anger. “Tell me what happened, Jo.”

      “I didn’t tell you about any of it because it was foolish, and I was angry at Clayton—he was shouting at me and drunk . . . and I was embarrassed.” Scarlet waits for me to continue, if a little impatient. “Before I tell you what really happened, you must promise me you won’t tell Father. He’ll only worry, and he has enough to worry about.”

      Scarlet’s fists clench in her lap and she pulls her bottom lip between her teeth before she finally agrees. I recite what happened with Doyle in town, leaving out most of the gritty details.

      Scarlet smacks my shoulder. “What on earth were you thinking?”

      “Clayton’s given me enough grief,” I tell her.

      “Good, it means he actually does care. Perhaps this marriage is just what you need. If nothing else, he can help keep you safe—from yourself.”

      “You sound just like him,” I grumble. I am grateful to Clayton. No matter what I said to him, I know he saved me—not just my virtue, but from one more scar I’d have to bear, even if it cost me a bit more of my pride.

      I rest my head against Scarlet’s shoulder, close my eyes, and exhale the tension of the last twenty-four hours. “I asked him to let me out of our betrothal, but he will not.”

      “No?”

      “The thing is, I think he planned to end things but decided against it.” I remember the strain in his voice, and the way he avoided my question.

      “So, you believe he has the power to make the decision on his own and go against his father’s wishes completely?”

      I stare at the fading wallpaper, searching for the answer to the question that’s trailed behind me these few days past. “I’m uncertain what he believes his options might be, but I know that if it were me, and I was the sole heir to a legacy of power, I would use it to my advantage. What’s the worst his father could do to him? He needs him, after all.” What the marshal might do to me, though, is a completely different question, and I try not to think about it.

      “Or,” Scarlet says curiously, “he knows exactly what power he has but wants to marry you.” Her expression softens again and she looks almost relieved. “Maybe Clayton wants to marry you because he cares about you.”

      “I don’t see how,” I mutter, feeling restless under her gaze. “I’m not his type of woman in any sense of the word.”

      “Perhaps that’s why he’s fond of you,” Scarlet offers. “A whore is not a partner or a wife, she’s a pastime. Perhaps Clayton is lonelier than you realize.”

      My cheeks redden when I wonder what he would have done had I let him touch me in the train car instead of cowering away. “Or perhaps,” I realize, “he feels beholden to me for what his father did.” The remorse that riddled his words was evident.

      “That may be, but the way he rode out of here today, risking his life to try to find you in time—I don’t believe for an instant that it’s simply a marriage of convenience for him. He’s a decent man and I truly do think he cares for you.”

      “I never said he wasn’t a decent man.”

      Scarlet eyes my carefully. “Then why are you still so set against this marriage?”

      “Because you’re so quick to accept it,” I say without thinking. I sigh and straighten in bed, uncertain what my thoughts are now after all that’s happened.

      “Who says you cannot grow to love him? You see something in him, too, I know you do. I can tell by the way you look away from me every time I speak his name.” Scarlet’s eyes are fixed on me, victorious and determined. “You fear falling in love with him more than anything. Admit it.”

      “That would be hazard enough,” I admit, “but it’s nothing to being within arm’s reach of his father.”

      “Your reluctance is not just about the marshal, Jo, you know it’s not, at least not really.”

      “Mostly.”

      Scarlet shakes her head, unwilling to believe it. “You said it yourself, Clayton is a decent man—he’s not likely to let his father hurt you. I think you know that.” Her mouth pulls up in the corner and her green eyes sparkle with mischief.

      “Oh, really? What else am I thinking?” I ask sourly. “It would be good to know in case anyone else asks me.”

      Scarlet crosses her arms over her chest and her full lips press together as she contemplates. Finally, she ventures an answer. “You are scared because you’re a novice where he is proficient.” Scarlet leans closer, assessing me, seeking truths even I’m not comfortable with, and I want to shrink under her scrutiny. “Clayton is experienced and you are as pure as spun sugar—”

      “I beg your pardon, but that’s not what any of this is about. You think I care—”

      “Yes, I do think you care. In fact, I think you worry that if you care for him at all, he might be taken away from you, like Mama, or perhaps you worry that he will not love you back, or that he’ll be warming someone else’s bed at night while you have an affection for him—” Her hands flutter, and she takes a breath. “I can think of a dozen reasons you would fear him, Jo, and all of them are to protect your heart.”

      I measure her words.

      “Jo, you’re my dearest sister—”

      “I’m your only sister, Scarlet.”

      “And therefore, you are my dearest friend.” She straightens. “You always say you know me better than I know myself, but the same goes for you. I know this is new for you—you’ve never had to let someone in before—but I feel in my heart that Clayton is a good match for you. But you have to take a chance. If you have a real conversation about it with him, and you simply ask him why you should entrust him with your heart, perhaps his answer would surprise you.”

      Though I do see in Clayton what Scarlet does, the memory of Marshal Cunningham’s breath against my face and the searing pain on my back sits so close to the surface I can barely see Clayton beyond it sometimes.

      I look at my sister. “Even if you and Clayton are so sure he can keep me safe from the marshal, what of the deputies? What about Doyle and his band of merry men? He assaults Father, he assaults me, and after what happened between him and Clayton last night, he will not take lightly to any orders Clayton may give him.”

      “Then Clayton gets new men.” Scarlet, my younger, braver sister, kisses my forehead. “With the marshal and Clayton at your side, no one will touch you, Jo. Perhaps you just need to learn to wield that power.” Though her voice is light and easy enough, I know it’s only for my benefit. Her eyes are sad, thinking of the future.

      “Us,” I add. “No one will touch us.”

      She nods, but I can’t accept that it would be so easy. She makes everything sound so simple, but when I think back two weeks—a month, a year—when I weigh the fear and misery of the last eleven years against a potentially optimistic future with Clayton Cunningham, it feels so wrong and impossible.

      “They told me about the water,” Scarlet says, shocking me.

      “They did?”

      She nods and clears her throat. “And, Jo, there’s something else you should know . . . last night, while you were sneaking about, Mr. Ashford asked Papa for my hand.”

      My mouth falls open. My heartbeat flutters, and I feel my cheeks redden along with Scarlet’s. “And you said nothing about this until now?”

      “You came through the door with a busted lip and tattered clothes. I’m sorry, but I wasn’t thinking of it.” Her voice pitches as she combs her hair away from her face with her fingers. “I know you don’t approve, but I see in him what you don’t, and I care for Mr. Ashford, deeply.”

      “Scarlet,” I say with a sigh, wondering how I could’ve turned my sister into this timid creature who won’t even look at me when speaking his name with affection. I turn in my sheets to face her and take her hands in mine, waiting for her to meet my gaze. “I am happy for you. Just as I am happy for him.” I squeeze her hands, allowing myself to smile with true happiness for the first time in so long it’s invigorating.

      Scarlet studies me a moment before she finally accepts my sincerity and a grin brightens her beautiful face.

      “I was wrong about him, I know that now,” I tell her and wrap my arms around her shoulders, desperate to comfort her as her body shakes against mine with happy tears.

      “I worried about telling you—”

      “Never worry about telling me anything,” I plead. “Ever.” I pull her tighter against me. “I’m so happy for you, Scarlet.” She chokes out a happy, relieved sob, and I kiss her cheek.

      When I finally let her up for breath, her eyes are shimmering like the moss in the hidden, glassy stream. “You deserve happiness. So does Mr. Ashford.”

      Scarlet’s smile wanes and her brow creases with confusion. “That’s a strange thing for you to say, Jo.” She eyes me carefully as I contemplate which parts of Mr. Ashford’s past I should share with her. “What do you know?” She chews her lip as she waits for an answer. “No more secrets, Jo.”

      Taking her hands again in mine, knowing his story will be as difficult for her to hear as it will be for me to say, I proceed to tell my sister about the night the marshal abducted me, what Mr. Ashford lost as a result of helping me, and about Toby.

      By the time I’m finished, tears of sadness dampen her lashes and trickle down her face, and even though I’m the one who put them there, relinquishing one more secret feels right. “So you see? I can’t be angry at Mr. Ashford anymore. I never should have been in the first place. He helped me when no one else would. And, because of me, he has suffered greatly.”

      Scarlet shakes her head. “You’ve been carrying all of this around with you?” she rasps. “You’ve never said anything.”

      “I’ve only just found out about Toby and Mrs. Ashford.”

      “Still,” she says, inhaling a deep, ragged breath. “You have seen Jonathan every single day since—you’ve relived that night with the marshal over and over—and I’ve been blind the whole time . . .”

      “Scarlet, it’s all right,” I coo and wipe the tears from her cheeks. “I’m just happy for you.” I smile. “You and your Mr. Ashford.”
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      The iron gates are already open as the carriage arrives at the Cunningham’s estate. Flaming lanterns light the road, leading to the manor, and the house is aglow from the inside out. I can almost imagine it in its grandeur with an elegant drive, lined with noble trees, instead of a winding trail of dust and rock that sends the carriage jostling at every bump and blemish in the road.

      Dinner with the Cunninghams . . . “Who would have thought?” I mutter, and Scarlet takes my hand in hers, giving it a squeeze.

      She eyes the lambent fire trail leading to the house. “It’s beautiful. I have a feeling Mrs. Cunningham went to a lot of trouble to make tonight perfect, especially after the wonderful birthday party she put together . . .”

      My father and I exchange a wary look. Scarlet is too excited to remember how unfortunate that outing had ended. She looks to my father. “Do you know Mrs. Cunningham as well as the marshal?” she asks him. “She seems so different than all of them, regal in her own way, like a true, proper lady.”

      I imagine what my father must be thinking as we stop in front of the house his wife was killed in, but his expression gives nothing away. He looks back and forth between us. “I know little about her,” he says.

      I can’t help my surprise as I stare through the window, up at the craftsmanship that stands before me. It’s nothing like our farmhouse that’s been weathered by time, nor the cramped apartments and townhouses in Sagebrush proper only a mile away.

      “By the number of windows, I should think there are at least a dozen rooms,” Scarlet whispers. “And just as many chimneys.” A couple of servants step out through the front door and make their way toward us.

      All the arched windows and ornate woodwork mark a bygone era all but forgotten. Even the steel shutters seem made for it. The servants open the carriage door, and when I step down, I find Clayton on the porch, peering down at us. His light brown hair is combed back, unlike his frazzled appearance the other day. He’s presentable, with white linen sleeves billowing out from his leather vest. Somehow, with the dust and sweat washed away, I see what looks like a true gentleman standing before me, hand extended.

      “Welcome, Miss Mason.” His smile is so easy it’s nearly contagious, and he takes my lace-gloved hand in his.

      “Thank you,” I say, and without reservation, he kisses the backs of my fingers with a bow—and I catch the weak scent of whiskey wafting from him. My heart double-thumps in disappointment, and I realize I’d forgotten for a moment who it is I’m to marry.

      Clayton straightens to acknowledge my sister and father. “I hope the road wasn’t too rough,” he says easily and gestures toward the house.

      “It’s much like any road around here,” my father grumbles.

      “Well, you’re here now.” Clayton smiles at me, though it wavers a little, and I wonder if he’s nervous. “Shall we? My sister and mother are in the parlor.”

      Scarlet takes my father’s arm as I hook mine through Clayton’s, and in pairs we walk through the door. The foyer is four times the size of ours and boasts a grand staircase leading to a landing that splits into two wings of the house. The warm wood floors are worn but striking and gilded candelabras rest on every surface in the room, ensuring there’s enough light.

      A pretty maid collects my father’s sand cloak, then looks from Scarlet to me. “I’ll take that, miss,” she says with a slight bow. The way she looks at me with a small smile, her eyes lingering, confuses me.

      “Mr. Mason,” a soft voice says behind me. I turn around to find a kind-faced woman, almost cherub-like, smiling at us from the doorway. “Miss Mason.” Mrs. Cunningham steps into the foyer. “Miss Scarlet.” She bows her head. “It’s wonderful to see you again, my dear.”

      She hurries over to me and takes my hands in hers and squeezes, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s meant to be reassuring. She kisses one of my cheeks and then the other. “You are breathtaking, as always.”

      I bow, a bit stunned, and smile back at her. “Thank you, Mrs. Cunningham.” Thank you for being so warm and kind. I take in her topaz skirts and bustle. “You look lovely as well,” I say in truth, though it feels forced to pretend this isn’t one of the strangest, most uncomfortable circumstances I’ve ever been in before. I tremble as I wait for the marshal to step into the room.

      Mrs. Cunningham welcomes my father and sister; she even gets a slightly bashful grin from my father when she compliments him on his mustache. “Very few men can grow a proper one,” she says.

      “Your home is so beautiful,” Scarlet whispers with awe as she peers around the entry.

      Mrs. Cunningham laughs. “Thank you, child. I have little to occupy my time, so I spend it working on the house, with help of course.” She leans closer to Scarlet. “We ladies must have hobbies as much as any man. Am I right?” She looks at me with a wink, and I grin.

      “I hear you are quite the tinkerer,” Mrs. Cunningham says, taking my hand in hers. “I should like to learn more about it—oh, but later.” She peers around at my family. “Please, come have a seat in the parlor until dinner is ready.”

      I glance back at Clayton, in stilted conversation with my father, as his mother commandeers me into the other room.

      It is three times the size of our sitting room and lavishly decorated. Gold-framed mirrors hang strategically on the walls, intermittent with portraits and paintings. Pieces of furniture, upholstered in florals and rich-colored fabrics, are arranged in groupings throughout the room, with clocks and books and candelabras spread out among them. An elaborate tapestry depicting a family lounging on a rolling green hill next to a stream is the most striking. How ironically appropriate.

      “Come,” Mrs. Cunningham says, ushering me further in. “There’s so much I would like to know about you.” She pats the seat beside her as she sits on the ruby-red sofa.

      “Would you care for a glass of Devil’s Juice, Miss Mason? Jack’s gin or whiskey, perhaps?” Clayton asks, his eyebrows lifting playfully.

      “Juice will suffice, thank you. Though it sounds much more ominous than whiskey.”

      “Unfortunately not as strong,” he says with a quirk of a smile.

      “I’ll help you,” my father offers all too eagerly, and he steps over to the bar cabinet with Clayton.

      Mrs. Cunningham takes my hand, chuckling under her breath, and asks for a glass as well.

      Of course Scarlet is drawn immediately to the curtains and the wallpaper, running her fingers over them as if she’s never seen anything so beautiful.

      “My son tells me your little farmhouse is quite charming,” Mrs. Cunningham says, and though I know she’s lying, her face lights up politely, the light from the oil lamps softening her face. She’s a gentle creature with smiling gray eyes and a bow-shaped mouth, so different than her son and husband.

      “I wouldn’t say charming, but it’s comfortable and the way we like it.”

      “It’s not as stuffy as this place,” Clayton mutters, and I can see why he might think that. I can barely picture him growing up in this house, it almost feels too big and lonely.

      “My son does not share my taste for fine things.”

      “Well,” Scarlet says, “I think this house is absolutely lovely.” My father hands her a crystal glass of red wine.

      “Thank you, Miss Scarlet,” Mrs. Cunningham says happily. “It’s nice to know I’m not the only one with a semblance of taste.” She winks at me.

      “Are they already here—” Kitty saunters into the room and stops short when she sees us. “Oh, look. You have arrived.” Her tone is just as scornful as expected. “How wonderful to see you all again . . . so soon.”

      I don’t miss the warning glare that both Clayton and his mother give her, but she doesn’t seem to notice. She looks pretty in her teal gown and feathers, but her expression leaves something to be desired.

      “Where is Miss Isabel?” Scarlet asks happily, always willing to break the silent discomfort.

      “Upstairs with the nanny, readying for bed,” Clayton says. “She’s feeling a bit under the weather today.” He clears his throat and hands me a glass of spirits. “I’m not sure where my father is.”

      “Now, before we eat and drink too terribly much,” Mrs. Cunningham starts, “I want you to know that you will have nothing to worry about in regard to the wedding. I don’t want you to fret in the slightest—”

      “Mother,” Clayton says in a low warning and hands a glass to her. “We’re not discussing that tonight,” he says quietly.

      My stomach rises to my throat, and I take a sip from my glass. Then another.

      “Oh, never mind then,” she amends. “I’m sorry.” She nods to my dress. “I hear you’re fond of purple?”

      “Well, ah—yes, I am.”

      “Clayton thought so,” she explains. “And butterflies and books.” He shakes his head, rubbing his temple, thoroughly embarrassed.

      I try to refrain from smiling wholeheartedly at his endearing discomfort. “I should thank you, Mrs. Cunningham, for helping Clayton choose such lovely gifts to bring over the other night—” Quick, heavy footsteps break up the easy atmosphere as the marshal strides into the room. “Good evening,” he says with an expected ease, and he smooths out his coat. “I’m sorry to be late. I had some business to take care of.”

      I stand with bated breath as he draws closer. I’m not sure I’m ready for this. But apprehension turns to horror and I take a step back from him. His shirt is splattered with red. “Is that blood?”

      Clayton is beside me before I realize it. “Father?”

      “Marcus, are you all right?” Mrs. Cunningham says as she rises to her feet.

      The marshal stares down at his shirt, then his eyes meet mine. I think I even see regret in them. “I’m sorry, Miss Mason. How inappropriate of me. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He bows. “If you’ll excuse me.” He turns and leaves the room without ceremony, and we stand in pregnant silence. Suddenly feeling feverish, I sit down on the love seat and try to gather myself.

      “That wasn’t a very promising start to the evening,” Mrs. Cunningham says dryly. “I apologize for my husband.” She doesn’t bother offering us an explanation. We all know he was likely torturing someone. I swallow the contents of my glass until there is nothing left and hand it to Clayton for another.

      Mrs. Cunningham prattles on, asking us if we’d like a tour of the house before dinner, but I don’t pay attention. All I can think about is what the marshal was doing only moments before he wandered in. Did he kill someone or simply beat them within an inch of their life? Once again, the horrors of being a part of this family overshadow any benefit I can see to being Clayton’s wife.

      Shutting my eyes, I force myself to take a deep breath.

      I hear slow, careful footsteps and open my eyes to find Clayton standing beside me, my refilled wineglass proffered to me. “I’m sorry about that,” he says and crouches down to meet my gaze. “Are you all right?” His furrowed brow and the pinch of his mouth endears him to me a little bit more. Even as the odds continue to stack against him, Clayton is doing everything he can to make me feel welcome and as comfortable as he can.

      “I’ll be fine,” I tell him. I realize, like him, I should’ve had the forethought to settle my nerves with a few drinks at home before coming here. “Don’t wander too far though,” I tell him. “I’ll need another soon.” I tip my glass to him, earning a smile. Clayton winks at me.

      Only a few agonizing minutes pass of my waiting to see what happens next before a servant comes in to announce dinner.

      “Oh, good,” Mrs. Cunningham says. Clayton takes his mother’s arm and then his sister’s in his, my father, sister, and I following them into the dining room.

      Our footsteps are muted by the oriental rugs as we step inside. Much like the rest of the house, the room is grand. A candle chandelier hangs in a teardrop over the large oval table, the gilded maroon wallpaper glinting in the chandelier light.

      “It’s not always like this,” Clayton says, barely loud enough to hear.

      I’m not surprised to find my name on a small folded card at the setting next to his, and I take the chair beside him. “No? It’s quite magnificent.” I glance over the table at my sister and father as they take their seats.

      I jump a little when a servant begins to scoot my chair in for me. “Oh, thank you.” I peer back at him. He’s an older gentleman with beady blue eyes and drawn features. Kitty catches my gaze next, a cross expression pinching her face, but I quickly look away.

      There is room at the table for at least a dozen guests, and the table is draped in a lace tablecloth and dressed in fine china. There are pastry platters and relish trays, and some sort of pound cake creating an edible line down the center of the table. A white lily arrangement, the most luxurious I’ve ever seen, sits in the very center and I reach out to touch their false petals. Immediately, I yank my hand back. “They’re real?”

      Kitty smiles, almost as if she forgets she hates me so much.

      “Yes, they are real,” Mrs. Cunningham says, taking a sip from her water glass. “Lilies are my favorite flower and one that is very difficult to grow here in all of this heat.”

      “But how?”

      “She has a greenhouse out back,” Clayton reminds me. “You should have seen how excited she was when she realized she’d finally have a reason to display them.”

      His mother tsks him.

      “You shouldn’t embarrass your mother,” I whisper playfully. “Besides, I would be excited too.”

      Clayton chuckles. “My apologies, Mother.”

      The servants file into the room, setting warm plates of quail braised in an herb sauce that fills my nose and smells like a dream. Mrs. Cunningham places her napkin in her lap. “It’s nice to have you all here.” She motions for one of the servants to leave a water pitcher on the table.

      A throat clears in the hallway and the marshal walks in, his new outfit devoid of splattered blood. There’s a sheen to his eyes that wasn’t there before, but he smiles pleasantly enough and takes his place at the head of the table. “I apologize again, both for being late and for having to step away.” He nods to a servant for his glass to be filled. “The whiskey,” he tells him.

      He leans forward, stealing a pickle off the relish tray, and peers at the room, though I notice he doesn’t meet my gaze, nor my father’s. “Why is everyone not eating? Please, begin.” He rubs his chest and peers down at the feast in front of him. I wonder if it’s not good enough for him, or perhaps they aren’t used to fine dining like this.

      As genteelly as possible, I take my fork and knife in hand and cut into the quail, the meat moist and mouthwatering as I spear a piece onto my fork. I didn’t realize I was even hungry in all the stomach-coiling conversation, but I nearly let out a groan as I taste the sauce gravy on my tongue.

      “So, what have I missed?” the marshal asks, his demeanor more congenial and easier than expected. “Anything exciting?”

      There’s a lull in the conversation, Clayton and his mother eyeing the marshal quite scathingly, so Kitty jumps to his rescue. “I was just about to ask our guests if they are very artistic,” she says.

      I’m not the only one surprised by this. We all stare at her, making her flush, and she lifts a shoulder and takes a sip of her Devil’s Juice. Fleetingly, I wonder if it tastes anything like wine used to when grapes were plentiful. “So,” Kitty prompts. “Are you?” She looks between Scarlet and me.

      “Artistic? No, I’m not,” I say easily. “Though Scarlet’s sketches of her gowns are quite remarkable.”

      “I would imagine they’re quite stunning,” Mrs. Cunningham says with interest. “I would very much like to see them sometime. You know, the process from start to finish. You do such exquisite work.”

      “Yes, of course, I would be honored.” Scarlet blushes and takes a bite of her quail.

      “And you, Miss Mason?” Kitty asks, singling me out. “What are your talents? I’ve heard you and your sister joking that you have none, though I’m sure that’s not true.”

      “Well . . . I work well with my hands,” I say. “Though the arts quite escape me.”

      “She likes to read,” Scarlet tells her.

      “And,” Clayton intervenes, “her sketches of buildings are quite good.”

      I fidget under his praise.

      “Your sister showed me the other day while we were waiting for you to return.”

      “Oh.” I glance at Scarlet, wondering what other mischief they’d gotten into in my absence. “What about you, Miss Cunningham?” I ask Kitty. “What is it that you like to do? I noticed the pianoforte in the parlor.”

      “Yes, I do play a little, but painting is my preference.”

      “You paint?” I can’t imagine Kitty engaging in any pastime that might dirty her skirts or fingernails.

      She nods to the still life on the wall behind the marshal—a bowl of vibrant fruits I’m sure I’ve never tasted in my life.

      “That’s quite good.”

      “Kitty is very creative, when she puts her mind to it,” the marshal says flatly. “Though I daresay all of you are well accomplished. These days, it’s the trades and the skills we learn working with our hands that are worth the most. At least as far as I’m concerned.” He stares down at his plate.

      In his silence, I realize that a week or two ago, I would have rather died than sit at this table and listen to the marshal. Now, though he makes me uneasy, I’m not wholly uncomfortable.

      He peers into his glass before he takes a swig, equally uncomfortable. “Anything else is frivolous,” he says absently.

      The servants bring out bowls of soup and set one in front of each of us, but all I can do is watch Kitty. Her eyes shimmer and she rolls her shoulders back before she finally tears her injured gaze away from her disapproving father. Though I’m not sure he even notices it, his words clearly hurt Kitty. Her easiness vanishes as quickly as it appeared, leaving a scowl in its place.

      “I was thinking,” Mrs. Cunningham says more quietly, leaning over to Scarlet, “that perhaps we should discuss what you might need for a certain dress—”

      The marshal barks out a laugh. “You’re already planning?” He swallows the last of the whiskey in his glass and asks for another. “They are to be married soon, by your request,” she says evenly. “Are they not?”

      The marshal barely spares me a glance before he looks at Clayton. “I don’t know, are you?” His eyes are glassy with too much drink, but his confusion on the matter surprises me.

      Clayton’s face reddens. It’s clear something has passed between them before tonight. He squares his shoulders and looks his father in the eye. “Yes, we are.”

      Marshal Cunningham begins to clap, his smile too easy, too wide, as if he’s putting on a show, perhaps even for himself. “Congratulations.” He shakes his head then looks at my father. “Who would have thought, the Masons and the Cunninghams, happily ever after in the end.”

      Anger burns in my heart and cheeks as he makes a mockery of my family, my life, and the life he took from my mother. My father drops his utensils, clears his throat, and tosses his napkin onto his plate. He doesn’t bother to excuse himself from the table before he exits the room. I stand to go after him, but Scarlet shakes her head. Leave him be, she tells me, and I know that she’s right. Though my heart hurts for my father, I know he would rather be alone.

      “Marcus,” Mrs. Cunningham scolds.

      I glare at the marshal and for the first time, he really looks at me. There is a shade of something in his eyes, regret or exhaustion perhaps, but he quickly shifts his attention to the doorway.

      Clayton sets his elbows on the table with a clatter, his onion soup sloshing over his bowl. “Is there no reprieve?” he groans. Kitty looks between us all, confusion crinkling her brow. Like Isabel, she clearly knows nothing about her father, our intertwined pasts, and the nightmare the Masons’ lives have been because of him.

      We sit in awkward silence, only the marshal eating his meal with renewed vigor. He pours himself another drink. “Someone say something,” he demands.

      Mrs. Cunningham opens her mouth when a woman I’ve seen a couple of times in town hurries into the room. She’s wearing a nightcap and apron, and she has a harried expression on her face.

      “What is it, Charlotte?”

      “It’s Isabel, Mrs. Cunningham. She’s having another one of her fits.”

      Like a gust of wind sweeping through the room, everything begins to rattle and clank. Clayton and his sister, mother, and father all scoot their chairs out in a hurry, the dishes clanging as the table shakes. Mrs. Cunningham and the marshal hurry from the room first, Clayton following after. Then he looks back at me. “Please, excuse us,” he says and disappears from the dining room. Scarlet and I stare at one another, our expressions much the same: wide-eyed horror and confusion.

      I scoot my chair from the table and hurry out of the room. When I notice Clayton disappear down the hallway upstairs, I cross the entryway, Scarlet not far behind me.

      With hurried footsteps, we follow the sound of a rattling cough and hushed murmurs up the stairs and down the hall. We stop outside the little girl’s bedroom, nearly bumping into a maid rushing out with a pail of water.

      Mrs. Cunningham sits on Isabel’s white-draped bed, her daughter wrapped in her arms as she chokes and wheezes. The marshal sets a tincture bottle on the dresser beside me. All of them stand around in horror and none of them realize Scarlet and I are standing there.

      I reach for the bottle and sniff the contents. It’s sour smelling and burns the inside of my nostrils. “Fennel?” I ask Scarlet, waving the vial beneath her nose. She frowns, nodding her head. “Where did you get this?” I ask the room, but Kitty is the only one to hear me.

      “Dr. Henderson,” she says. “For her coughing fits.”

      “It’s too harsh,” I tell her and step further into the room. I grab Clayton’s arm.

      He spins around, eyes alight with alarm.

      “Clayton, you need to give her ginger water or tea—”

      “Isabel doesn’t like ginger,” the marshal says.

      “Well, it’s that or this,” I say boldly and point to the red-faced child gasping for breath. “Ginger tea will soothe her throat. Whatever is in this tincture is only aggravating it. Right now, her airways are inflamed and irritated, and she’s overheating.” I find the nanny in the room. “Ginger tea, not too hot,” I tell her, and she nods, hurrying from the room.

      Isabel coughs, each breath a chore.

      Mrs. Cunningham glances from the marshal, crouched beside her, to me.

      “You need to cool her down and she has to control her breathing,” I tell her, pulling some of Isabel’s blankets back. Clayton rushes to the other side of her bed to help me layer them at her feet. I grab his hand. “Tell her to breathe with your mother—to listen to her heartbeat. She has to get her coughing under control.”

      “Izzy,” Clayton says calmly, trying to refocus her attention on him instead of her panic. The little girl gags, struggling to breathe. “Izzy, you have to calm down,” he pleads. “Try to breathe like Mama, Izzy.” He rubs her arm. “Slow and steady.”

      The marshal shouts in the hallway for the ginger tea, and I reach for Kitty. “Bring cool cloths for her forehead and chest, and if you have lemon—bring one to me.” Kitty doesn’t hesitate. She nods and rushes from the room.

      Isabel’s eyes are closed as her mother rocks her against her chest, murmuring reassurances as her little girl chokes with each inhale. Scarlet grips my shoulder as we stand and wait.
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      Scarlet sleeps soundly in the bed beside me, but I can’t keep my mind silent. While Isabel also sleeps soundly in her room down the hall, the image of her red face haunts me. I don’t know how many times Clayton has watched his sister struggle simply to breathe, but I will never forget the fear and helplessness I saw in his eyes or the marshal’s.

      I have to remind myself the marshal doesn’t deserve my sympathy, which is easy enough to do given how drunk my father was when Clayton found him. I’ve never seen Father like that before. I’d never seen Clayton as authoritative as he was when the stable boy fessed up to getting my father drunk, either.

      Peering around the unfamiliar room, possible futures loom. I’m in a house that will soon be my home—though I hope Clayton will agree for us to live at the farm or somewhere else, at least. I know the marshal stirs somewhere beyond the walls.

      With a suppressed growl, I climb out of bed. Luxurious rugs are soft beneath my bare feet as I step into wool-lined slippers. Glancing back at Scarlet, I ensure she’s still sleeping, then tiptoe to the door, slowly turning the knob. The strangeness of this house compels me to explore it.

      Stepping out of the bedroom, I pull the door shut behind me as quietly as possible. It’s colder outside of the room, drafty and dark. The rooms here are too big, and despite being indoors, a chill runs down my spine and into my toes.

      I walk the landing, eyeing shadowed portraits of the Cunninghams, whose eyes I feel on me with each step. All of the men are different, some skinny with pointy noses, others’ faces as round as a wagon wheel. But all of them have one thing that strikes a tremulous chord somewhere deep down. Their eyes. Dark and incisive. Though, the marshal’s were not dark tonight.

      As much as I try to understand the change in him, I can’t. He got his jibes in at dinner, but the marshal seemed altered tonight. He’d been close to drunk when he arrived at the table, that much was clear, but he didn’t seem the monster I’ve known most of my life. Especially not after I saw the way he nearly crumbled as he put his daughter to sleep after two hours of sitting beside her bed in silent desperation. He said nothing afterward, retreating as quickly as he could out of sight.

      Hearing footsteps below, I peer down into the foyer. A candelabra is lit in the entry and I catch a glimpse of a shadowy figure as it crosses the room. I wait with bated breath, suspended in a moment of panic and curiosity. It’s as though the marshal can feel my gaze; his stalwart figure stops and he peers up at me—a stalking shadow in the night. I can’t see more than a dull glint in his eye from the lamplight, but his gaze rests on me for a moment before he stalks into some dark crevasse of the house. When he’s finally out of sight, I allow myself to breathe.

      A door creaks open down the hallway behind me, and another shadowed form steps out. “Jo,” Clayton whispers, and I nearly swallow my own tongue at the sight of his bare chest. “What are you doing, wandering around this late?” He sounds a bit anxious and his head dips as if he’s eyeing me up and down. “Is there something I can get you?”

      I shake my head, uneasy despite his casualness as he takes a step closer. The pale light from his room casts him and his loose-hanging trousers in a more intimidating light than I’m used to. I glance down to where the marshal stood. “My mind won’t settle, is all.”

      “Can I get you something for your comfort?” he asks, drawing another step closer, then another, until he’s only a couple of feet from me. His eyes are dark, but I imagine their concern and the way they scour my face. I imagine his lips parted, about to say something, and then he reaches for me.

      I gasp, causing myself to choke and cough to catch my breath. Clayton grabs hold of my upper arm and leads me quickly into his bedroom, past the large wood-carved, four-post bed, to a bar table he has in the corner.

      I clear my throat as he thrusts a glass of water at me. “Here, drink this.”

      With a quick glance at him, I take a sip. It doesn’t help that I’m in his room, alone with him half naked in the middle of the night. I gulp down the water to busy my thoughts, then set the glass back on the bar.

      “Thank you,” I say hoarsely. I clear my throat, expecting him to escort me from his room, but he simply looks at me. His blue eyes are wide with worry, and I can’t help the direction my gaze wanders next—past the angle of his chin, down the tanned column of his neck, and then to his chest . . .

      “Why, Miss Mason,” he says, full of delight. “You’re flushed.”

      I clear my throat again, and turn away from him. “Surely, of all the things you own, a shirt is one of them.”

      He laughs quietly to himself and I hear rustling behind me. “My apologies.” After a moment, his voice is close against my ear. He smells of rich spices and beeswax. “Is this better?”

      Although I face the doorway, I can’t quite force my feet to take me to it, so I save face and turn to him instead. A loose shirt covers part of his chest, though the neck vees down to the middle further than I’m comfortable with. I get the impression he’s testing me on purpose, and I feel a strange thrill of anticipation.

      “Well, since we’re both awake,” he says with the same openness and friendliness he greeted me with this evening, “are you up for a game of gammon?”

      The thought is actually appealing in my listlessness. I force my gaze from his face and glance around his room. “Yes, I’d like that.” A five-arm candelabra sits in the fireplace. It flickers and glows, bathing the room in amber.

      Clayton gestures for me to sit down at the table. “Please, have a seat.”

      I sit, realizing how different his room is from mine, how masculine. A carved wood canopy hangs over his bed, and save for holster and pistols discarded on the floor beside a pair of riding boots, nothing is out of place.

      Clayton pulls his chair to the table and picks up the dice from the alabaster backgammon board. The pieces are moved and spread around, as if he’s been playing a game against himself.

      “Are you sure you need a partner?” I ask, unable to resist a smirk.

      “It’s more fun this way, I assure you.” He steps over to a tall chest of drawers. “Sleep seems to escape me lately.”

      “You mean with Isabel’s fits?”

      He pauses from pouring himself a drink. “Yes, among other things.” He glances at the board. “So you play?”

      “It’s been years,” I admit, since the memory of playing with my mother, father, and sister has always been too painful.

      “Then I’d say you’re due for a game. Would you like a drink? Wine, perhaps, or a bit of brandy? I don’t have the hard stuff you like, I’m afraid.”

      I laugh. “Shucks, no whiskey? I did take quite a shining to it at the dance. But Juice is fine, thank you.”

      He uncorks the Juice jug, and only the glug of wine into the glass fills the room. “Thank you for what you did tonight,” he says more seriously. “And I’m sorry about my father. Actually, that’s thoughtless of me, isn’t it? You don’t care what rare form my father is in—I know it’s difficult for you to be here regardless.”

      “It’s difficult, but I’m glad I could be here to help Isabel,” I tell him, deciding the topic of his father is best left untouched.

      He brings me a glass of burgundy liquid, half full. “As am I,” he says softly. I can feel the heat of his body next to mine.

      “Thank you for the wine,” I say and immediately take a sip.

      Clayton sets his glass of what I assume is brandy down, completely oblivious. “Shall we, then?”

      “Perhaps it would be a good idea to play in the sitting room,” I say, regretting how desperate it sounds the moment I say it.

      Clayton grins. “You’re not worried about being alone with me, are you, Jo?” He shakes his head, clearly amused. “We would be alone in any part of the house, though it’s warmer in here.” He takes another sip of his drink and sets his glass down with more force than is necessary. “But if you’re more comfortable—” He stands.

      “No, it’s fine,” I tell him, waving for him to sit back down.

      “Are you certain?” I can tell he’s trying to be a gentleman, even if it’s clear he likes the comfort of his room.

      So do I. Swallowing thickly, I nod.

      “Then shall we play?” He begins to reset the board.

      I watch how deftly he sets the pieces around. “Which color shall I be? I am assuming you have a preference given how much you play.”

      “Being that I generally play alone, I’m indifferent.” He smiles again, only this time his eyes don’t shift to the board, they linger on my face.

      His mouth intrigues me more than I know it should, and I clear my throat. “All right, I’ll be white.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised,” he mutters.

      Glaring at him, I cross my arms over my chest. “I feel like I should take offense to that.”

      Clayton looks at me, unblinking. Then he runs his fingers through his hair. “I apologize. It’s been a long day. It’s the brandy talking.”

      “Perhaps you should rest,” I say, standing, but he reaches for my wrist.

      “Don’t go,” he says. “I’ll behave. We haven’t been alone all night.”

      “I . . . wasn’t aware you wanted to be alone.”

      He takes a sip of his drink and licks his lips. “Would it have mattered?”

      I regard the exhaustion in his eyes, his drawn features, and I know how hard he’s been trying. “Yes,” I tell him. “It would have.”

      His brow lifts in surprise. “My mother thinks we should spend more time getting to know one another. She thinks it will help us move forward.”

      “Your mother?” I can’t hide my shock. “I assumed it was your father pushing this marriage.” Clayton looks away, and I wonder if I had part of it wrong. I assumed Mrs. Cunningham was on my side, that she might be an ally in all of this, but perhaps she’s just as determined about this marriage as the rest of them.

      “I want you to see me beyond my reputation, Jo. To see the man you will marry, not the rumors.”

      “Are they only rumors then?”

      His eyebrows draw together and he shakes his head. “No.” His cheeks redden with shame, but that’s not what I want. I don’t want him to be ashamed of who he is, or feel like he has to change for me.

      “Why are we marrying, Clayton? Because even your father seemed surprised at dinner.”

      His frown deepens. “No one is forcing me to marry you,” he says simply and takes another sip of his drink. “It’s what I feel is the right thing to do.” He sucks his bottom lip between his teeth and stares at the candle flames.

      “Forcing me to marry you is the right thing to do?” I bite back, unease needling its way back in.

      He stares down at the game board and shakes his head. “I don’t think we’ll ever see eye to eye on this topic.”

      “No, apparently not.”

      He leans in, resting his arm on the table, and peers at me through heavy eyelids and long lashes. “Jo . . .” He whispers my name again and the way he says it, so earnest and full of conviction, makes my heart race and my insides flutter with butterfly wings. “I want you to know me because I want you to know the man I hope you will come to care for someday.”

      “Clayton,” I say abruptly. The feel of his name on my tongue brings a heat to my breast. Whether it’s the sincerity in his voice or the vulnerability in his gaze, there is something about him in this room that warms a part of my heart to him even more than before. “Are you a good man?” I ask wholeheartedly.

      His brow furrows. “A good man? I would like to think I am better than some, but I know I’m not half as good as others,” he says artlessly. His gaze is a microscope, and I feel as though I might burst under the heat. “I would never hurt you, if that’s what you’re asking me,” he whispers. “I’ve told you that.” And just as they did the other day in the train car, his words melt over me—fill me—wrap me in a comfort that dampens every cynical thought and uncertainty. And not for the first time, I imagine what it would feel like to be his wife—this Clayton here, in this room. To have him so close. To feel his gaze on me when he thinks I’m not looking. To feel safe and imagine that he loves me.

      Our knees touch under the table, and when his eyes are too imploring and his gaze too hot against my skin, I let out a breath and stare down at the game. “Let’s play our game, shall we?” My voice is barely audible above my uneven breaths.

      “I wish to kiss you,” he whispers.

      My hand freezes over the board.

      He leans closer, his eyes refusing to leave me. “May I kiss you, Jo?”

      My head moves up and down of its own accord, but my heart is hammering erratically against my chest. “I’m not good at these things—”

      He presses his lips against mine, salty and warm and asking, before I can finish another thought. The warmth and taste of him sends my entire body into tingles, and he brushes the backs of his fingers over my jaw and down my neck. His skin is soft, his mouth skillful as his lips move over mine, slowly, perfectly. The remnants of brandy are sweet on my tongue, and I want to taste more of it.

      My hand travels up his arm and over his shoulder, feeling the tension coiled and trembling in the muscles I yearn to see beneath his shirt as I pull him even closer. I don’t know what’s come over me, but I don’t care as he kisses me harder and more fervently.

      The soft pressure of his tongue parts my lips, and heat swirls through me, igniting a hunger deep inside me that I’ve never felt before. A hunger that enlivens me. Where does the passion come from? The need? I don’t recognize the eager woman inside me, bold and unashamed of carnal thoughts, but I want to embrace her.

      Clayton pulls away from me, licking his lips as he tries to catch his breath. “We should not have done that,” he says, dousing the fire that burned to blazing inside me only a heartbeat ago. He scrubs his hands over his face. “I didn’t want to do that like this.” Wax and brandy and the sweet tinge of Juice lingers in the air between us, and he straightens in his chair.

      “Like what?” I rasp, my chest heaving. I pull my hair away from my face and try to catch my breath.

      “Like this, in this house—half drunk.”

      I don’t know what to say. My mind is a molten haze of desire and disappointment.

      “You do something to me, Jo, something that I don’t quite understand.”

      “Oh?” I let out a heavy breath. “Sorry?” I try not to let my disappointment show, to let him see how much his touch has affected me.

      He laughs, taking in the sight of me. I amuse him, clearly. And I’m certain I’m more rumpled than before, a panting, trembling mess. But something pleases him, and his eyes brighten. “Would it be too forward of me to ask that we do that again sometime soon?” he asks, clenching his hands on the table.

      I dip my chin, licking my lips as hope flits through me.

      Clayton gestures to the dice. “We’d better at least pretend to act decent.”

      I allow myself a quick smile into my wineglass as I take a much-needed gulp. “If you insist.”

      I earn a smirk from him and roll the dice. A three and a five. I try not to think about the feel of his tongue against mine as I stare at the dice and calculate my move. He tilts his head, eyeing me carefully as I take my turn. When I can’t take his heated gaze a moment longer, I shake my head. “It’s your turn,” I remind him, getting up to pour myself more wine.

      Clayton chuckles and mutters something about how changeable I am, but I don’t take any offense to it. Whatever this is between us, it’s helped me forget about everything else for a little while.

      We go back and forth until we’re nearly tied, but in the end, Clayton wins by a single piece. “Not bad for your first game in years.”

      I shrug. “I feel as though you had me at an unfair advantage,” I tell him. “What with all of the distractions—and all of your practicing.”

      He chuckles and leans back in his chair. His gaze is hot against my face, and I teeter between leaning in or leaving the room before I have something to regret.

      Licking my lips, I stand. “I should get to bed. I have a feeling we’ll be leaving first thing in the morning, and I need my beauty sleep.”

      Clayton nods and motions to his door. “I don’t want you to go, but I understand. I’ll walk you to your room.” He takes my hand in his as we reach the door, an unexpected but not unwanted gesture, and he leads me back down the hall to my room. “Thank you,” he whispers.

      I face him as we stop outside my door. The masculine scent of him still fills my nose. “For?”

      He sighs. “For sitting with me,” he says. “For trusting me.” He leans down and presses his lips to mine again, soft and tentative. “I know you question my motives, but I want to make you happy, Jo.” His voice is a harsh but determined whisper, and while I appreciate his valiant words and I believe that he means them, he’s still forcing me to marry him, and save for antagonizing his family and bearing the repercussions, I have no choice in the matter.

      I pull my hands from his and put a step between us. In an effort to steady my tangled nerves, I nod politely at him. “Goodnight.”
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      I’m still standing in the drafty hallway moments after Jo closes the door to her room, alone in the darkness. The faint scent of her lingers in my nose, though the memory of her lips against mine already begins to fade. She took a step away from me. Jo’s distance douses the heat coursing through my body, the heat that made me feel alive and buoyant for the first time in my entire life. I knew the easiness between us wouldn’t last, but I didn’t expect to feel so cold so soon after.

      Our first kiss was not supposed to be this way. I’ve thought about the touch of her lips against mine many times—how sweet it would be to show her life through a more carnal lens. I thought that if I showed her what was possible between us, she might accept me and the idea of us. But I gave in too soon, and she wasn’t ready.

      My stomach rumbles, and I make my way downstairs to the kitchen. Bread. Cheese. I need something to soak up the brandy that coats my insides and clouds my mind. I don’t want the memory of our kiss to fade too soon. I’d had two drinks too many by the time I’d found her, standing in the hallway, beautiful with her tousled hair and eyes wide with surprise.

      The parquet floor is cool beneath my feet as I step into the foyer. The house is dark with only the moonlight filtering in from the skylight. I stop and peer around the entry. How stupid I was to think we could’ve had a normal dinner. My father coming in, splattered in blood, was nothing short of a nightmare.

      The sound of clinking glass echoes down the hall, and I forego food for a conversation with my father. I haven’t spoken to him since I burst into his study to tell him about Doyle, only to storm out again, unable to even look at him after all he’s done. But after tonight, after provoking Mr. Mason when we’re supposed to be showing them we can make this work, I can’t ignore him any longer.

      I brace myself for a fight but hope it doesn’t come to that, and I head for his study. Light glows from beneath his study door, and I rap my fingers on the back of it. Before he can answer, I creak it open and step inside. I expect to find him at his desk or in his chair by the fire, but he’s not. The large room is lit by a single oil lantern on a table near the fire.

      My father stands just outside the open French doors, staring out at the inky night.

      “What are you doing awake?” I ask.

      For a moment, the only sound is the hum of the lantern. “Thinking,” he finally says, his voice hoarse from disuse. I hear him slurp from his glass as he takes a drink.

      I notice a glinting object, resting on the desk, and take a step closer. I try to focus on it in the dull light and realize it’s a glass pendant—a teardrop the size of a large button, with a turquoise and purple butterfly frozen against an amber background. There’s something familiar about it that makes my heart skip, and I pick it up.

      The metal of the pendant is cool against my fingertips, and an image of Jo flashes to mind; the awe on her face when she held the butterfly brooch in her hand made me wish to see her smile again, but the hesitation in her voice when she spoke of her love for butterflies echoes.

      “My mother gave me a pendant—a delicate butterfly that was her most cherished possession . . . your father tore it from my neck the day she we murdered, and I haven’t seen it since.”

      I squeeze the pendant, the clasp digging into the palm of my hand. “Where did you get this?” I ask, though I’m not sure he can hear me. Dread, hot and chilling, slithers down my spine and I imagine my father ripping it from around Jo’s neck. My blood churns. I picture the tears in her eyes, and my heart breaks as the final thread of hope that my father isn’t a complete monster shreds to nothing.

      Noticing the locked desk drawer has been left open and a red drawstring bag sits in the bottom of it, I snatch it from the drawer before I lose the nerve to see what else he keeps locked away. Soft velvet presses against my fingertips as I loosen the cinch. I hesitate before reaching in to pull out a ruby-red lock of hair.

      Uncertainty gnaws at me as I wonder whose hair I hold between my fingers. It’s not mahogany, like Jo’s, nor crimson enough to be Scarlet’s. I exhale my relief. The portrait of Caroline with red, jewel-like hair that fell down around her shoulders fills my mind. “This is what you’re hiding,” I hear myself say. “Are you sick?”

      The floorboards creak beneath my footsteps and I stop behind him on the porch. He doesn’t even acknowledge my presence.

      “Have you nothing to say?” I growl. “Why were you covered in blood this evening? Which innocent were you beating on this time?”

      He lets out a mirthless laugh.

      “Another harmless traveler?”

      His head whips to the side and his mirthless laugh is all but vanished.

      “Yes, I know about that, though for how long you’ve been deceiving everyone I don’t care to know. Is there no end to your ruthless—”

      “Doyle is no innocent,” he says, voice stiff, posture rigid.

      “You killed Doyle?” My heart skips a beat. With relief? Abhorrence?

      He steps closer to the railing. “I should have, God help me, that man is more trouble than he’s worth. But the men listen to him.” Although I know my father has used brute strength with his men in the past to teach them a lesson, I never imagined how far he might actually take it until now. “What did he do?”

      He turns to face me. “Having his way with your betrothed isn’t enough?” Whiskey clings to his breath. “He’s been hiding from me these past two days. I finally found him. I would not let him slip through my fingers again.”

      “You beat the shit out of Doyle because of Jo?”

      “What, son? You don’t approve?”

      “I—” I shrug. “I’m astonished.”

      He sneers. “Don’t be. My deputies live by a code, he broke it. He knew what was coming.” He growls and takes a drink of his whiskey. “He’s getting too comfortable and needed a reminder of who’s in charge.” His tone is clipped, and I wonder what he’s not telling me.

      I finger the lock of hair and hold it out to him. “Is this what I think it is?” I ask him bitterly.

      His eyes, red-rimmed and heavy, shift between the lock of hair and me. “Of course it is. What does it look like?” He walks over to the bar to refill his whiskey glass. The bottle topper clanks against the table as he sets it down and I notice him shaking. He swallows the contents of his glass in two gulps, his eyes fixed on me from over the brim.

      I hold up the necklace. “And this? You stole it from Jo?”

      A flash of emotion colors his face and his eyes narrow on the dangling butterfly pendant. He pulls his bottom lip between his teeth, sucking the whiskey from it as if he needs every last drop. I struggle to remember the last time I saw him sober.

      “Never mind your ruthlessness, I’m beginning to question your sanity.”

      With a curse, he slams his glass down on the table and takes a threatening step toward me. He shoves an incensed finger into my chest. “You’re clueless—you have no idea what I have sacrificed for this family,” he snarls.

      I lean into him, anger too blinding to care what comes next. “What, your humanity?”

      “If it’s to keep us fed and safe, then yes. That necklace is not Jo’s, it’s mine—I gave it to Caroline, so I took it back.” His shoulders heave, and I take a step back, my gaze slowly lowering to the necklace as it swings, a pendulum in my hand.

      If Jo knew that, I’m not sure she would want it back, though the nudge in my gut tells me that isn’t my decision to make. Stiffening, I stuff the necklace into the pocket of my trousers. “You took her mother from her, you don’t get this too. Not unless Jo forsakes it.”

      I step past him and toss Caroline Mason’s hair onto his desk before he can try to stop me.

      “It was twelve years ago this week,” he says more calmly this time. There’s a resolution in his voice that disturbs me, and I stop dead in my tracks. “I have done horrible things, but don’t think for a moment that I’m not paying for them with every breath.”

      When I peer over my shoulder at my father, he has already stepped soundlessly back out into the night. I wonder if a hell exists more fitting than the one he’s already living.
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      The men are absent from the table when Scarlet and I step into the breakfast room. Though it’s much smaller than the dining room, it’s still elegant with a coffered ceiling and warm, foliage-patterned wallpaper with golds and browns that disappear beneath the moulding.

      Mrs. Cunningham smiles at us. “Good morning, Miss Mason,” she says, nodding to me, then my sister. “Miss Scarlet.”

      We both bow our heads in greeting. “Good morning,” we say in unison. Little Isabel grins with a mouthful of food.

      “Good morning, Isabel. You’re looking much better this morning.” I flash her a genuine smile of relief.

      She nods happily. “I am.”

      “Darling, don’t talk with your mouth full, please,” her mother chides.

      I nod at Kitty. “Good morning, Miss Cunningham.”

      She nods in return, taking a sip from her teacup.

      “Please, sit.” Mrs. Cunningham gestures to the two chairs across from Kitty.

      Isabel swallows thickly. “Do you like corned beef?” she chirps and takes another bite.

      “Very much,” I tell her.

      “Isabel, we get our beef from the Masons’ ranch,” Mrs. Cunningham explains. “Did you know that?”

      Isabel looks from her mother to Scarlet and me, then she shakes her head.

      “Do you like animals?” I ask her, and when she nods without a moment’s hesitation, I continue. “Perhaps you can come see our sheep and chickens sometime.”

      “Yes! Please, Mama, can I go with them now?”

      “Another time, my sweet girl,” Mrs. Cunningham says, placating her. “They have to get home soon.”

      “Oh-kay,” Isabel grumbles.

      “Don’t worry, Izzy.” Kitty wipes her mouth with her napkin and looks at her little sister. “We can go on that scavenger hunt today.” Isabel’s smile immediately returns and Kitty gazes lovingly back at her.

      “My husband is out of sorts this morning,” Mrs. Cunningham starts, and I notice Kitty’s easiness disappear. “He won’t be joining us, and Clayton is seeing to your carriage.”

      I don’t tell her that I’m relieved by their absences. After what happened last night with my father and getting very little sleep, sitting in the same room with the marshal seems exhausting.

      Scarlet pours a cup of tea for herself, then one for me as I put a biscuit on each of our plates. Kitty pours herself more tea as well at the other end of the table. When I catch her looking at me, she actually smiles, not forced this time, but genuine and pleasant.

      Perhaps helping with Isabel last night has put me in her good graces. Regardless of the reason, I’m grateful for it.

      “I’m sure you must be anxious to get home,” Mrs. Cunningham continues. “I want to apologize again for Marcus last night.” She shakes her head as if she’s at a loss for words, but when her eyes meet mine, I can see the true remorse in them. For a fleeting moment, I think she knows everything. “And after all that you did for Isabel . . . I’m not sure how I can thank you.”

      I clear my throat and swallow a bite of corned beef. “No need to thank me, I’m glad I could help.” I eye Isabel. “And what are you supposed to do every morning and every night before bed from now on?”

      “Breathing exercises,” she says with a grin.

      Though I think she’s just happy to know the answer, I’m happy I can make her smile all the same. “And what are you to have each night before bed?”

      Her smile falters. “Ginger tea.”

      I laugh. “Yes, very good. It will help, I promise you.”

      Mrs. Cunningham sips from her cup, reveling in her daughter’s innocence. Though, despite Isabel’s good color and restful night, Kitty looks sad.

      “Miss Cunningham?” I wipe my mouth and smile at Kitty, hopeful.

      Kitty pauses with her teacup perched at her lips.

      “Last night—well, you mentioned painting. And I noticed a similar piece of art in our guest room. Did you paint the sunflower arrangement as well?”

      Kitty dips her chin slightly and takes a sip of her tea before setting her cup back down.

      “Well, I hope I’m not being too forward, but I was wondering if you might like to show me the basics sometime? I think it’s a lost art, and I would love to learn how to paint. Perhaps I can replace some of the moth-eaten portraits in our sitting room with something more decadent, like fruit or flowers. You would have to be patient with me, though, I’m afraid.” I prattle on and on, unable to stop myself as I wonder what on earth I am doing. Painting with Kitty, who has clearly disliked me from the start, seems like a miserable way to spend an afternoon, but as the sadness in her eyes lifts, I’m unable to stop myself. “Anyway, you can think about it.”

      “What a lovely idea,” Scarlet chimes in. “Would you teach me as well, Miss Cunningham?” Scarlet takes my hand in hers beneath the table.

      Kitty glances between us. “Well—if you wish.” She looks at Mrs. Cunningham.

      “Wonderful,” I say.

      “Your paintings are so lovely,” Scarlet adds, and we both take another bite of corned beef.

      Mrs. Cunningham glances between us and smiles, then takes charge to fill the silence. “I trust you both slept well in your room?”

      Scarlet nods, genuinely smiling, and she swallows. “Yes, perfectly. Thank you. That feather mattress is a dream.” She dabs her mouth with her napkin. I focus on buttering my biscuit as long as the topic lingers on anything having to do with last night, and finish my breakfast, surprisingly ravenous. The china clinks, Isabel rambles about sweet, inconsequential things, and Mrs. Cunningham indulges her.

      Footsteps echo in the hall and I hope it’s my father who has come to collect us, but Clayton steps into the room. His eyes immediately find mine before he scans the rest of the faces looking at him.

      “Good morning, ladies,” he says and pulls out the chair at the head of the table.

      “Good morning,” we mumble with full mouths.

      “Ainsley, coffee, please,” he says. The servant standing against the wall nods and disappears from the room. Clayton shakes out his napkin and glances up at me. “Your father is well this morning,” he says, reassuring me. “He’s still out in the stable, discussing a few things with my steward. You will leave after breakfast.”

      “Thank you, Clayton,” I say, relieved. “Very much.”

      His expression softens and he almost smiles. “You’re welcome.” Silence fills the next few moments, the silver against china echoing more loudly than before. “Clayton,” his mother starts. “Perhaps you should ride along with them and make sure they arrive home all right.”

      His gaze shifts from his mother to me, brightened with inquiry. “That would be very gracious of you,” I admit. “But I wouldn’t want to impose more than we already have.” I pour myself more tea.

      Ainsley comes back with a teapot of coffee. It seems Mrs. Cunningham’s greenhouse produces more than flowers. I inhale the scent of roasted beans and wonder if Mrs. Cunningham’s plants didn’t first come from somewhere or someone in the Dead Lands.

      “Have you ever been to the evening fair, Miss Mason—the big one with the street performers?” Clayton asks, and his eyes find mine over the brim of his coffee cup.

      “Not since before my mother died,” I say uneasily.

      Clayton clears his throat. “What do you think of going with me tomorrow evening?” he asks. “Mr. Hensly only organizes one every month or so, or so I’m told. I’ve never paid much attention.”

      “To anything,” Kitty grumbles, but I don’t listen. I can’t deny my pull to Clayton, especially not after last night, no matter how much I want to.

      Clayton sets his cup down, eyebrows furrowed as he waits for me to respond. “I—” My eyes shift to his lips, and I flush, recalling the softness of them against mine in the darkness. This doesn’t feel right. None of it does. There’s a gnawing guilt in hoping to be happy with him—in seeing a future together. A bit of anger. “Um—”

      “What a thoughtless request,” Clayton says, forcing a smile. “I’ve commandeered enough of your time this past week. I know you have much work to do at the farm.” He turns to his mother, disappointment hardening his features. “Speaking of which, Mother, I meant to tell you, a part of the awning has fallen off,” he says more somberly. “I noticed it when I was in the stable. Probably from the last storm.” He doesn’t bother to look at me, and I fear he’s angry with me, though another part of me doesn’t want to care.

      “Good heavens,” she says. “I was hoping to postpone the metal reinforcements a bit longer, until we could get enough scrap metal to take care of the worst parts of downtown, but I’m afraid this house might not make it that long.”

      “We can do a little bit at a time, Mother. We can make both a priority.” Clayton stabs a bite of his corned beef and scrambled eggs. “I know you want to keep this place, but we have plenty of bricks. We can always rebuild. It’s what will likely save us all in the end anyway.”

      “I wasn’t aware you were trying to rebuild downtown,” I say.

      “Grunge Alley, to be specific,” his mother answers, pride filling her voice as she glances at her son.

      “That’s wonderful news.” I think of Mrs. Pelley’s apartment nearly collapsing around her.

      “Perhaps there is much you don’t know, Miss Mason.” Clayton stares into his coffee cup as he speaks. His words are colder than I would expect from him. But then, I’ve embarrassed him in front of his family, so I don’t blame him.

      “Rebuild might be the wrong word,” Mrs. Cunningham says. “But there is much work to be done and less and less metal being brought in by the patrols. Any reinforcing projects have been put on hold, for a little while, at least. But your house—the farm—is doing well, yes?”

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to say that,” Scarlet mutters. “I think it only a matter of time before our patchwork falls to pieces.”

      “Why do you not rebuild then, especially if your property is so valuable?” Kitty asks. “It’s not as if you can’t afford to—”

      “Maybe Father can help you rebuild your house,” Isabel says, blinking at me and Scarlet.

      The idea of the marshal touching any part of our home is repugnant to me, and I try not to grimace. “I—ah—” I clear my throat. “I think your father is too busy to worry about our house.”

      “But he likes to build things,” Isabel chirps. “He built my dollhouse for me! He could help you build your house, too.”

      “Yes, I believe he could,” I whisper, gripping the table as my breakfast churns in my stomach.

      “I think Isabel is right. Father would probably make it a priority,” Kitty added. “He seems to take extra care with your family. And it would be a sound business decision.”

      Feeling heat wash over me, I swallow thickly. “If you’ll excuse me.” My corset suddenly feels too tight, and the walls seem as though they are closing in on me.

      I fumble to my feet, needing to be out of this house—out of this room filled of innocent, ignorant faces who know nothing of me, or my life, or what they ask of me by being here.

      Hurrying through the house, I find an open door to a dark room and step inside. It’s a library, and the scent of leather fills the room. The drapes are still drawn, but a sliver of sunlight cuts through the curtains, illuminating the old books and ledgers that line the walls. Photographs and portraits hang between bookshelves, and I spot one of Clayton.

      His face is rounder, but his eyes are expressive and true to their color, the cool richness I imagine once colored the oceans.

      I find respite in a leather-backed chair in the corner of the room and lean my head back. My eyes close as I take a deep breath, then exhale a wish: “I want to go home.”

      “I think your wish might be granted.”

      My eyes open and Clayton steps into the room. His hands are clasped behind his back and he stops a few feet from my chair. He’s so tall and his shoulders so broad, my heart flutters and a warmth spreads through me as I realize that, once again, we’re in a darkened, quiet room, just the two of us.

      “Would you like me to leave you?” His voice is more detached than it ever has been, and I hate that it’s because of me.

      “That depends,” I breathe.

      “On?”

      For the first time, I wonder what it would feel like to feel his arms wrapped around me, to feel his strength when I feel so weak and lost. “On why you’ve come in here.”

      “Not to speak about the marriage,” he says as if he’s anticipating me, but that’s not what I was thinking about at all, though the mention of it chases all the warm, fluttering thoughts inside me away.

      Clayton lowers himself into the chair next to mine. “I wanted to make sure you were all right. You don’t seem yourself this morning. After last night, I—I hoped things would be different.”

      I’m not supposed to want him, it goes against every fiber in me that’s fed on my hatred and distrust over the years, and the fact that I do like him—that I find myself wanting him more and more each day—makes me feel sick to my stomach.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, springing to my feet. I need distance from him. I’ve been here too long, around him too much. “I’ve been feeling a bit overwhelmed these past few days.”

      “That’s understandable,” he says and his compassion makes my chest tighten.

      “I just need some space, to think and get out of my head.” I begin pacing the room, fanning myself as the possibility that I might never overcome this sickening guilt looms above me. I shake my head. “I can’t live like this . . .” I peer up at the ceiling, as if my mother can hear me.

      “Am I so horrible?” There’s no jest in Clayton’s voice, only disappointment.

      I turn to him, my skirt swishing in the silence of the room. “No, you’re not horrible. But this place . . .”

      “My family. The past—I understand.”

      “No,” I shriek, shaking my head. “You don’t. You can’t possibly.”

      He nods slowly, thoughtfully. “This week marks twelve years since her death, doesn’t it?”

      I take a step toward him and my hand flies to my heart. “Tomorrow.” My thoughts begin to tumble. “How did you—”

      “My father told me.”

      I swallow. Acid erodes what few tethers still keep me grounded, and I shake my head. “You talk to your father—about my mother?”

      He stares at me, dumbfounded. “No, not really. But when he told me, it all started making sense.”

      I can’t stop my chest from heaving or my mind from spinning.

      “That tortured look in your eyes,” he says, walking over to me. “Everything that’s happening, the anniversary—with everything going on, she’s not here for you.”

      Clayton reaches for me, and the clawing need to scream grips me and I step away. His eyes become frantic. “I want to help you,” he says gravely and shoves his hand into his pocket. “I have something for—”

      “You what?” I ask, breathless.

      Clayton’s hand freezes in his pocket. “I want to help you,” he repeats.

      “The gut-wrenching sickness I feel in my stomach—the guilt that consumes me when you’re around—that’s your doing.” I shake my head, as hysteria creeps its way in. “Yet you sit here, offering me your condolences and saying you wish to help me?” I clench the fabric of my dress as my hands begin to tremble.

      His brow lowers. “I do want to help—”

      “Well, I don’t want your help,” I bite out. “What I want is to stop hating myself for forgetting who you are and wanting to be with you when everything your family represents is death and misery and fear . . . How can you help me with that, Clayton?”

      His eyes flash with blue fire as he steps closer. “Last night meant something to you. I know we can—”

      “Of course it did, and yet I hate myself for it today.”

      “But it won’t always be that way, Jo. It’s going to take time; how can you not see that? There’s a shit storm to wade through, I know that. But why can’t we do it together? Why do you have to do it alone?”

      “Because, Clayton, every single time I see you, I think of him,” I say, my anger dwindling as tears fill my eyes. “Every time I start to forget the hatred I’ve held on to for the past twelve years, it makes me sick. This—our families, together—it will never work. You saw what it did to my father last night.”

      He stares down at the floor, his jaw ticking as his chest heaves.

      “Every time I imagine my life with you,” I squeak out more softly, “I feel like I’m betraying myself and everything I’ve held on to my entire life. Being here, in this house—it’s all a reminder of the past. I hate my mother for what she did, but I hate myself for forgetting that you’re a Cunningham and that your family ruined my life. I will never be whole again—it will never feel right.” My chest heaves as I suck in a deep breath. As wrong as every word feels, each one is a weight lifted off my heart, and I feel so light, it’s as if I might fall.

      “Sweetheart.” I turn to the doorway. My father and Mrs. Cunningham stand there. My father’s eyes shift between Clayton and me. “The carriage is ready.” He hesitates, then turns and leaves Mrs. Cunningham standing in the doorway. Her eyes are downcast, and I know they’ve heard every word I’ve said. She stands there a moment, worrying the handkerchief in her hand as she eyes her son. Then she walks away.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, wiping the tears from my cheeks.

      Clayton continues to stare down at the floor, one hand on his hip as the other rakes through and grabs hold of his hair. “You should go.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to hurt you.” I search for the words. I want to explain. “I know you can’t control the past, it’s just—I just can’t let go, not yet.”

      He nods.

      On shaking legs, I head for the door, tears catching in my throat as I contemplate the hurt in his eyes and my heart that aches for him and my father and a life I want, but I’m not sure I can ever have.

      “Miss Mason,” Clayton says loudly.

      I stop in the doorway, struck by his formality and tone. When I peer back at him, he stands as I left him, still staring down at the floor.

      “I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused you. I release you from the engagement. I should’ve never forced it on you to begin with.”

      A desperate sob escapes my throat as I hurry out of the house. I don’t know if I’m grateful to him or mourning what I might’ve lost.
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      “Everything will be fine,” I whisper to Scarlet as we step into the bookstore. “He may not even be here.”

      Dotty glances up from the customer she’s helping. “Good afternoon, Miss Mason, Miss Scarlet.”

      Miss Trainer regards us over her shoulder and waves her new book purchase at us. “Oh, Miss Scarlet!” She twirls around in her striped skirt to wrap her arms around my sister as we step up to the counter. “How is my new dress coming along?” After a quick kiss on the cheek, Miss Trainer pulls away and looks slyly at her. “I can barely stand the suspense.”

      Scarlet’s face brightens in return. “It’s nearly completed, just a few more finishing touches. It will be ready for your night out with Mr. Simpson’s son, I assure you.” Scarlet takes the fabric of Miss Trainer’s patchwork skirt between her fingers, the patterns and colors mismatched, like a faded stained-glass. “I miss skirts like these,” she says admiringly.

      “This old thing? Maddie made it for me years ago, before the marshal’s men started finding all of those pretty fabrics and I forgot about it.”

      I leave the girls to their chatter and turn to Dotty.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure today, Miss Mason? You’re staying out of trouble, I hope.”

      I force a laugh and shake my head. “No trouble for me, Ms. Rinehurst.” I peer down the hallway to see if there’s any movement, then up at the ceiling, at the floor above. “My sister is here to meet Toby,” I whisper.

      Dotty’s brow furrows, a protective gesture that I admire.

      “It’s not public knowledge,” I start, “not yet, but my sister and Mr. Ashford are to be married. It would mean a lot to her to meet the boy.”

      Dotty’s expression is somewhere between surprise and concern. “She knows then, does she?”

      “How could I keep it from her?”

      “I have noticed that he speaks fondly of her,” Dotty admits. “Though I had no idea it was so serious.”

      “Yes, it’s very serious.”

      “Goodbye,” Scarlet chirps as Miss Trainer takes her parcel, waves farewell, and pulls the door shut with a rattle behind her. Scarlet turns to face us, her expression sobering. “Good afternoon, Ms. Rinehurst,” she says politely. “Has Jo told you why we’ve come?”

      Dotty nods and comes around the counter, wringing her hands as she motions to the chairs against the wall. “Tobias should be back any moment; he’s gone to fetch us our daily ration of water.”

      “Perfect,” Scarlet says, though her easiness wavers and she peers around the room.

      “Everything will be fine,” I repeat for the dozenth time and plop down beside her. “He’s taken care of Mrs. Pelley quite splendidly for you, too.”

      Scarlet smiles at that. “I can’t say I’m surprised, not if he’s got Jonathan in him.”

      “And does Jonathan know that you’ve come here to meet the boy?”

      Scarlet looks at Dotty and shakes her head. “He’s told me about Tobias, though he’s been too nervous to introduce us. I figured an invitation for the boy to attend dinner with us was just the thing.”

      Scarlet talks of what plans she’s already made for the wedding, but my thoughts drift as I watch people pass by the window, going about their daily business, carrying their water pails, some of them even wearing their goggles around their neck out of habit. A man with tawny hair strolls by, and despite myself, I think of Clayton. I’ve kept myself so busy so that I won’t think about him, yet he’s all that occupies my thoughts when I stop to breathe.

      I don’t know what he’s doing on this warm afternoon, but I can’t help but wonder. Coming to town was a decision not easily made, knowing he might stumble out of the brothel or walk through town with his father at any moment. I still feel horrible about what I said to him, even if it was the truth at the time. However, space and time have a way of blurring what I remember and how I feel, and I wonder if it was all really as bad as I thought. After all, he gave me what I wanted—but now I think of him more than ever.

      A blonde woman hurries past the shop window, walking faster than the rest of the passersby. She’s skittish and holds herself as if she might blow away in the breeze. “Is that the beekeeper’s daughter?” I ask, and before the woman hurries out of view, I notice her blackened eye. I turn to Dotty, who seems to know everything about everyone in this town. “What on earth’s happened to her?”

      Dotty sighs and sets a stack of books down on the counter with a clack. “You’ll only need one guess, Miss Mason.” The way her eyes shift to my lip, though it’s long healed, I know immediately.

      “Doyle.”

      She nods. “Or perhaps one of his men. It’s hard to tell anymore.” Dotty tosses her braid behind her shoulders and begins to sort the tomes out by their covers.

      The front door flies open and bangs against the bookcase. “You could’a left the door open for me,” Toby grumbles. “This thing ain’t light, you know.”

      I sneak a peek at Scarlet, her eyes locked on Toby as he makes his way to the counter. She fidgets. She swallows. I smile at how endearingly nervous she is.

      When he notices my sister and me sitting in the chairs, he nods to me. “Miss Mason, you come to check on me—make sure I haven’t run off with yer money?”

      I can’t help but snort a laugh. “No, I trust you, Toby. You take such good care of Ms. Rinehurst, I know you do the same for Mrs. Pelley.”

      He regards me and then my sister carefully as he shuffles down the hall, lugging a large bucket of water. It’s not plentiful by any means, but it’s bigger than it was before, and I feel a sense of ease as I realize I’ve done at least one thing right this past month. Not a single drop splashes over the rim as Toby disappears into the kitchen.

      Scarlet studies him, taking him in as she collects herself, and I wonder what she’s thinking. “He chooses not to bathe,” I explain. “He’s not here to be cared for, he’s here to care for Ms. Rinehurst.” I repeat his words with affection.

      Scarlet loves him already. She shakes her head and grips her chest with a love-struck smile.

      I chuckle softly, imagining Dotty trying to get him clean only to decide it’s not worth the exasperation.

      When Toby walks back down the hallway, his hand in his pocket and his hat on sideways, he glances between us.

      “Perhaps we should offer our guests something to drink,” Dotty says.

      Toby shrugs. “You want some sweet tea or somethin’?”

      Scarlet and I are quick to say, “No, thank you,” and Toby’s eyes level on me.

      “The marshal,” he prompts. “You said you know him. Dotty’s getting old, she could use some more water.”

      “Tobias,” she scolds, batting his shoulder. “It’s never polite to talk about a woman’s age, nor is it a good idea to insult her, especially if she’s the one who feeds you.”

      Even as Dotty chides him, he doesn’t lift his gaze from me, and I can tell he’s worried about her. It does him credit.

      “I don’t think asking for a favor would be wise,” I tell Toby. “But I promise you that I will always make sure Ms. Rinehurst has plenty of water. You and her both.”

      “She and Mr. Cunningham have broken off their engagement,” my sister whispers by way of explanation.

      Dotty’s eyes widen a little.

      A wisp of hair falls from my chignon and I blow it out of my face. “Thank you for that, Scarlet.” I exhale, long and loud, realizing it’s very unbecoming, but I’m not sure I care. “But she’s right, Mr. Cunningham and I are not on very good terms at the moment. We haven’t been for nearly two weeks now.”

      Toby shrugs, not giving two twigs about my relationship status, and is about to leave, when I realize he’s the whole reason we’ve come.

      “How rude of me, Toby,” I say, standing. He looks at me quizzically. “I wanted to introduce you to my sister, Scarlet. She’s a friend of your father’s.”

      Toby is momentarily surprised, but his frown softens, as all men’s do, when he looks at Scarlet. She stands and offers him a slight curtsy. “Nice to meet you, Toby.”

      He nods and eyes her up and down. “I’ve seen you ’round town. I think my pa’s mentioned you a time or two.”

      Scarlet flushes. “You speak to him often, do you?”

      Toby shakes his head and picks at a scab on the back of his dirty hand. “When he can manage it.”

      “Well,” Scarlet says, “your father and I are very good friends. So, what do you say to joining us for dinner this evening?”

      Toby frowns. “Why would I go to dinner with you?”

      Dotty nudges his shoulder and grumbles something inaudible to him.

      “Jo will be there, and your father.” Scarlet looks at me, uncertain. I nudge her for encouragement. “And it would be a good way for us to get to know you better. I know your father misses you. Wouldn’t you like to see him?”

      Toby considers her a moment, assessing this new woman who’s so open and kind.

      Scarlet looks worried, so I help the process along.

      “It’s up to you, of course,” I tell him. “I know you have a strict rule against accepting charity, but that’s not what this is. We’ll have extra food, even if I did try to tell Scarlet you wouldn’t want a hot meal—stew and mashed potatoes. You probably don’t like stuff like that.”

      Dotty smiles, if only a little and to herself, and Toby licks his lips.

      “You probably don’t like animals, either,” Scarlet adds, catching on. She looks at me and shakes her head. “Kip would be all over him, and Toby would hate it.”

      “Who’s Kip?”

      “Kip is our dog,” Scarlet says. “We have lots of animals—too many, if you ask me.”

      “Kip’s a mangy thing, he licks a lot and wags his tail too much,” I explain. “He’s a pesky creature, really.”

      Toby shifts from one foot to the other and crosses his arms over his chest as if this is the most difficult yet enticing proposition he’s ever heard.

      “What kind of stew you havin’?” he finally asks, his chin lifted as if he’s received a better offer somewhere else.

      I laugh and shake my head, reaching for Scarlet’s basket. “Come on, Scarlet, I told you he wouldn’t be interested.”

      “Well,” he says, glancing up at Dotty, and for the first time I realize part of his hesitation.

      “There would be plenty to bring home for later,” I tell him. “You could save it for another day, or share it with Dotty.”

      As if those were the magic words, Toby nods. “I better get washed up if I’m going to go with you,” he says, staring at his dirty hands.

      “You wash for them but not for me, huh?” Dotty shakes her head and swats him playfully in the direction of the wash closet. “Get behind your ears,” she calls to him.

      “Why don’t you come join us, Ms. Rinehurst,” Scarlet says, reading my mind as always. “We’ll have plenty of food, and we would love to have you. You do so much for the boy and—”

      Dotty shakes her head. “Thank you, Miss Scarlet, but I will be fine here. It will be good for Tobias to spend some time with your family—and his father. Besides, some alone time is precisely what I need.”

      “Dotty!” Toby calls. “I can’t see behind my ears.”

      Scarlet holds up her hand with a contagious, happy laugh. “I’ll help him.”

      When Scarlet disappears down the hall, Dotty steps closer to me. I can tell she’s concerned, and unlike in the past, she doesn’t beat around the bush. “Are you okay with this marriage business of your sister’s, Miss Mason?”

      I lean against the counter, smiling to myself. “Yes.” I love how easily the word comes out and how true it is. “My father has always trusted Mr. Ashford, at least as much as he could, and now I understand why. It’s high time that I do, too. I’ve seen the way he looks at my sister, and he knows this town better than most. She’s safe with him. She will be happy. And hopefully, Toby will, too.”

      Dotty looks at me, really looks into my eyes and searches for something, though I know not what. “I am very proud of you, Miss Mason.” She waves her words away. “I know I’m just an old shop owner, but I’ve seen a lot, and . . . well, I’m proud to know you, that’s all. I think your mother would be proud of you, too.”

      I’ve felt so lost these past few weeks her words nearly bring tears to my eyes. “Thank you, Dotty,” I say, but I don’t know that she would. “I feel as though I’ve had more regrets in this past month than I have in all my life combined.”

      “I’m sorry that you and Mr. Cunningham could not find common ground,” she says. “He’s a troubled boy, I’ll give you that, but he’s not coldhearted, not like his father has always been.” Although I hate the marshal, even now I question his cold heart. At least where his daughter is concerned.

      The heat is humid today, strangely so, and I fan myself with one of the stacked books. “I don’t care to talk about any of them, if it’s all the same to you, Ms. Rinehurst. Thinking too much gets me into trouble.”

      Dotty nods, though there is something guarded in her expression. She shifts her focus to the books on the counter, looking at the bindings before she places them in their appropriate stack.

      “What is it?” I ask her. “Why were you looking at me funny?”

      She smiles. “Ainsley was in here yesterday. He mentioned you tried to befriend Miss Cunningham.”

      My lips purse as I try to understand. “What do you mean?”

      “Something about painting? I don’t know.” She brushes the explanation away. “I should’ve liked to see her face, though. She is always so bitter and angry, but then again, perhaps that’s what happens with loneliness. She’s always been the outsider.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Dotty presses one stack of books against her chest and walks over to one of the bookshelves. “Well,” she starts. “She has no mother, a father who neglects her, and a brother with questionable lineage who will receive everything when the marshal dies, leaving her with nothing. Isabel is the only thing that connects them all. A saving grace for her, I think.”

      Dotty studies one of the book covers, then slides the volume into the shelf next to its partner. “A perfect fit,” she mutters. She moves down to another row, oblivious to my confusion.

      I follow her, leaning against the shelf as she peruses it. “I don’t understand—she has no mother? Is Kitty adopted?”

      Dotty looks at me funny, then bends down and slides another book in. Scarlet and Toby laugh down the hall, but I tune them out. Kitty does seem a bit out of place in her family, though I figured it was out of jealousy.

      Dotty straightens, her hand holding her lower back as she winces. “No, miss. Clayton is adopted—well, by the marshal, at least. Kitty’s mother died during childbirth, leaving the marshal a widower and without an heir. When Mrs. Cunningham’s husband died a year or two after Clayton was born, the marshal took her and the child in.”

      “What?” My mind begins to spin as it always seems to do when it comes to Clayton Cunningham. “Does he know?”

      Dotty lifts a shoulder, finally registering my utter surprise. “This isn’t a secret, miss.”

      “I—I didn’t realize.”

      “It happened so long ago I’m not sure anyone thinks about it much. I guess that’s one of the perks of being an old lady—you’ve been around for a while and know a little bit about everything.”

      “Kitty’s mother is the one the marshal was forced to marry—the one his father chose over my mother,” I realize. “And Clayton? What happened to his father?”

      “What happened to whose father?” Scarlet asks. “What’s wrong, Jo? Your cheeks are rosy.”

      “That’s because I feel so foolish,” I say, everything starting to make a bit more sense. “Clayton is not the marshal’s real son.”

      “They say the marshal killed Clay’s dad so he would have a son.” I glance down at Toby, wearing fresh clothes and a face, arms, and probably ears that are scrubbed clean as a whistle.

      “Tobias, those are rumors,” Dotty warns. “Don’t go spreading lies like the rest of them.”

      He shrugs and makes his way for the door.

      “We’ll make sure he gets home safe tonight,” Scarlet says and follows Toby to the door. “Come, let’s grab a few things at the grocer’s to take home for dinner.”

      I follow absently, my mind fuzzy with too many thoughts, and I’m suddenly anxious for Clayton.

      “Forgive my forwardness, Miss Mason, but . . .” Dotty rests her hand on my arm.

      I pause in the doorway. “Yes?”

      “Well, I’m here, miss, if you need to talk.”

      “Thank you, Dotty. That’s very comforting. Perhaps when I get my thoughts sorted out I can bring over some lunch.”

      She nods, hesitates, then finally says, “And I think your mother would want you to be happy, no matter what.” She nods to herself, as if she’s certain.

      Realizing Dotty’s the closest thing I have to a friend and a mother, I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Thank you,” I whisper, this time more earnestly. The heat of the day beats on the back of my dress as we stand in the doorway, and her silky skin is soft against my cheek. “How have you been feeling?” I ask, though it seems like a lifetime ago since she’d fallen ill.

      She blinks slowly, and a small, grateful smile parts her lips as she straightens. “Good as new, thanks to you.”

      “Good, and thank you for the bit about the marshal,” I say, still surprised and embarrassed I hadn’t known he’d adopted Clayton. Or killed his father. I’m not sure if my time away from town these past years has been more hurtful than good. “We’ll bring Toby home before it gets too late.”

      Dotty nods, and as I pull the door shut behind me, I’m greeted by a red-faced Doyle and one of his slimy men, both sets of eyes fixed on me.

      His stare is a sharp, scheming one, and with a lecherous smile, he begins to whistle and continues walking down the sidewalk. I’m beginning to wonder if he’s not worse than the horrible Marshal Cunningham himself.
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      “Look at that one, over there, to the right . . .” I point up into the stars, shimmering against the clear darkness.

      Scarlet peers through the telescope, her mouth falling open. “Oh, I see it! Do you think it’s a planet, or perhaps a meteor?”

      “It could be an extraterrestrial.” I smile.

      “Not possible,” Scarlet says. “No being in their right mind would want to come to this desolate place.” She snickers and tosses a few sunflower seeds into her mouth. It’s nice to be outdoors after being shut inside for the past two days during the sandstorm.

      We stare up at the twinkling stars and the vastness of space leaves me feeling small and more curious than ever. I watch the North Star blink, then a few others surrounding it, but a twinkling one catches my eyes as it starts to move. “What’s that?” I ask, peering through the telescope.

      “What’s what?”

      “Whatever it is, it’s moving . . .” I finally find it through the lens and though it’s closer, it’s still too small and dark to make out.

      “A shooting star?” Scarlet asks, but it’s moving too slowly for that.

      “It appears to be floating.”

      “What, like a balloon?” Scarlet laughs and nudges me aside. “Let me see,” she says, and I step out of the way.

      “I think it is a balloon.”

      “That’s not possible, Jo. Don’t be silly.”

      “Says who,” I ask, “the marshal?”

      “Hmm.” Scarlet straightens and peers up at the sky, pursing her lips. “No, says history.”

      “Where did it go . . .” I search the stars for it again, some of them stagnant, some of them blinking, but none of them floating or moving. “It’s gone,” I say regretfully. I squint one eye, peering through the lens again but finding nothing. I imagine how different everything could possibly be—a different world that lies to the north, up in the mountains that we’re told are too treacherous and desolate for even the deputies to explore. Where people wear fur cloaks to keep themselves warm.

      Scarlet and I stare up at the sky, though my sister’s thoughts are likely less daring than mine. It’s been three days in a row that Toby’s come to dinner—the sandstorm playing a large part in that, but it’s also been three days that Mr. Ashford has stayed to dine with us as well. I know it’s only a matter of time before Scarlet will be gone and I will be left to my own devices again, tending the farm with Father. Tinkering. Thinking. Wondering.

      “Do you know what I think?” I ask Scarlet and sit up on the creaky railing.

      “A lot of things,” she says and leans against me. We both stare up at the vastness surrounding us, the screech of owls and cricket songs punctuating the silence. “I think I should like to leave this place.”

      Scarlet laughs. “Oh, really? And where will you go? There’s a reason drifters flock here; there is nothing out there, nothing worth living for, at least. Otherwise we would’ve left a long time ago.”

      It used to be their land. Though I know it’s true, our history offers a watered-down version of it, but I don’t say that. No one ever does. We’re supposed to hate them, but . . . “I think it’s a lie,” I tell her. “I think that there is a whole other world—many, perhaps—and I want to know them.”

      Scarlet finally looks at me, her eyes black in the darkness. “Careful, sister. I’m starting to think you are serious.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      She turns to face me fully, her hip resting against the railing, her arms crossed over her chest as she tightens her shawl around her. “Is this my punishment for marrying Jonathan?”

      “Oh, stop it.” I shove her shoulder and shake my head.

      “I’m serious.” She clasps my hand. “You would never consider that if I were staying at the ranch.”

      “You can, you know?”

      She looks sheepish a moment and nods. “I know, but I’m not like you and Father. I can’t lose myself to this place for days on end. I like town. I want to be close to the shops and my customers, for a little while, at least. When Papa . . . well, when Papa passes, we could come back. I know Jonathan likes the farm.”

      I rub her arm and kiss her cheek. “I know you want a break from this place, Scarlet. I don’t blame you. I’m only reminding you that you’ll always have a place here. I can already picture you settled into your townhouse with your husband and adopted child—I don’t have to worry about you anymore,” I say easily. “You’ll have your husband for that.”

      “And you—if you leave, who will protect you? Where will you go?”

      The disquiet in her voice echoes my own. “I don’t know,” I admit. “I guess I’ll have to learn to protect myself.” I peer up at the stars, wishing I might be suspended up there with them, away from everything that’s complicated in the darkness down here. “But I feel that if I stay here, I will lose my mind.”

      Scarlet leans her head against my shoulder and shushes me. “No, no, no, Jo. I’ll still need you. I am happy to marry Jonathan, but I am nervous, too. I don’t know how to be a wife or a mother.” Her fretful tone gives me pause. “What would I do if you left? Who would I talk to?”

      The desire to leave dissipates as I imagine Scarlet bearing a child I would never see. “All right, you’ve convinced me,” I tell her. “My adventure can wait. I would never leave you, anyway, Scarlet. Not to mention there would be no one left to look after Father.” I reach for the blanket on the rocking chair behind me and wrap it around us.

      “It’s been nice, hasn’t it, Jo, having Toby here the past couple days?”

      I nod. “Very much. I think Father enjoys his presence most of all.”

      Scarlet laughs softly. “Papa’s always said he’d never regret not having a son because he has you,” she jests, “but I can imagine what it would’ve been like for him to have a Toby.”

      “Me too. I’m sure Toby’s soaking up all the attention. And,” I say, elbowing her, “I think you won him over with your honey corn cakes.”

      Scarlet lets out a lazy sigh. “They are quite delicious.”

      “Have you decided on a wedding date? I know you want it to be small and only a few of us, but I need to speak with my dressmaker about a dress.”

      Scarlet elbows me. “Oh, she’ll make you the perfect dress.” She stares up at the stars for a few moments, then I feel her move and she turns to face me. “I was considering having the wedding on Mama’s birthday next month. What do you think?”

      Though I’m surprised, I remind myself that Scarlet doesn’t know what I do about our mother and the marshal, and like Father, I want to keep it that way. I rest my head on her shoulder, shut my eyes, and inhale the faint scent of dried heather floating in the air. “It would be nice to have something to celebrate in September, instead of something we all commiserate,” I tell her, feeling an unexpected lightness.

      We gaze into the endless sky, the stars speckling it as far as the eye can see, and I wish I knew how far it reached.

      “Jo?” Scarlet whispers.

      “Hmm?”

      “I know this is a girls’ night and we’re supposed to be having fun, but . . . what did you decide to do about Clayton? Will you tell him what you learned?”

      “About his real father?”

      She nods and brushes a wayward strand of hair from my face.

      “Well,” I start, having wondered the same question over and over myself. “He already knows about his lineage; he’s eluded to it a few times in regard to his sister. And I don’t think it’s my place to tell him about the rumors—if he hasn’t heard them already.” I tuck my hair behind my ear.

      “But you and I both know what the marshal is capable of. What if they’re not rumors?”

      “The last thing I told Clayton was that he and his family ruined my life. I can’t very well keep inserting myself in his, risking the same, no matter how much I might want to help him. Especially if it’s just speculation.”

      “Like he thought he was helping you,” she muses quietly.

      “Yes . . .”

      “Not to mention you would be pitting yourself against the marshal, again, and we’re still awaiting the repercussions from you both breaking the engagement.”

      I heave out a sigh that seems to carry every wistful thought I’ve had of Clayton in the past week or so. “I’m not worried about that,” I say for the first time aloud. I know Clayton would never let his father punish me for it, especially when he called it off himself. Knowing he did, though, makes me miss him more.

      Shutting my eyes, I let the cool breeze of the night caress my skin.

      “If I didn’t know better,” Scarlet whispers, “one might think you miss your Clayton.”

      Her teasing puts a sad smile on my face. “As if you didn’t already know that. That is the reason you suggested having us time, is it not? To get my mind off things?”

      She chuckles and walks over to the telescope to dismantle it. “Not very subtle, huh?”

      “As subtle as a bag of rocks dropped into a stream.”

      Scarlet shrugs. “Actually, speaking of the stream, I still haven’t seen it. Will you take me tomorrow?”

      “If you wish.” I remove the scope from its tripod. “Though you’ll have to get dirty and I know how you feel about—”

      Scarlet punches my arm and points north. “Did you see that, Jo? A shooting star!”

      “Bony knuckles,” I grunt, peering up at the sky. I smile as the tail end of it fades to nothing. “We should make a wish—”

      The sound of hurried horse hooves fill the calm night and Scarlet and I glance at one another with unease. “Someone’s coming this late?” Scarlet muses.

      “Father!” I call as we walk to the road, quickly filling with alarm. Mr. Ashford’s horse rides into view.

      “Why’s he come at such an hour?” Scarlet murmurs, and both of us stiffen.

      “Something’s wrong,” I say, as I realize Mr. Ashford is not the one atop his horse. The gray’s head jerks and flails and fights against the rider.

      “Toby!” Scarlet shouts, running toward the road. “What on earth . . .” We rush over to him, Scarlet reaching for the horse’s reins as I help the crying boy climb down. “What’s happened?” Scarlet bleats beside me. “Where’s Jonathan?”

      I reach for Scarlet’s hand and squeeze it to calm her. “Toby,” I say calmly, and I slowly pull his trembling body into me. He shivers and shakes, and he stares right through me as Scarlet shouts for our father.

      “I was supposed to protect her,” he wails, and my heart stops when I see the red on his clothes.

      “Toby,” I breathe. “Whose blood is that?”
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      “What are you doing in here so late?” My father walks into the kitchen, voice gruff as if, like me, he’s been alone and awake for hours. “It’s nearly morning.”

      I peer up from the ledgers, at the candles that are burned so low one of the wicks is nearly down to the holder, before I dip my quill in an almost-dry inkwell. “Trying to figure out how many of your men are stealing from you.” I stare back down at the numbers that date five years back. “And for how long.”

      “By working in near dark in the kitchen?”

      “I was hungry,” I grumble and peer up at the wall clock. “Four hours ago, it would seem.”

      My father stops beside me and peers down at the papers strewn about, absent of any plates or discarded food. “Hmm.” He steps over to the bread box and pulls out a quarter loaf of Smitty’s famous French bread.

      “What’s hmm?”

      He ignores me and steps into the cool pantry and opens the cellar door. When he comes back, it’s with a wedge of cheese and a stick of butter.

      “You’re going to kill yourself if you keep eating like that,” I tell him.

      A strange expression crumples his face, but he doesn’t look at me. “So, you’re talking to me again?” he muses, and a broad, unexpected smile lights his face. “I guarantee you, son, something else will kill me before this does.” He cuts off a piece of cheese and plops it in his mouth.

      “Happy thoughts,” I mutter. He disappears into the pantry again and returns with a pitcher of milk, pours a little into a glass, and takes a sip. White cream colors his mustache and I watch him, thoroughly amused. “There’s a sight I haven’t seen in . . . ten years.”

      He spreads a bit of butter onto a chunk of bread. “That’s because you are generally stumbling through the door drunk right about now, or passed out in one of Hannah’s rooms.”

      I sicken at the picture he paints. “Ah, the prodigal son.”

      “Yet,” my father says, handing me the piece of bread with butter spread over the top, “here you are. Working.”

      My stomach grumbles with hunger pains, so I accept the bread and tear off a piece to pop into my mouth. It’s better than I expected, and the butter coats my throat. “Why are you still up?” I ask him. I’m not as surprised to see him awake as I am shocked that he seems to be sober.

      “Restless, I guess.” He hands me a piece of cheese. I realize that both the cheese and the milk likely came from the Masons’ ranch. “How much of the town’s food supply do the Masons produce?” I ask. There are many things I never cared much about, until now. “Nearly half the produce, given their water supply, a quarter of the meat, and a little more than half of the dairy, which is sourced out to the Trainers for processing and a few others.” He takes a break from cutting a piece of cheese and looks at me. “Why the sudden curiosity?”

      I ignore his question. “That’s a lot. I never considered how much that farm produces.”

      He bites off another piece of bread and leans against the counter. “I told you they were important. We provide the men for the grunt work and labor but Charles is the mastermind behind most of it—he and Ashford tell them when to plant and pick and pull and how to do it correctly.” Reservation tightens my father’s voice, and although he says nothing about it, I can tell he has not and will likely never forgive Mason for marrying Caroline. “He can till this land better than anyone, that’s why we need him,” he explains.

      “Yes, well, as I mentioned before, you’ll have to find another way to secure him, if you’re still worried about it.” I scrape a drip of wax from the tabletop.

      “So you’ve said.”

      “And you’re taking it very well.” I’m still not sure if he is testing me or if he’s really going to let the fact that I ended it go.

      Licking his lips, my father wipes the crumbs from his mustache. “As I’ve told you before, Clay, I am not worried about Charles. He’s been compliant with our agreement for years. I’m worried about his daughter.”

      “Yes, well, there is nothing I can do to help you with that, so I’d like to drop the topic, please.” I flip through the pages of the ledger, exhaustion finally setting in.

      “I already know who’s stealing from me,” he says and moves his food tray to the table. He pulls out a chair and sits beside me.

      I drop my quill. “What?”

      He leans back, arms crossed over his loose linen shirt. “Doyle and his men have been skimming a little from the top of all of their findings for the past three years—at least it started out as a little.”

      “His men? You mean your men?”

      He shrugs.

      “And you’ve done nothing to stop them?” I glower at him. “That’s surprising.”

      Though my father makes no reply, worry lines crinkle the corners of his eyes. “You make them happy, they do what you tell them to do. That’s the way things work around here, at least they used to.”

      “What are you not telling me?” I can see it in his face and hear the weight and concern of whatever it is in his voice. “What is it, aside from what’s happened with the Masons, that’s been bothering you?”

      He lifts an eyebrow and reaches for a chunk of cheese. His hands are large and calloused, those of a working man, so different than mine. He offers me a piece, which I accept, then cuts one for himself. “Your mother says you’re not eating.”

      I hold up the half-eaten chunk of cheddar. “I’m eating. Now tell me, what is going on with you?”

      He eyes me carefully and considers something that seems to amuse him before he finally speaks. “What do you know of your grandfather?” he asks.

      I lift an eyebrow.

      “The past is all that matters in this place. What my father did shaped me and what I’ve done will shape you. So, what do you know of him?”

      I rest my elbow on the table and watch him carefully, measuring his expression before I answer. “He was a bastard of sorts. I know you were forced to marry your first wife before you met Mother, and you took us in. She painted you as a knight in shining armor who had come to rescue us when we needed you most.”

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “I’m not sure about that part of it,” he says. “But our agreement was mutually beneficial. She needed protection, I needed an heir.”

      “And what of Kitty? I’m not sure she’ll ever forgive me for being born.”

      “Kitty would never be marshal here, even if your mother had never married me,” he says with a long sigh. “Your sister doesn’t have the constitution for it and she’s a woman. The men around here—the deputies, at least—they have little respect for women.” He stabs a piece of cheese with his knife. “I have failed your sister, blamed her most of her life for things out of her control—ignored her.”

      “You blame her for her mother’s death?”

      He stares at the wall, as if a portrait of a woman I’ve never seen hangs there. “Sadie was a good woman, but only a means to an end. As you know, it was an arranged marriage, one neither of us wanted.”

      “Because you loved Caroline,” I realize. He eyes me and a storm of dark emotions cloud his eyes.

      “Being a Cunningham means sacrifice. I know you think me a cruel man, which is what I have become, but it’s not without a price. What I’ve done,” he starts, gazing through me, “I have not forgotten, nor will I ever. Darkness is alive in this town, lurking and waiting. I’ve just tried to contain everything the best I can.”

      “With secrets and more lies,” I add.

      He nods. “Among other things.” The house settles eerily around us. “This place is crumbling, Clayton. You’ll have to figure out a way to change the path we’re on.” His eyes glaze over and he rubs his bearded chin on his shoulder. “You’ll have to be a better marshal than me.”

      His words send a slight sense of panic rippling through me, as if the day is so close to approaching, I can feel it breathing down my neck. “We can figure it out together,” I tell him.

      He stares at me, unblinking.

      “What?” I ask, feeling a sickening sense of dread.

      “I know you have abandoned the marriage to Miss Mason—”

      “At her request.”

      “But I hope that you can help persuade her otherwise.”

      I lean back and shake my head. “There is nothing I can do. Me, us, you, this house . . . it’s too much for her. She thinks we’ve ruined her life, and now I think she wants to ruin you. At least, she used to want to. I don’t pretend to know her thoughts now.”

      My father laughs, boisterous and clearly amused. “If she only knew. She is so much like her mother.”

      Whatever connection my father has to that family makes my stomach turn, and even now, I grasp for understanding. “Why do you want her so close? I won’t let you hurt her—any of them.”

      He studies me, his eyes narrowing as his gaze shifts over my face, but we sit in silence. A creak from somewhere upstairs fills the kitchen. “I told you I wanted you to marry her for her own protection,” he reminds me. “I meant it. I am not a danger to the Masons or Josephine, nor will I ever be again, you have my word on that. But it’s more than that. You’ll need her by your side. She’s your match.”

      “Father, protection from who? Doyle? Some of your men? You’re the one she fears. And why put on this show and act as though you’re heartless and cruel if you have no intentions of being so?”

      “You’ll learn, Clayton, that you will only have one true weapon in this place if you want to survive. You must decide early on what that weapon will be. Fear, it would seem, is mine, and I found that it’s best to embrace the monster and use it to your advantage or risk losing it all.”

      “To satisfy your men?”

      He tilts his head and measures me a moment. “For my men, for the people. Fear is a great weapon, one my father passed down to me years ago. I’ve been doing a lot of reflecting these past months, and I’ve come to terms with the darkness in me, but that’s something you’ll never have, and I wonder if your real father’s death wasn’t somehow meant to be. You’re new blood—better blood. You’ve got your mother’s goodness, despite your folly.” His words are leaden with something I don’t understand. Something looming. “I won’t be around much longer, and while my power was based on fear, you need to decide what your—”

      “What do you mean you won’t be around much longer?”

      He blinks, settling his gaze on me instead of nothingness, and without saying a word, I somehow see it. His distance from us, his long nights and disappearances during the days. His drinking and regrets all piling so high he can’t seem to escape them anymore.

      I swallow, the truth thick and cloying in my throat. “You’re sick?” With a restlessness in his eyes, he stands up and clears the table.

      “I believe you were right the other night. I sold my soul for this place, and the devil has come to collect, it would seem.” He rubs his chest, an absent gesture I’ve noticed once or twice. “This place will be yours soon, Clayton, sooner than I anticipated, and the men have never been so divided. They do what I say out of fear and some out of loyalty, but Doyle whispers in their ears, tempting them, blinding them.” He shakes his head, chuckling to himself. “I should’ve killed him the other night, but it would seem I’ve chosen a funny time in my life to question right and wrong.”

      His words wash over me in a numbing cold. “Father—how come you—”

      He leans forward and taps the ledgers. “Not only do you now know every grain house, cellar, and some of what they bring back, you know who not to trust. Ashford will help you with whatever you need.” He smiles sadly and rights himself again. “I think that’s enough heart-to-heart for this old man tonight.” He leaves his food out for the servants to clean when they wake in an hour or so.

      I stand, unable to stifle my panic. “But—how long have you known you’re sick? When?”

      A muffled thumping fills the foyer and makes its way into the kitchen. We stare into the darkened hallway, and when the pounding continues, I grab a candlestick and follow my father into the entry. Shouting loudens as we rush to the front door.

      “Marshal!”

      “Is that Ashford?” I ask as my father flings the front door open. Ashford stands on the porch, gasping for air and covered in blood.

      “What is it?” My father tugs his deputy inside and into a chair. “What’s happened to you?” I hear my mother murmuring upstairs and the opening and closing of doors as the servants stir.

      “Ainsley!” my father calls. “Fetch the doctor—”

      “It’s not—my blood.” Ashford gasps, his chest heaving. “It’s Ms. Rinehurst’s—she’s dead.”

      Coldness fills me, and I feel the blood drain from my face. “Who did this, Jonathan?” I meet his wild eyes. “Why would someone hurt an innocent, elderly woman?”

      “It was Doyle,” Ashford spits.

      My father glances at me, though he doesn’t seem surprised. “Tobias,” Ashford heaves. “He said he was walking back to the bookstore and stumbled across Doyle and a couple of his men, drunk and angry.” Ashford looks pointedly at my father. “Doyle knew who he was—that Tobias is my son,” he says.

      Utterly confused, I look to my father. “Son?”

      Ashford rests his hands on his thighs as he collects himself. “They followed him to the bookstore.” The fear and anger in his voice are palpable. “I’d only left for a moment—to go to the grocer for them.” His eyes squeeze closed as he shakes his head. “When I returned, they’d just left. And Dotty, she died in my arms.” His eyes glisten and his nostrils flare as he tries to control himself.

      “What’s happened?” My mother rushes over to my side, murmuring concern and confusion.

      “Jonathan—” My father bites out, ignoring my mother as he grips his deputy’s shoulder. “Where is Tobias, Jonathan? Is he alive?”

      Ashford shakes his head, and I’m not sure if he’s going to say the boy suffered the same fate or that he didn’t know. “I think he took my horse, he was gone—Dotty uttered the Mason farm.”

      My mother grabs onto my arm.

      When I look into her fearful, imploring gaze, all I can think of is Jo and Doyle, what he did to her in the alley, and what he might be doing to her right now.
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      I reach the Masons’ just after the sun rises to find no unattended horses milling about outside the house or cause for alarm. The two men I’ve brought with me pull their horses to a halt in my dust wake.

      “Jo!” I call as I dismount from Jewels. “Mr. Mason!” I pound on the front door only once before it opens. A sleepy-eyed boy is standing there—the little beggar I’ve seen around town a time or two. “Tobias?”

      He blinks at me. He’s cleaner than I’ve noticed him before, and he has Ashford’s brown eyes.

      “Your father sent me to make sure you’re all right,” I tell him. “Where’s Jo?” I step inside, the men waiting for me on the porch, hands braced on the handles of their pistols as they peer around.

      “She rode off early this morning,” Scarlet says, her voice a watery mess. She walks down the hall from the sitting room. Her hair is rumpled and her eyes red as if she’s been crying. “There was no stopping her.”

      “Clayton?” Mr. Mason says with surprise, stepping out of the kitchen with a cup of something hot in his hand. The circles under his eyes tell me it’s one cup of many.

      I glance between Scarlet and her father. “Mr. Ashford came to my house an hour ago, he told us what happened.” I look at Scarlet. “He’s okay—he’s not injured.”

      She chokes back a sob and turns away, crying into her hands. “My father and his men are looking for Doyle. I came to make sure you were all okay.”

      With renewed composure, Scarlet comes to stand behind Tobias and runs her fingers through his tawny brown hair. He peers up at her, then turns and limply walks into the sitting room.

      Scarlet and her father step closer.

      “The boy saw everything,” Mr. Mason explains, low and clipped.

      “And what of Jo—where did she go?” I pray it wasn’t into town. “Not to the bookstore—”

      “No.” Scarlet sniffles and lifts her verdant eyes, shimmering and red-rimmed, to meet mine. “She went in the direction of the cemetery.”

      I turn for the door. “I need to make sure she’s all right.”

      “Be careful, Clayton,” Mr. Mason says. “Until this Doyle business gets straightened out . . . just, be careful.”

      I nod as Scarlet whispers my name, then she reaches for my arm. “Take care of her. She blames herself for this.” Why Jo would blame herself I have no idea, but I need to see her for myself and make sure she’s in one piece.

      I eye my father’s men. “Stay with them. If you see Doyle, kill him on sight. I don’t want him anywhere near this house.”

      “Yes, sir,” they say in unison, and I brush past them and rush to my horse. I don’t bother checking the cemetery. It’s the train car I go to first.

      I push Jewels hard, not because I am worried about Doyle as much as I am worried about Jo. When I finally reach the reinforced boxcar, my heart pumps a triumphant beat as Duke comes into view, tied up with his head hanging low in a sleepy daze. Jewels trots over to him and I fling my leg off before she comes to a complete stop. Haphazardly, I wrap her reins around an emaciated ironwood tree and turn toward the train car. The door is closed with barely a crack to see through.

      “Jo?” I say softly, peering inside. She lifts her head from her knees, blinking. I heave my shoulder into the sliding door, expecting it to take all of my might to open like last time, but it slides easily.

      “I oiled it.” Jo’s voice is a hoarse whisper, but she doesn’t take her eyes off me. I’m not sure if she’s happy to see me, surprised, or angry, but I don’t care. She swallows and licks her lips. “What are you doing here?”

      I scan her body, reassuring myself that Doyle hasn’t touched her, then crouch down. Holding my breath, I take a piece of her bloodied white shirt between my fingers.

      “It’s Dotty’s.” She blinks, a faraway look in her eyes. “Toby was covered in it.”

      As her eyes fill with tears and it appears she might break, I wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her into me. “I’m sorry, Jo. I know she was your friend.” Jo’s hands clutch my shirt as she sags against me, so I squeeze her tighter.

      “I got her killed,” she sobs, her hot tears dampening my chest.

      “This was not you, Jo. It had nothing to do with you.”

      “Your father is punishing me for snooping around—for what I know. He’s killed her to teach me a lesson . . .” She twists my shirt in her hands, her body trembling. “I’ve killed her.”

      I grab hold of her shoulders, forcing her to look at me. “Listen to me,” I demand and stare into her hazel eyes, illuminated with pain and somehow dulled . . . with defeat? “This was not my father’s doing—it was not a punishment. This was Doyle—it was all Doyle.”

      She stares at me, nose red and wet, her lashes damp, and her eyes search mine.

      “My father’s lost control of him. Doyle’s been doing his own bidding for a while now. It’s why he would risk assaulting you, why he’s been stealing—he thinks he can get away with all of this, Jo, but he won’t. I swear to you, he won’t. My father will see to that—I will see to that.”

      She rasps and shudders and searches my face, but she doesn’t say anything, and I wonder if she believes me—if she believes in me.

      “Jo?”

      Finally, she leans into me again and nestles her face against my chest. “We will never be safe.”

      “That’s not true. I promised you I would protect you, and I will.”

      “But Dotty didn’t do anything.”

      I swallow the thickness in my throat. The kind-faced woman will be sorely missed, and I wish there was something more I could do. “I know she didn’t,” I whisper and wrap my arms around her once more. “But she saved Tobias’s life. He might not have gotten away without her.”

      “But—” Jo heaves. “Why would she even have to? Why try to hurt the boy?” She shakes her head against my chest, in utter disbelief. But that’s the thing about power-hungry, greedy men like Doyle, they don’t have to have a good reason to do something, just the will to do whatever’s necessary in order to get what they want. Knowing Doyle, what he wanted was revenge.

      “Probably to punish Ashford for being my father’s right-hand man, and in turn punish my father for what he did to Doyle’s face, once my father found out what Doyle had done to you.”

      Jo’s breath catches in her throat, but she doesn’t look at me. Her breath is hot against my neck as she heaves in and out, and I brush the matted, loose hair away from her face as I rock her like I do for Izzy when she can’t sleep.

      “I’m here,” I tell her, wishing she knew how desperately I want to take her pain away. “I won’t let anything else happen. We won’t let Doyle hurt any more people.” I squeeze my eyes shut and pray it’s a promise I can keep.

      Jo takes a ragged breath, and we sit there on the blanket in the old rotted train car for minutes, perhaps an hour, with nothing but her sobs to fill the silence. With her broken and crumbling in my arms, I know I will never be able to leave her again.
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      I’m not sure how many minutes pass, perhaps even hours, as my thoughts float further away, drifting in a numbed exhaustion as I listen to the steady beat of Clayton’s heart.

      Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      It’s easier than I imagined to relax into his warmth, to feel safe and comforted in his arms when only moments before I’d thought the world had finally taken all the strength I had left.

      “Why did you come?” I whisper, my throat sore from crying.

      His thumb pauses its slow circle on my shoulder. He’s quiet a moment, unmoving, then his thumb continues its soothing rhythm. “I had to make sure you were all right,” he says softly. I wonder if it’s emotion that makes the words sound strangled or that his voice is rusty from disuse. “When I’d heard what happened, I was sure he was coming for you, to finish what he’d started.”

      I shake my head against his chest. “I never even considered—I thought it was your father.”

      “I know.”

      “I thought it was because he knows that I know things . . . or because I pushed you away . . .”

      He shakes his head, the stubble of his chin catching my hair. “Doyle’s responsible for what happened to your father’s face the night of the engagement announcement, and for what happened to those two people you met by the water.”

      “Says who, your father?” Even if I want to believe Clayton, I can’t help the incredulity in my voice.

      He tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. “Ashford. You are safe from my father, forever, I promise . . . he swore.” The words seem so impossible, yet they feel so true and earnest. “I don’t expect you to believe this,” he says tentatively, “but he’s miserable for what he’s done. I’ve seen how it’s eaten away at him.”

      The marshal has haunted me my entire life, but only in the shadows of my memories. Every intricate detail seems to blur, every sinister look and underhanded remark. If it’s all truly been in my head, then I don’t know what to think anymore.

      “I know it doesn’t make it better, and you and I—neither of us—will ever forgive him for what he’s done to you and your mother, but I think he is willing to spend what’s left of his life protecting you in his own way as penitence. He loved your . . .”

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “He loved my mother too much not to,” I say. Like nails biting into a fisted palm, my heart still aches at the thought of them together—her a beautiful rose, him the vulture that plucks away at the petals until there’s nothing left. But I know that’s not true either. She was not innocent in all of it. She broke my father’s heart, and mine.

      I splay my hand against Clayton’s heart, wishing I could go back to the morning in the library, wishing I could unsay everything and remember him the way he was in his bedroom. Open. Curious. Smiling. “I’m sorry about what I said,” I whisper. Since that morning, all I can remember is coldness and regret, even if I don’t even remember why anymore.

      Clayton kisses the top of my head and rests his cheek against my hair.

      “I was visiting Dotty the night Doyle—the night you found me with him. She told me so many impossible things, about my mother and your father and about Mr. Ashford. You were in the center of it all—a sick boy my mother wanted to save, your father a broken man who would do anything to have a semblance of his happiness back.” I breathe into Clayton’s shirt, inhaling his scent that I only ever remember in my dreams. “My entire life has been a lie in so many ways. I don’t know how to unfeel it. I don’t know how to let it go.” I shut my eyes and imagine a world where only Clayton and I exist like this. “None of it is your fault, I know that.”

      He kisses my forehead and we sit, embraced in each other’s arms in silence. I don’t know where his thoughts drift, but mine are a welcome blur.

      Finally, Clayton clears his throat. “My father wanted us to marry to protect you from Doyle and save this town,” he says. “I wanted to marry you because I’ve never felt this way about someone. I was going to force you because I didn’t want to let you go.” His voice is full of a regret I don’t understand.

      I unwrap myself from Clayton’s arms and gaze into his bright blue eyes. So much emotion stirs in them, and I want to feel what he feels. His chest burns beneath my palm, his body a beacon of warmth and comfort and protection. I know he has feelings for me, or that he did, and I knew he wanted me in the same way I wanted him, but the ache in his voice is something else. It’s more, and it fills me with hope.

      He brushes the moisture from beneath my lashes with his thumb and smiles sadly. Clayton’s not his father, he’s nothing like the marshal. A truth I’ve known but haven’t been able to see, until now. Leaning in, I press my lips to his. A wish. An apology. A promise. When I pull away, his eyes are closed and his brow furrows.

      I don’t know if he’s confused or angry, and I fear the emotion he tries to keep at bay. With a swallow, I nestle back into him, hoping we can at least stay like this a little while longer.

      One of the horses sneezes outside and a breeze whooshes through the cracked siding, brushing against my cheek.

      “Does that mean we can start over?” he finally asks.

      I smile, if only to myself, and nod against his chest. “I would like that.” Clayton’s arms tighten around me again and he lets out a ragged breath.

      “He’s dying,” Clayton says, though I’m not sure who he’s speaking of. My heartbeat quickens, and I lean away from him. His arms fall to his lap and the warmth of him vanishes as he stares down at his hands. Thoughtfully, he runs his fingertips over the lines in his palm. “I can’t understand why he didn’t tell me sooner.”

      “Your father?” I breathe, and I swallow my surprise down deep, uncertain why I’m not more relieved to hear the words. “Perhaps he didn’t want to seem weak or for you to worry,” I offer. Though I know little about the inner workings of the marshal’s mind, I can easily imagine the protective urge a father has for his son.

      He nods, though he doesn’t seem certain. “Perhaps.”

      Though my mother’s life was snuffed out, I have always regretted not telling her I loved her more or asking her questions when I wanted to. “If you have something to tell him—things to ask or say—you should do it now. Once he’s gone . . .”

      Clayton nods and laces his fingers with mine. I shut my eyes and listen to the birds chirping and feel the warmth of the sun beginning to heat the inside of the train car.

      “Thank you for coming to me, Clayton.” I sigh as my mind lightens with relief. “I can’t imagine what sorry state I would be in right now, hating your father for this, if you hadn’t come.”

      Clayton plays with the hem of the blanket between his finger as his mind drifts somewhere. Then abruptly, he turns to face me fully, his knees touching mine. “Starting over doesn’t mean we have to get married, but these past two weeks, just knowing I couldn’t speak to you—it’s been . . . unbearable. I don’t want you to hate me for forcing our marriage and I won’t ever try again, but I do want you, Jo.” He draws in a quick breath. “I know my past sickens you and I know you don’t trust me, not completely, but I want to make you happy. I will do better and show you I am worthy of you—I swear it.” His eyes implore me to believe him and his mouth parts as his chest quickly rises and falls like there’s more to say, but he hesitates.

      How many women have seen this desperate look in his eyes and yearned to feel his hands on them the way I do? How many women has he touched? Explored? Consumed? The very question has haunted me since the moment he twirled me on the dance floor and I thought I saw intrigue in his eyes.

      “I don’t hold your past against you, not really.” I swallow, feeling my cheeks redden. “But I’m not like the women you’ve been with. I don’t know how—”

      “No,” he says, adamant. “You are nothing like those women. I would never want you to be.” His gaze is fierce and his jaw clenches as he shakes his head. “Those women touched me because I paid them to, and they flattered me because it’s what’s expected.” He spits each word out like a disgusting memory. “I want you to be with me because you want to be, not because my father is forcing you or because I am. And I wish you didn’t see what I was when you look at me, or see my father. I want you to see me. I want you to want me.” A vulnerability I’ve never seen before shadows his eyes. A desperation.

      Some soft, secret emotion stirs inside me, and I want the world to fade away from us, to strip us both of every burden and shadow.

      Hesitant, I reach for his face. His eyes never leave mine, never change. The moment the palm of my hand touches his cheek, his eyes close and the tension coiling inside his shoulders visibly disperses and he leans into my touch.

      “I know you are not your father,” I tell him. “You are a far better man than he has ever been.” His brow furrows and he opens his eyes, but I can only stare at his lips. I brush my thumb over the bottom one. The combination of dry, plump skin and the bristles that dust the skin around them stirs something warm in my blood.

      Needing to feel his mouth against mine again—to taste him the way I did the other night—I lean in and press my lips to his again, but more forcefully and urgent. Clayton’s mouth parts as he inhales through his nose and kisses me back, slowly. Confidently. It’s as if he’s savoring it.

      Doing the same, I explore his mouth—the way his tongue slides against mine, and revel in how his lips fit perfectly against mine. I pull away, licking his taste on my lips, wanting to imprint it to memory.

      When I blink my eyes open, Clayton is watching, his brow crinkled and drawn, but he says nothing. The pain and sincerity in his eyes chase away a lifetime of shadows, and I want us, here, in this place that’s ours, to just be.

      I take in the planes of his face, the angle of his jaw, the crookedness of his nose, and every scar and imperfection that makes him beautiful. Though my mind races with nerves, my heart pulls me closer to him, and I know I will never forgive myself if I push him away again, no matter my fears and insecurities.

      Clayton’s gaze shifts over me, frantic and questioning in my silence. I have lived in fear for so long. I don’t want to fear being with Clayton, not in any way.

      Resolved to trust him, I inhale, tell myself that he cares for me—that he might even love me, for what he’s risked—and tug at the linen of his shirt.

      Clayton hesitates to lift his arms, and I raise an expectant eyebrow in answer. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before,” I point out, and the corner of his mouth quirks. When he raises his arms, I pull his shirt over his head. His chest is more tempting than I remember it being in the darkness. Though his torso is not as tanned as the rest of him, his chest is broad and sprinkled with hair that is coarse and curls beneath my fingertips. His body frightens me as much as it fascinates me.

      Clayton sucks in a breath as my fingers travel over his chest and down to his belly button. “Jo—” he rasps. “You have no idea what you are doing to me right now.”

      Feeling a thrill of victory and sense of power, I smile. I can’t help that I want to know every part of him, especially when I’ve already exposed the most haunting parts of myself to him. His stomach flinches against the lightness of my fingertips, and I pause when they stroke against a small white scar on his side. The marred skin is silky beneath my touch, unlike mine.

      “From when I had pneumonia,” he says softly, bringing me back to him. “Your mother had to—” he hisses another breath as I brush the scar with my fingertip again, realizing my mother left her mark on Clayton in many ways too—through his father, on Clayton’s body . . . through me. Neither of us are unscathed by their infidelity.

      Clayton’s sides tremble as my fingertips trail lightly across his skin, and I gently press his shoulder back and lean down to kiss his scar, my mouth lingering over his sensitive skin. When strands of my hair cascade down, onto his abdomen, he reaches for me.

      “You need to stop,” he warns. “I don’t want you to, clearly”—he lets out a strangled laugh—“but we both know I lack the control of a true gentleman.”

      Smiling, I press my lips to his. “But I don’t want to stop.”

      Clayton squirms uncomfortably, his chest heaving against mine in anticipation. Then, something reckless kindles inside me. I kiss him more hungrily than before, more fervent and impatiently, and with a groan, Clayton pulls me into his lap.

      His lips travel from my mouth to my jaw, his hot breath leaving chills in its wake. Behind my ear. Down my neck, like he could never have enough of me. I grip his arms, feeling his body tremble with restraint, and coiled with a need that makes my heart beat so fast, I can’t catch my breath. I don’t want to. I want whatever spark that flickers inside me to burst to flame, and I pull him against me until there is no more air left between us.

      Clayton breaks away, heaving for breath as torment flashes in his eyes. “Promise me you won’t regret this when your senses return.”

      I silently promise as I pull his mouth to mine again. I won’t regret this. I could never regret this. I want him, all of him—scars and demons and all. I want to be beautifully broken with him and feel a connection to a living, breathing future, not a withered, desolate past. Clayton is a beacon in the storm as what ifs batter my mind.

      What if this is our only time together?

      What if I never feel this again?

      What if I could feel this way for the rest of my life?

      Deftly, Clayton loosens the buckles of my corset vest and it falls away. My blouse and trousers quickly follow, and he lays me down on the blankets, his leg a wedge between mine. His body presses against me, heavy in all the right places, until it’s just his skin against mine, then his warm hand trails over my shoulder. As his fingers brush over my scars, I gasp, but Clayton doesn’t falter. His soft touch is unwavering, and in that moment, I know I’ve never felt so light or free, and I succumb to the man who has torn my world apart, and in doing so, he’s made me feel whole again.
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      Jo’s back presses against my chest, her scars soft and warm against me as her silhouette rises and falls. I tighten my hold around her, uncertain how this could be real.

      Kissing her neck, I breathe her in and wish the past hour would stretch for an eternity, but I know it has to end. I just hope it’s not regret I see when I find the courage to look her in the eyes.

      Lifting onto my elbow, I peer down at her.

      Her long lashes blink open and shut lazily until she can no longer stand my watching her, and she smiles shyly up at me. She is perfection, and I hope she’s mine. Forever.

      I kiss her shoulder and stroke her soft, sweat-dampened skin with my thumb as I contemplate the necklace in my pocket. “I don’t want to ruin this,” I think aloud.

      Jo rolls onto her back, her eyes anxiously searching mine. “What do you mean?”

      I press my mouth to hers and suck her bottom lip between my teeth, feeling intoxicated with her so near. I kiss the corner of her mouth and her neck, inhaling the faded scent of lemon on her skin again, and when I pull away, her hazel eyes are smiling for the first time.

      “We should go soon,” I say regretfully. “Your father and sister are worried about you, and I’ve already kept you here too long.”

      She closes her eyes, her dark lashes fanning over tanned, slightly freckled skin, and she sighs. “You’re right.”

      Sitting up, I hand Jo’s undergarments to her before I pull my shirt over my head.

      She stands and begins to dress. “Here,” she says, and when she picks up my trousers, the pendant falls out of the pocket onto the floor.

      Jo stills and stares down at it. “My necklace.” Her breasts rise and fall as she tries to understand. She crouches down and takes it between her fingers. “This is my necklace?” She looks at me, her eyes wild with confusion. “But where—what are you doing with it?”

      “My father had it,” I explain. “I wanted to give it back to you.”

      Slowly, a small smile curves her lips and she brushes her thumb over the butterfly. “I thought I would never see it again.”

      “Jo,” I say, climbing to my feet. I pull my trousers on over my hips and wait for her to look at me. “Before you decide to keep it . . .”

      Her delight fades along with her smile.

      “It was a gift to your mother from my father.”

      As I expected, her brow knits slightly and she stares longingly at the butterfly again.

      “He had it locked away in a drawer to remember her by. I took it, though I’m not sure you still want it.”

      Jo’s hand closes around the pendant and she takes a hasty step toward me. I wait for her anger or sadness with bated breath, but instead, she presses her lips to mine. She wraps her arms around me and holds me against her. “Thank you,” she breathes into my ear, the warmth of her body and breath sending elation through me. She’s still close. She’s still mine. “My mother gave it to me—I will want it always, no matter what. It’s all I have left of her.”

      When she pulls away, she brushes her hair out of her face and over her shoulder. The pendant rests perfectly against her chest as she clasps the chain around her neck.

      “I’m glad to know I’ve done something right,” I jest.

      With a wink, she turns her back to me so that I might tighten her corset. I fumble with the buckles as I tug it tighter, afraid to hurt her, when her laughter startles me.

      “You weren’t having this much trouble when you were taking it off . . . Put some muscle into it, I won’t break.” With a final, adamant tug, I earn a yelp from her, then another smile, and we gather the rest of our things.

      The ride home goes by too quickly. As soon as the Masons’ ranch comes into view, we slow down, trotting between the greenhouses and up the hill, toward the front of the farmhouse.

      “I should go see if my father needs any help with Doyle,” I tell her, even though I don’t want to leave. But when I realize my men aren’t standing outside, I kick Jewels into a gallop, rushing toward the house.

      When we reach the porch, one of my men is dead, a crimson puddle staining the wood beneath him, and I draw my pistol as I caution Jo to stay quiet atop her horse.

      She nods, fear shimmering in her eyes as I creep toward the house, and I listen for sounds inside. Other than the squeaking whirl of the windmill in the breeze, I hear nothing. I don’t know where my other man is, but if I had to guess, he’s one of Doyle’s men and has betrayed me and my father, or he’s dead somewhere as well.

      I peer through the glare of the sun on the window, into the kitchen and see nothing. Then I move to the entryway window, though inside appears dark.

      I nod for Jo to dismount, refusing to let her out of my sight, and I slowly and quietly open the front door, should this all be some sort of trap Doyle’s set for me. I eye the entry and hallways as I step inside. Then the landing.

      The floorboards creak as Jo steps in behind me, and we split up to search the house. I check the kitchen again, then the dining room and the sitting room, but there is no one. The house is too quiet, eerily so. “Mr. Mason?” I hedge, then hold my breath.

      “Scarlet!” Jo calls for down the hall, her trepidation ringing in the silence. But no one answers.

      As I’m about to hurry up the stairs, Jo calls me from her father’s study. She rushes into the hallway and hands me a note, her eyes wide with terror. “It was on the floor,” she says, her chin trembling.

      I tear my eyes away from her long enough to read the three scribbled words that fill me with dread.

      

      Come Find Me.

      

      There’s a shuffle upstairs and I aim my pistol at the landing.

      “He took them,” says a small, familiar voice. Tobias comes into view and Jo cries out and runs to him.

      “Are you okay?” She pulls him into her arms as she reaches the top, then searches him for injuries. “What happened?”

      “Scarlet hid me upstairs, but Doyle took them.”

      “Dammit, Doyle!” I seethe and read the words over and over, wondering if they are meant for me or my father—or Jo. “We need to get more guns, more men—we need to figure out where he’s taken them.”

      Jo hurries down the stairs and throws open a secret door underneath the stairs, then pulls out a tiny pistol and tucks it into her waistband. She heaves a shotgun out, then another. “I know exactly where they are.”
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      Sandstone gives way to a dried-up gulch as our horses clomp up to the deserted mine camp, every one of us on high alert. It’s as if even the horses know something villainous lurks in these mountains. They hold their heads high, their ears flicking and shifting as they strain to hear.

      I lean forward to pat Duke’s withers, then look at Clayton. His profile is one of concentration and determination.

      “This will work,” I tell him. It has to. “At least now we know what we’re dealing with.”

      Mr. Ashford’s explanation of Doyle painted him just as crazy as he is dangerous, jealous of Clayton and desperate for power. “He’s always wanted to be marshal, he thinks he deserves it—his father used to think that too. He hates that Clayton is going to take over, and when the marshal beat his face to a bloody pulp after what he did to Jo, Doyle lost it completely. He’s been plotting and planning ever since.”

      I look at Clayton, worried that he’s in as much danger as the rest of us, if not more. Doyle attacked me because I was to marry Clayton, and I register his words for what they really meant now. He wanted to ruin me before Clayton could. He wanted to beat him, to hurt him.

      Clayton glances at the shotgun strapped to my saddle and then to the tiny pistol hidden between my breasts. I wink at him, earning a small smile in return, and I urge Duke forward a little faster.

      I scour the cliffs and path toward the mill, our plan looping in my mind. Keep them distracted. Give the marshal time to surround us. We’ve been over it a dozen times—along with me telling Clayton I will not stay behind no matter what. This is my family, my life, and my town as much as anyone’s. I’m done hiding.

      The moment we round the bend, the old mine comes into view. What’s left of the mill butts up to the stream flowing behind it. Of course Doyle’s lair would be here, with crevasses everywhere to hide in, water, and even his stolen goods filling the outbuildings.

      Eroded iron trolleys and sinking pots are scattered around, old cart wheels and chisel heads. What shacks haven’t collapsed over the years are missing windows and doors, though I don’t miss the well-worn path leading to three squat buildings with reinforced siding and boarded-up windows. I have no idea how much Doyle has stashed in them, but none of it belongs to him, not anymore.

      The water mill stands tall and motionless at the entrance of the mine, its umber siding long turned to rot and its roof riddled with corrosion. Though it’s less formidable now than in my memories, the mill and mines send a surge of apprehension through me. This place is a cesspit of sordid deeds and death, when it could also be a beacon of hope and the restoration of Sagebrush.

      Four men step out from behind one of the outbuildings, guns aimed at us. Then another five appear on the cliffs above us. There’s a dozen of them scattered on either side. Knowing they hadn’t been able to get into the garrison—or perhaps they hadn’t even tried—I wonder how much ammunition and guns they actually have at their disposal. Enough to kill us, I’m certain. And I wonder how many more men wait for us inside. Another dozen? Twenty?

      “Glad you could make it,” the tallest of them says as he holsters his gun. There’s no reason to aim it at us, not with all the others pointed directly at us. “We were getting a little antsy waiting for you,” he says, glancing between me and Clayton. “Though, you’re one person short.” His smile unsettles me, as it’s meant to, but I try not to show it. They’re all covetous, grasping snakes who care nothing for anyone but themselves.

      “Are we? Doyle’s note wasn’t clear,” Clayton drawls, unfazed by their menacing scowls. “Something you would know if you could read.”

      The man snarls and takes a step closer to me, his eyes locked on Clayton.

      “That’s enough!” I scold them. Distract them. Stall them. Test their resolve. Whatever Doyle has in store for us, it’s much more satisfying for him than a simple death, and I know his men won’t hurt us. It would defeat the purpose of this charade.

      I look at the taller man, the ugly one in charge, who I’ve seen hanging around outside the saloon. He’s not a deputy, he’s a fiendish drunk, and just as mad as Doyle, if the gleam in his eyes is anything to go by. “I’m just here to get my father and sister. We’ll do whatever Doyle wants, just take me to them. Now.”

      It takes a moment for the man to adjust his scowl and look away from Clayton. His hollow eyes narrow on me as he scans my body from booted toe to mussed, pulled-back hair. “He said you were feisty. I like it when they’re feisty.”

      My skin crawls but I scowl back at him. “Mark my words, you rot-gutted worm,” I grind out. “When this is done, you will be dead, and you will never put your swollen, grubby hands on any woman ever again.”

      His lips pull into a sneer. “Do you both want to die?” he shouts. “I will gut you both—”

      “Wenton!” Doyle shouts from inside the mill. Exactly where we’d hoped he would be. He steps into the doorway. “That’s no way to speak to our guests.” A dozen more men appear behind him and file out, pistols and shotguns in their hands as they flank him on either side. “I thought the ol’ mine was appropriate, Miss Mason,” he says, pure enjoyment ringing in his words. “Brings back fond memories, doesn’t it? My men will show you in.” He nods at Wenton and turns to head back inside.

      “What is it you want from us!” I shout and Doyle stops mid-step. “My father is too important for you to kill and my sister has done nothing to you—I have done nothing to you.”

      Wenton hovers next to me, waiting for another command from Doyle as he straddles the doorway. Slowly, Doyle peers over his shoulder. “To know what all the fuss is about,” he practically seethes. “Though I was hoping you would bring me the marshal, too.” He peers around the cliffs with disappointment. “Where’s he at?”

      “You miscalculate if you think my father cares what happens to the Masons, Doyle.”

      Doyle and his men burst into laughter. “You think I’m a fool?” Doyle barks. “Get them inside. Now!” Then he disappears through the doorway.

      “You’re a coward, Doyle!” Clayton practically seethes. “You want my father dead? You want me dead? Do it yourself!” He shakes his head and laughs humorlessly to himself. “What did you promise these men that my father can’t give them?”

      One of the men reaches for me, but I kick his hand away.

      Doyle stomps into the doorway again and cocks his pistol, aiming it at Clayton. He shoots, and I jump as the bullet screeches through the air and hits the boulder behind us. “Shut the fuck up!” he shouts, and I can see the spittle spurting from his mouth a few yards away in the sunlight. “Your father cares more about this one here than his own daughter.” He points his gun at me. “You’re all a blight. And I’m going to make him watch as I rid myself of every last one of you.” He points his pistol at Wenton next in warning. “I said get them inside!”

      “I want to know my father and sister are still alive!” I rush the words out, stalling as he disappears inside the mill again. Once I go in there, I might never come out. “You might as well kill me right now because I will not budge—I will fight and scream and maim these men—until I know that my family is safe.”

      “Have it your way,” Doyle sings from inside the mill. Scarlet screams immediately after from inside, and my heart pumps more violently than a steam engine.

      “Scarlet . . .”

      Wenton pulls me down from my horse and I don’t resist him, though it takes everything in me not to. “Find them. Get them somewhere safe, and let the others do the rest.”

      When my feet hit the dirt, the cool metal of Wenton’s gun presses into the back of my neck, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Don’t move an inch,” Wenton warns me. A deputy a few feet from me aims his pistol at my head and Wenton leans in, his sweaty body rubbing against me.

      “Get your filthy hands off her!” Clayton demands, but Wenton laughs and presses his chest against my back. His arms snake out in front of me to grab my breasts, and I freeze with worry that he might find the hidden muff pistol.

      “Supple,” he says approvingly. “Though I prefer gingers.”

      I pray Scarlet is untouched, and I force myself to bide my time and bite my tongue as his hands move down my body in search of weapons.

      “Not very strategic, are you?” he says, and I hold my breath, waiting for him to find it, but he doesn’t. Then I hear the buckle clink of my shotgun strap on my saddle. Wenton pushes his pistol to the back of my head again. “Let’s go.”
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      Get them somewhere safe, and let the others do the rest. I repeat the plan over and over as I draw closer to the mill door. There is little I remember about this place, having been either unconscious or encased in darkness most of the time, so I take in whatever my overwhelmed senses will allow.

      “Oh, what’s this?” one of the men says behind me, and I hear the clank of Clayton’s pistols against one another as they unarm him.

      When the fleshy thump of fist against flesh reaches my ears, I wrench myself from Wenton’s hold, needing to see that Clayton’s okay.

      Two men lift their fists to hit him in the side of his face—once, twice, until Clayton stumbles forward and I see blood drip from his mouth.

      “You’re not so scrappy now, are ya . . .” One of them begins to bind Clayton’s hands, and he allows it, either because he’s too stunned or because he knows he must.

      Wenton grabs me to hurry me forward, but I stomp on his foot and tear my arm from his grip to run to Clayton. Wenton’s elbow hits the base of my neck, and I fall to my knees. “Stupid bitch.”

      My head pounds like a hammer forging metal as I try to shake the blow away, and I groan.

      “I’m going to enjoy your sweet little sister a bit more now, I think.” Wenton pulls me to my feet again, his fingers biting into my upper arm as he pushes me through the doorway. The inside of the mill isn’t barren as I’d expected, but a lair—a throne room. And Doyle sits in a high-backed chair, grinning at me.

      “Welcome,” he says and gestures to the bench in front of the millstone across from him. “Please. Have a seat. Your betrothed will be with us shortly—well, maybe not.” He leans over the arm of his chair and peers outside. “It looks like they’re having a bit of fun with him.” Doyle taunts me, but when I spot Scarlet and my father gagged and bound in the corner of the space, I pale.

      Both of their faces are bloodied and their eyes are wide and worried, but they’re alive, at least. My chest heaves with relief, and I take stock of the dozen men that stand around the wood-paneled room. Some watch the exterior through the single window that faces the mine shafts, their guns at their sides as they wait for approaching danger. The rest of them are jobless, only here for Doyle’s protection, and they look bored.

      “Why is she not bound?” Doyle shouts at Wenton. “Tie her up, dammit! If you want a slice of the fortune, do your damn job. It’s simple.”

      I was hoping my bindings would go unnoticed, but when I don’t feel Wenton’s hands on me, I look over my shoulder at him. Two guns are pointed on me, but Wenton is staring blankly at Doyle.

      “Well?” Doyle prompts, his gun swinging at his side as he lifts his shoulders. “What are you waiting for? I said bind the bitch!”

      “I—uh, I don’t have anything to bind her hands with.”

      Doyle jumps to his feet, a murderous look on his face as he stomps over to us. “Get out of here,” he growls, sweat on his brow. He takes my wrist in his hand. “Leave us! Get out there and watch for the marshal with the others. I know he’s coming, and I don’t want him to miss this.”

      An unspoken threat passes between Doyle and Wenton until Wenton relents and retreats out the door.

      My eyes linger on my disheveled sister and my father; he looks older in this broken place. It feels unreal that only hours ago I was safe and happy in Clayton’s arms, and now this.

      “Why do you think the marshal will come for me?” I ask, swallowing my fear. “It’s Clayton he cares about. His heir.”

      “Cut off your laces,” he says to one of his men.

      “That’s who you really want to hurt, isn’t it, Doyle? What do I have to do with anything?”

      Doyle’s mouth draws up in a devilish grin as his man hands him his shoelace to tie around my wrists. “Oh, sweet cheeks, I know the marshal will come.” He jerks me around, one of the men at the window settling his gun on me as Doyle tightens the strings until my skin burns.

      “That’s the problem with the marshal,” he continues. “He’s old and soft, and he’s getting too predictable. This town is sinkin’ in its own piss and shit and he’s the one we have to thank for it.”

      A shot cracks through the air outside, and Doyle crouches down, tugging me over to the millstone. “Cover the windows and the doors!” he commands. He shoves me behind the stone and crouches beside me, using it as a shield.

      Though I’m tied up, I’m closer to Scarlet. Her eyes widen and tears stream down her face, but I shake my head, wishing she could see the plan as it unfolds in my mind, even if I’m not certain we’ll make it that far.

      “How many are there?” Doyle barks.

      “Less than a dozen, maybe,” says a man at the window across the room. “They’re in the cliffs. I can’t see any of them.”

      That means Doyle’s men are dead in the cliffs, most of them, anyway, and I’m grateful for what remains of the marshal’s loyal deputies and their brutality.

      There’s another crack outside, the echo filling the air. The men outside holler and shout indistinctly, but it’s only a breath of time before more gunshots ring out and one of the men at the window falls down dead.

      Doyle curses. “I don’t care who’s with him. Kill the deputies, but leave the marshal alive.”

      I hear a shotgun this time, and I wonder if Doyle’s men are using mine. I can’t see Clayton; I don’t know if he’s taken cover somewhere or if he’s already been shot, but I can’t think about that, not when I should be coming up with a plan to get free so I can get Scarlet and my father out of here alive; they’re the only reason I’m here to begin with.

      They cower in a heap on the floor, wincing with each piercing screech, and when my father’s eyes meet mine, I nod to the corner of the room near me, praying they understand my meaning.

      Another shotgun goes off and the men outside shout and gurgle as some of them cry in pain. One of the bullets ricochets through the mill, splintering pieces of the wood paneling to the ground.

      “How many?” Doyle shouts as another bullet breaks through the wall, more splinters raining down on us, distracting everyone as Scarlet and my father crawl the best they can into the corner behind me.

      I want Doyle to die—a bullet to hit him right between the eyes—but he cowers like any coward would beside me, and I know I will have to draw him out into the open or kill him myself if he’s going to die before this fight is over. Another of Doyle’s men at the window shrieks and falls dead. Gunfire intensifies; the sound of a thunderstorm drumming on a metal roof is all I can hear. And then, it’s quiet.

      One breath.

      Two breaths.

      “Doyle!” the marshal roars from outside. “Get your sorry ass out here!”

      “I told you he’d come.” Doyle laughs. There’s a measure of fear in his eyes, but I see excitement too.

      For the first time in my entire life, I silently cheer at the sound of the marshal’s voice.

      Only two men are left at the window, crouched out of sight. They’re not like the marshal’s men, they’re cowards. Doyle picked a sorry lot to do his bidding and he knows it. He frantically glances around at how few of them are standing and the laughter in his eyes dies away. He licks his lips, eyes scouring the walls as if he’s searching for more options.

      Doyle shoves his gun into my temple and pulls me to my feet. “If you want your precious Masons, come and get them, Marshal!” he shouts. Most of Doyle’s men are lying on the floor, blood splattered and gone from this world, save for the few remaining. He’s outnumbered now, I know that much.

      He glares at two of the cowards beneath the window. “If something happens to me, kill them.” He nods to my father and sister. And though the gunmen nod, I hope they’re too frightened of the marshal and the fact that he has the upper hand now to comply.

      “I said, come and get her!” Doyle shouts again, and I feel his breath against the back of my neck.

      “I’m unarmed, Doyle,” the marshal says, his voice drawing closer.

      There’s a ruckus outside, arguing and grumbling, but the marshal barks an adamant “No!” and the whispers cease.

      “See,” Doyle seethes against my ear. “He won’t let them do anything to risk your life, he’s too predictable.”

      The marshal’s shadow precedes him in the doorway, and when he steps into view, his hands are up in surrender. He looks at me first, then he finds my sister and father in the corner. “What are you doing, Doyle?” He looks confused but sounds disappointed.

      “What do you think? I’m taking over Sagebrush.”

      “What makes you think anyone will follow you?” I ask.

      “Shut the hell up,” Doyle says and presses the barrel of his pistol into my temple again. The marshal purses his lips, his eyes wide as I shriek in pain, and he takes a step closer.

      “That’s far enough, Marshal.” Doyle peeks around him. “Who else do you have out there?”

      The marshal lifts his dark, bushy eyebrow daringly. “Why don’t you take a step outside and look for yourself?”

      Doyle laughs. “That’s funny, but I don’t think so. Get them to their feet!” he shouts at the two men by the window, nodding to my sister and father.

      “If you want me, Doyle,” the marshal shouts, stepping closer, “then kill me!”

      Doyle twitches at the marshal’s words; I feel him shake as if he’s a scared little boy. I wonder if it’s the fear of dying or the respect he has for the marshal that teeters on hate. The marshal takes a step forward, more briskly this time.

      “I said stay the fuck back!” Doyle shouts. “Stay back!” But the marshal keeps moving, then reaches into his coat.

      “Stop!” Doyle shouts. “I said stop!” And he pulls the trigger. The marshal’s eyes widen, his body wavering before he falls to his knees. My heart stops as the marshal blinks, barely smiles, and tosses a knife toward my feet.

      Doyle hits himself in the head with his palm as he steps closer. “I told you to stop, goddammit!” he shouts hysterically. Two more shots are fired outside, closer this time, and the two men moving by the window fall dead.

      I crouch for the knife, struggling to get it in my grasp before I can finally pick it up. I scramble over to my sister so she can try to cut my ropes free. Tears sting my eyes as I realize this is the chance the marshal gave me, the only one I have, and I have to save them.

      Scarlet frantically saws at the shoestring, and when it falls free, I sob with happiness and reach for the muff pistol in my shirt and aim it at Doyle. He’s rubbing his head, peering around, shocked and in mourning at the same time as he stares at the marshal, whose mouth hangs open before he collapses in a thump to the ground. His eyes are fixed on mine, his directions clear.

      When Doyle turns to look at me, I shoot him. Once. Twice. I pull the trigger again, but nothing comes. Two bullets. I only had two bullets. Doyle looks at me, confused for a moment, before he finally falls to the ground beside the marshal. I hold my breath, worried he won’t die.

      “Jo?” Clayton shouts from outside, uncertain who’s alive inside. “Jo!”

      “I’m—” My voice is rusty. “I’m here,” I say louder, and I watch Doyle take a few staggering breaths before his fingers twitch no more.

      Clayton and a group of others inch into the doorway, their guns at the ready. Mr. Trainer and Mr. McGregor. Ms. Hannah May and Mr. Ashford.

      Scarlet garbles something, and I shake my mind awake again and run to her. I pull the gag from her mouth, her hands still tied behind her back. “Help him!” she shouts, nodding to our father. “He was shot in the crossfire!” Blood splatters his shirt, and I try not to panic as I untie him.

      “I’m fine,” he breathes, but his face is pallid and he’s losing a lot of blood.

      Mr. Ashford runs over to Scarlet. “Are you all right?” His voice breaks. “I was—”

      “Scarlet,” I interrupt. My heart is racing, adrenaline seizing every thought and movement. “I need you to put pressure on his gunshot.” I meet her watery gaze. “Don’t let up until I say,” I tell her.

      Mr. Ashford’s arms fall from around her. His eyes are wide and a bit wild, but he looks at me and waits for a command.

      “We need one of the horses,” I tell him, “and we need to get his wound cleaned and stop the bleeding.”

      He nods without a question and rushes for the door, pausing for only a moment by Clayton, kneeling on the floor with his father in his arms.
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      My father lies helpless in my arms, and Ms. Hannah, the butcher, and others stand around us as his eyes slowly shift around, dulling as the life drains from them.

      “Move, please,” Jo says and kneels down beside me.

      He inhales a ragged breath and looks at her without saying a word.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, and something passes between them, though my eyes veer back to the two bullet holes in his chest. All I can do is register that this horrible man is dying, and I am sad. I love him . . . because he’s my father.

      His eyes shift to me and I wonder how much longer he has. How many seconds? How many breaths? He coughs and a gurgle of blood drips from the corner of his mouth, and strangely, I think this is what he wanted. Death was coming for him anyway, though it does nothing to lessen the sting.

      Tears burn my eyes and when I look to Jo, silently pleading for her to help him, her eyes are filled with tears as well. She shakes her head with regret.

      Tightening my grip on his hand, I lower my forehead to his. “I’m . . . sorry . . .” He can barely utter the words.

      Jo clasps my arm and stays with us until my father takes his final breath and his hand slackens in mine.

      I think of my mother’s face when I tell her he’s gone.

      I think of the father Izzy no longer has.

      I regret that I spent so much time pushing my responsibilities away when I could have been helping him, and I begin to sob.
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      I stare at my reflection in the mirror, the light filtering in from the window, filling the confined washroom. The eyes peering back at me are those of a woman much changed over the past month, but even as the marshal, Doyle, and Dotty flood my mind, I know this new life of ours has only just begun. The moment Clayton and I step out into the room, everything will be different.

      I stare down at my burgundy dress, sophisticated but simple.

      “The proper attire for a woman of such prominence,” Scarlet said. I fan myself a moment, wondering what I’ve gotten myself into and how I might be able to get out of it. Being Clayton’s bride is one thing, but his equal in all of this? I never even considered it, let alone thought it was possible.

      The voices in the ballroom grow louder, and with a final exhale, I open the door and hurry into the dressing room. I knock quietly and peek my head inside. “Clayton?”

      He stands at the window, his frame filling it, his posture rigid. Determined to be the epitome of calm and collected, I walk up to him and drape my arm over his shoulder. I follow his gaze out the window to the mountains, to the people who live there and the potential danger that brews in our future.

      “Everything looks different now, doesn’t it?” I ask him. This past week has been fraught with pain and discovery, and yet it feels like a lifetime has already passed.

      He nods. “Everything is different now.”

      “Everything will be better,” I remind him. “You’ll see.” When I peer into his eyes, they are clear and focused, though he worries the inside of his cheek, giving himself away. I turn him to fully face me, gazing into those blue pools of love and affection I’ve come to rely on. “We’re doing the right thing,” I remind him, and snaking my arms around his neck, I rise up on tiptoes to kiss his lips. His face is freshly shaven and he smells of sweet grass.

      Clayton parts his lips and kisses me back with more ferocity than I expect. After a deep inhale, he breaks away and rests his forehead against mine. “I know it’s strange, but it feels like he should be here.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not strange; a week ago he would’ve been. But you have your mother and sisters.”

      “A week ago, I wouldn’t be preparing to walk out there to address the entire town.” He shakes his head. “I’m no politician, Jo.” He kisses the back of my hand and steps toward the door. “I don’t want to keep them waiting. I’m surprised they’ve waited this long to hear from me.”

      “Mr. Ashford has their ear, and that’s to your advantage. He will be a great asset to you, and a good friend, I think. Now that everyone will know the truth of things, this is your chance to set everything right.”

      “It’s you they will listen to,” he says.

      I force a laugh. “Me, the reclusive Mason girl?”

      “No, you the vanguard and harbinger of truth. Not to mention the most fetching woman alive in your new fancy dress.”

      I blush a little and take in his fitted trousers, then walk over to fix the collar of his damask vest. “I liked the untamed, leather look,” I admit, lifting an eyebrow, “but this suits you, too.”

      His mouth curls up in a slight smile, and I take his hands in mine. I kiss him again, quick but fervent. “Shall we?”

      We walk to the door, the chatter of the energetic townspeople swelling as we open the door. I squeeze Clayton’s hand tighter and we step out into the open room.

      Mr. Ashford and a few other deputies, the only ones he would trust, flank both sides of the small stage as Clayton leads me up to the pastor’s lectern. The crowd immediately quiets, and all eyes are fixed on us, uncertain and expectant.

      Clayton’s mother, my father, and our sisters sit in the front row with Toby and the Trainers. Mrs. Pelley is there and Ms. Hannah May and some of her ladies. The butcher and his wife are there, the milliner and Ms. Maddie. Everyone we know is part of the crowd that overflows into the streets on a summer day that will forever change Sagebrush.

      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” Clayton starts. “People of Sagebrush. The past decade has been the harshest yet, and the past weeks have been earth-shattering for some. Me included. I’m not just talking about the death of my father, a man loved by some but hated by most. I’m talking about our township being built on lies and governed by deceit, and at the crux of it all were men who thought themselves better than the rest of us. But I am here to tell you that as of today, if you choose to elect me as your new marshal, things will be different. Everyone will have the same access to water. Everyone will contribute to the greater good. And everyone will have a voice in what happens here, no matter their bloodline. No matter their annual income.”

      The crowd murmurs with questions, and I resist a smile at their genuine surprise.

      Clayton pulls his notes from his pocket. “Please excuse me,” he says, his voice deeper and more formal than I’m used to. “This is my first speech, as I’m sure you can tell. It’s a little . . . daunting.” Some of the people chuckle and Clayton scans his notes briefly before he peers out at the crowd again.

      “After the Shift, the world changed and the pioneers of this town were lucky enough to survive a devastated world, one which landed us out here, tucked away from the rest of civilization. Now, I’ve spoken to men who have worked under my father. I have learned what they know, and I can tell you one thing for certain. You have been lied to time and again. We all have.

      “There is life beyond the Dead Lands, more than thieves and vagabonds. We are not the only civilization left; a truth that has been kept from us for almost two hundred years. What’s worse, the men before us have killed these survivors, hunted them down and stolen from them—they have angered these people and made them our enemies.”

      Anxious chatter fills the room again, and Clayton raises his hand to silence them.

      “There is much to be done if we want to not only live but thrive here. There is much to do if we want to keep surrounding communities from retaliating after our acts of aggression that have worsened in decades past—”

      “None of us are warriors! We can’t go to war!” shouts Dr. Henderson.

      “I am not asking you to fight a war,” Clayton clarifies, his patience wavering, and I squeeze his hand. “I’m telling you that there is danger. That we have to act—we have to be ready—and I am willing to help us fix the corruption left in the wake of my father and his men. Of the Cunninghams and marshals before them. I’m asking that you elect me as your mayor, and that we elect others to serve as council so that we might have a united voice for the people of this town. There is clearly much to do, both on the home front and afar, so I will need the council’s help prioritizing. A town cannot be run justly or efficiently by a single man. We know this from experience.” He looks to me and I swallow thickly.

      I take a step forward and meet the eyes of the unnerved crowd. “We have discussed numerous plans,” I tell them, “all of which we will discuss with the council before making any decisions. To start with, we want to utilize our land—use wind-powered turbines to pump water back into our homes, utilize the mill again to grind our grain, and build steam engines to dig for more coal. I know it’s been outlawed in the past, but we will be smarter this time. We will heed the lessons of our ancestors. We can’t keep stripping the lands around us, terrorizing others for what we need in order to survive. We must be able to sustain ourselves, and we can’t do that as we are now. Most importantly, we want to dispatch peacekeeping committees to the villages we’ve already turned against us. We want to show them that we want peace now. None of this will happen overnight, but it must be done, and we will be working to change our fate together.”

      I give the people a moment to process the plans—what we’re asking them to be a part of—knowing full well many of them will resist. When I look at my father, his eyes are shimmering and his mouth lifts in the corner. Toby is bored, picking at his tailored shorts suit as Scarlet sits beside him, tears streaming down the fading bruises of her cheeks as she smiles at me.

      Clayton clears his throat and commands the room again. “So, you have a decision ahead of you. Two weeks from now, we will hold elections for mayor and for city council members. We will post more information tomorrow, as well as have an open forum after church for you to come and ask any specific questions you might have. But for today, that is all. While I might not be officially elected as mayor yet, I still have a mound of marshal duties awaiting me on my desk,” he says, and though it’s no joke, some people laugh. “Feel free to go to your ration stations as you please, no one will stop you. Take care of your families, and take time to consider what we’ve told you. The days ahead are uncertain, but I’m confident that we’ll get through them as we always seem to, but with more effectiveness now, if we’re united.”

      Clayton takes my hand and squeezes it in his, and the room booms with animated conversation. We walk down from the stage, and I let out a steadying breath, feeling instantly better the moment my feet touch the ground.

      Scarlet throws her arms around me. “I can’t believe this is all so real,” she says. “It’s still sinking in.”

      Mrs. Cunningham winks at me as she pulls Clayton in to kiss his cheek. Kitty nods, her eyes no longer red-rimmed from crying, and she offers me a small—and, if I’m not mistaken, congratulatory—smile. Isabel, downcast and missing her father, runs to Clayton and wraps her arms around his waist.

      When I meet my father’s gaze—when I see the shine in his eyes and his busted lip—my own eyes begin to blur. He wraps his arm around my shoulders and squeezes me closer. “Your mother would be very proud of you,” he croaks, then kisses my forehead. We comment on the number of people and gauge initial reactions to news we’ve been wading through over the past week.

      People quickly file out, and it isn’t long before we’re making our way outside the hall doors. The sun is blinding at first, but there’s a cool breeze in the air that helps calm what nervous energy remains.

      “Come,” Mr. Ashford says, “let’s get you home.” He kisses Scarlet’s temple. She smiles and takes Toby’s hand in hers.

      “Can we go to the stream?” he asks.

      Scarlet laughs. “On the coolest day of summer, you finally want to bathe?” she teases him.

      Mr. Ashford looks to Clayton. “First thing tomorrow then?”

      “Yes. Tomorrow. I’ll meet you at the garrison.” Clayton rubs the bridge of his nose. “I’m not even sure where to start.”

      “Clayton!” Kitty calls. She points toward the mountains. “A sandstorm!” I glance from the watchtower to the man with a spyglass, then back to the storm.

      “Get home,” Clayton says to his mother and sisters. “Get to the carriage, tell Ainsley to hurry.”

      Squinting, I stare at the mountains. The sky is dense and dark and different than any storm I’ve ever seen. “It’s close,” I realize.

      “Yes, I know, Jo. Come on.” Clayton takes my hand as cold air whips through my hair and chills ripple down my spine. The air is moist.

      “Wait . . .” I stare at the pending black clouds and don’t dare hope as I take a step closer. The clouds spotting the sky are gray and casting the afternoon in a gloomy haze.

      “What is it?” Clayton asks, stepping up beside me. “You’re acting mad.”

      I look at him, barely able to contain my smile. “I think it’s rain.”
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