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      This novella is an epilogue (of sorts) to my western novel Vengeance Road. Kate & Jesse bridges the gap between that story and the companion novel, Retribution Rails.

      

      The best reading order for the series is:

      
        	Vengeance Road

        	Kate & Jesse

        	Retribution Rails

      

      

      Please be warned: If you read this novella before Vengeance Road, details from Vengeance Road will be spoiled for you—and much of Kate & Jesse may not make sense.
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      I swear it don’t take more than five minutes of reading for Jesse Colton to fall asleep.

      “You ain’t even listening!” I says, jabbing him with my elbow.

      He starts beside me, feet kicking at the quilt. “What? That ain’t true.”

      “You were snoring.” I fold the book shut, marking my spot with my finger. “I’m on page four. How can you fall asleep just four pages into Little Women?”

      He rolls onto his side, propping his head up on his hand. “You had me patching a fence with you all day, then you fed me a hearty pork stew, stuffed me with cornbread, washed it down with whiskey, and told me to stretch out on a bed that feels like the finest goose down mattress in the Territory. Course I drifted off. Hell, I’d prolly’ve drifted even if we were still sitting at the table.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yer the one who said you wanted me to read it to you—that you couldn’t make it more than ten pages on yer own.”

      “Maybe I were just trying to get us into this bed.” He grins at me, sly.

      “I got a pair of Colts resting right here on my nightstand, Jesse Colton. You best be a gentleman.”

      “I’m always a gentleman. Just start up from where I dozed off.”

      “When was that?”

      “I ain’t certain. I were snoring, remember?”

      “Yer hopeless.”

      “Might as well just start over,” he says. “To be sure I don’t miss nothing.” His hat’s hooked on the bedpost, and I can see the whole of his face when he flops down onto the pillow. Those eyes of his are even narrower than I remember. I weren’t aware I could forget a detail like that in just a few months, not ’specially ’bout someone that done twisted my heart up in knots, and yet it’s true. Jesse’s changed. He looks older, beat down a little. Maybe that were just all the travel, or a product of healing after Will’s death. I reckon it ain’t an easy thing, losing a brother.

      “Well, you gonna read or ain’tcha?” he asks.

      I flip back to the first page. “‘Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents,’” I says, beginning again.

      Jesse leans in to me as I read. He’s warm, the weight of him both familiar and strange. Welcome, but startling. It were one thing camping with him out on the plains, but this here’s another matter. I ain’t never had a man in my room before, let alone my bed. We’re above the sheets, both fully dressed. We ain’t doing nothing and yet my cheeks are hot enough to suggest otherwise.

      I keep reading, trying to ignore how Jesse sinks in to me, his head dipping toward my shoulder. His cheek ’gainst the meaty part of my arm. His—

      Godammit, he’s snoring again.

      “Jesse Colton!” I says.

      His head pops up. “I really do wanna hear it,” he says, looking at me all sheepish.

      “Then stay awake.”

      “I got a notion how to arrange that.” He gives a devilish smile.

      “Jesse…”

      He pulls the book from my hand, drops it behind his back.

      “You ain’t a gentleman at all,” I says as he kisses my collarbone, my neck, just below my ear.

      “That mean you want me to stop?”

      “No,” I says at a whisper.

      The scruff ’long his jaw tickles my skin. My hands wanna grab him. I can’t help it no more—I turn my head sharply. Our noses bump, lips brush.

      His mouth opens to mine and I forget all ’bout Little Women and the March girls’ Christmas and whether or not Jesse manages to stay awake for two pages or twenty. I ain’t thinking ’bout nothing but this very moment. His body pressed ’gainst mine. The strength of him. The taste of whiskey on his lips and how he’s kissing me like he’s scared I might disappear. I kiss back just as hungry, just as wild.

      Suddenly we’re beneath the sheets, limbs tangled. He don’t got a shirt on. I ain’t sure how it came off. I trace the faint pink line on his chest—the scar from where a Rose Rider’s knife done split him open over the summer—and he shudders at my touch. Then his hands are on my shirt, fumbling the buttons, undoing them as fast as he can manage. He pauses at the final one and looks up for my approval. I stopped him here last time, out in the Superstitions, but Lord, I don’t want to stop now. I give a curt nod. Then my flannel’s open and he’s pushing it off my shoulders, peeling it from my limbs.

      He slows.

      Stares.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “God, yer pretty,” he says. “Did I ever tell you how pretty you are?”

      My belly goes twisty and hot. The words feel good and I reckon he means them, ’cus now he’s repeating them between kisses, one hand reaching for the button on my pants. My whole body’s on fire, my face, ’specially. Suddenly all I can think ’bout is the whiskey we had with dinner and how maybe the heat in my cheeks ain’t all on account of him.

      “Jesse, what is this?” I says into his ear.

      He stills, pushes up, a hand on either side of me so he’s hovering overhead. The quilt slips from his shoulders and catches at the small of his back.

      “What’s what?” he says.

      “This.” I jerk my chin at him.

      “I thought we were having a good time. Ain’t you having a good time?”

      I am. Lord, I am. Maybe too good a time.

      God, my head is pounding.

      “Look, I ain’t just gonna be here waiting every time you come back from a job,” I says. “I ain’t gonna be the fun thing you get to play with a few days outta every year.”

      “Jesus, Kate.” He pushes back onto his heels and shifts offa me.

      “Well, it’s a fair concern,” I says. “We parted ways and you didn’t write, didn’t say a word. And now yer here. You waltz back into my life with a book and some sweet words and think I’ll just give myself to you?”

      “No, that ain’t what I think,” he says. “I mean, I’ll admit I were hoping for it a little. Can you blame me—a pretty girl I done spent the last few months pining for, suddenly doing things with me I only been able to dream ’bout till now? I’m only human, and… Aw, hell.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Kate Thompson, I know you. You ain’t ’bout to give yerself to no one that don’t deserve it. And maybe I don’t. Maybe that ain’t me. I been dumb and sloppy, and I’m sorry. It’s behind me now. I done my healing, got my head straight. And now I want you. I’ll wait as long as you need. We don’t gotta share this bed—not now or ever, if that’s what you decide—but I got honorable intentions and you ain’t just some girl to me. Yer…”

      He pauses, and I realize it’s ’cus I’s folded my arms over my chest, covering myself in the awkwardness.

      Jesse exhales. “What do you want, Kate? Should I stay in the other room? Or maybe you want me to leave, ride back for Wickenburg?”

      “No!” I says, prolly more forceful than necessary. “I want this—you. It’s just that I’m…” My eyes skirt ’cross those broad shoulders, down his bare arms, to the callused hands that were grazing my skin soft as satin just moments earlier. “I’m…” I can’t believe I’m saying this. “I’m kinda scared.”

      “Scared?” He lets out a tiny laugh. “You ain’t scared of nothing. Certainly not me.”

      “Shy then, I guess?”

      “Never figured you the shy type. A lone coyote, sure. An ornery, stubborn recluse, yeah—”

      “Are those supposed to be compliments?”

      “—but never shy,” he finishes.

      “Well, this… us together…” I look away. “I ain’t never done this, Jesse.”

      “I ain’t never done it with you, neither,” he says, smiling crooked.

      “You know that ain’t what I mean. You told me Benny’d give the crew breaks on long drives, that the boys would peel into town and head straight for the dance halls and parlors.”

      “Yeah, but some of the boys like them painted doves more than others. Will, for instance.” His face hardens a little at the mention of his brother. “Give Will a chance to buy a poke and he’d throw his money down even if it completely drained his pockets.”

      “But not you?”

      Jesse shrugs. “Guess I’m a little shy too. Don’t so much like rolling with strangers.”

      “So you never did?”

      “Nah, it happened on occasion, but they didn’t mean nothing and—” His gaze snaps up to meet mine. “Kate Thompson, are you jealous?”

      “No,” I insist. “I just don’t like being the only one not knowing what I’m doing.”

      “I’ll show you. I’m a real good teacher.”

      “Yeah, ace high, the best.”

      “Right you are.” He winks. “So, when do you want that first lesson?”

      “Maybe later.”

      Jesse nods, mouth thin, but I reckon he were expecting it. I kinda killed whatever we had going by asking what we had going. I don’t got a notion why I’m overthinking things. I sure as hell didn’t bother to think much out when I went after Rose. That was all reaction and fire and stubborn prickliness. That I’d never killed a man before, or traveled the plains alone, or tracked a vicious gang sure didn’t stop me. Hell, it didn’t even slow me down.

      But this with Jesse… I ain’t sure how to explain it. Alls I know is I don’t wanna plow forward all fire and fuel. Fire’s good and all, but it can burn whole cities to the ground if’n it’s mishandled. It can burn folk alive.

      I pull my shirt back on. Jesse does the same, and even though I were the one to call it off, I watch the shape of him disappear beneath the fabric. It’s like my brain and my body want different things.

      I lie down before I can get any more confused, making sure to put my back to Jesse. If I look him in the eye, I’m gonna go ignoring my own advice.

      He leans over me, douses the lantern, then lets his arm hang over my middle.

      “Did you mean what you said that day in the Superstitions?” I says into the dark.

      “What’s that?”

      “’Bout me having you to go home to.”

      “That’s why I’m here, ain’t it? I said so outside, just this morning, and I swear I’ll make it right, Kate. I’ll be yer home if’n you want it.”

      I nod into the pillow.

      “Sleep well,” he whispers into my hair.

      We lie there, nestled together like silverware in a drawer.

      He falls asleep first. I listen to his breathing, feel the rise and fall of his chest. I’m used to counting on no one, and I’d be all right without Jesse Colton. I know it. I could make do. But now that he’s here… It’s nice, his arm ’round me, his heart beating ’gainst my back. I could get used to this. And is it so bad to not wanna be alone no more? To count on someone else? To have yer home be not just the roof you live under, but the person you share that roof with?

      I reckon not. Hell, I wonder if that might be the whole damn point.
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      I wake in the middle of the night to Jesse whimpering beside me. He’s out deep, but shaking like a leaf beneath the quilt. His brow, sweaty. His brother’s name falling from his lips.

      “Will. No, don’t,” he mutters. “Please don’t.”

      “Jesse?” I says, touching his arm.

      “Take me. Hang me instead.”

      “It’s just a dream. Wake up.”

      “No, not Will. Not Will.”

      “Jesse!” I shake him and he lurches upright so fast his shoulder nearly catches me in the jaw. I jerk away, and when his eyes find mine, they’re wide and fearful, flitting ’bout the room. It’s like the dream’s still slipping away, like he ain’t fully here yet. Suddenly he makes sense of everything and lowers his head into his palms. His fingers curl into his hair, squeezing tight. A sob escapes him.

      “How often?” I says, quiet.

      His shoulders heave. He keeps his head in his hands.

      “Jesse, how often?”

      “Almost every night.”

      “Look at me.”

      He don’t. I touch his shoulder and his breath hitches. He’s sweated through his shirt.

      “Jesse…”

      His hands fall to his lap. Head still hanging, he risks a glance my way. His eyes’re bloodshot and swollen. His whole face pale.

      “I don’t wanna burden you with this,” he says.

      “Don’t say that. You ain’t a burden.”

      “You don’t need it.”

      “I want it. Lemme help you with it.”

      He lets out a bark of laughter, looks away. He don’t believe I could possibly mean what I said.

      “I get ’em, too, Jesse—the nightmares. My pa, the house burning, that family we found charred in that coach. Will, too. Sometimes even Rose, and when it’s him, no matter how many times I shoot, he don’t die. He just keeps coming after me, smiling like the devil.” I pause, swallow the lump in my throat. “I used to get ’em every night, but they’s started drawing out a little since the summer, calling less often. But God, do they feel real. Some nights I ain’t sure I’m gonna make it to dawn. I feel like I’m gonna drown under the weight of ’em.”

      “I shoulda been here,” he says, same as he did when riding onto my claim earlier.

      “Yer here now. And I’m here too. So let me help you with it. Tell me anything you need.”

      He kneads his hands together, keeps his head hanging low.

      We sit in silence a long while.

      “It’s like I’m reliving that day,” he says finally. “I watch ’em put the noose over Will’s head. I plead and beg and scream myself hoarse as they heave him high. And he just keeps looking at me, saying ‘Jess-Jess-Jess,’ but he don’t have the air to get my full name out, and each time he tries his voice gets weaker. Till he ain’t saying nothing at all. And still his eyes are begging for me to help him and I can’t. I can’t.”

      Jesse looks up at me, tears in his eyes. Something slides down my cheek and I realize I’m crying too.

      “I watched the life leave him, Kate. They made me watch, and now I’m forced to watch it again. Over and over. Every damn time I close my eyes.”

      “I’m sorry, Jesse. I’m so sorry.”

      He breaks then, like a dam failing, and part of me wonders if’n this is the first time he’s done grieved since the Superstitions. Jesse leans ’gainst my chest and wraps his arms ’round me like a child. I hold him, rocking there for what feels like ages, his body heavy ’gainst mine. Slowly, his breathing steadies. He comes back into hisself. When he draws away, his gaze goes so deep into me, it’s like he can see straight through to my core. I ain’t certain why I feel like it’ll help, but I reach out and touch his cheek. He turns and presses a kiss into my palm.

      “C’mere,” he says, falling back on the pillow.

      I curl in to him, my ear over his heart. I can hear it thumping, the rhythm more steady now, the frenzy and fear faded.

      “Thanks for waking me,” he says.

      “Yeah. Course.”

      “I’ll do the same for you. Anytime. Always.”

      “I know,” I says.

      I ain’t sure who falls asleep first, but there ain’t no more nightmares. We sleep soundly, holding each other tight.
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      The next time I wake, it’s morning, and I’m alone.

      I dart into the kitchen and find Jesse at a cupboard, digging for something with his back to me. He’s fully dressed—shirt tucked into his pants, boots on. Even his pistol belt’s slung round his hips, the Remingtons glinting as morning sun catches ’em through the windows.

      “You going somewhere?” I ask.

      “Jesus!” he says, damn near jumping outta his skin. “You scared me.” He turns ’round and I can see he were fetching a pair of mugs. I spot the two place settings on the table next, find eggs and bacon sizzling in the skillet, coffee brewing. The scent of it all is suddenly impossible to miss and shame kicks in my gut at assuming he were sneaking out while I slept.

      “You know, this ain’t gonna work if’n you don’t trust me,” he says, putting the mugs down. “I ain’t gonna run off on you.”

      “You did do that once, though,” I says, thinking back to the Superstitions.

      “Not my finest moment. What was that saying yer pa had?”

      “Gold makes monsters of men?”

      “That’s the one.” He sloshes some coffee in the mugs and then sees to dishing out breakfast. “Like I said, my head weren’t on right in those mountains. Least not ’bout certain things.”

      “But yer here now,” I says.

      He sits opposite me. “I’m here now.”

      We eat in silence, watching each other like we can’t quite believe it’s true. The bacon’s overcooked and the eggs are runny. Jesse never were much of a cook, but I ain’t complaining. The coffee’s good and the food fills my belly just fine. Plus it’s nice to not have to make my own meal for a change. Eventually, Jesse breaks the silence.

      “We should talk ’bout what you intend to tell folks regarding yer pa,” he says.

      “He died over six months back. Plenty of folks done already asked.”

      “Right. Course they have.” He sets his coffee down. “What’d you tell ’em?”

      “That Pa didn’t have no markings on his person—no carved rose or nothing. I came home and found him swinging and the house burning. There weren’t no leads, no need to involve the Law, so I buried him and started my healing. That were it.”

      “Smart,” Jesse says. “Leaving the Rose Riders out like that.”

      It’s like he’s surprised I had a half-decent plan. I know he ain’t looking for a fight, though, so I just add, “Didn’t mention the journal neither. I figure it’s safest for no one to know gold were involved. Just let the trail die. Pretend like it never happened.”

      “How many people been asking?”

      “My closest neighbor, Joe Benton, were the first. He helped rebuild the house and asked who killed Pa when we were raising the frame. I gave him the story I just told you. I reckon ’bout a half dozen others’ve asked me outright since, but that don’t mean there ain’t a hundred mouths jawing behind my back in town.”

      “Did Joe ask why you didn’t come for him the very day of the hanging?”

      “Yeah, and I just said I were stupid ’bout things, which ain’t exactly a lie. Also told him I went to see a family friend in Wickenburg for a bit.”

      “Next time I see Sarah, I’ll let her know that. She can say you stayed with her awhile.”

      No one’s asked ’bout Pa for months now, and I don’t reckon Sarah being in on this story’ll make much difference. Still, there’s a deep crease in Jesse’s brow.

      “Yer worried,” I says.

      “Gold leaves a trail that just don’t quit, Kate. What if someone gets ahold of Waltz, asks him where he got that journal? What if they find out yer tied to that mine and could tell ’em where to find it? Best to just cover all our tracks. Lay the story that you weren’t never involved with the Rose Riders, that there weren’t no journal or gold, that you were just mourning the loss of yer pa down in Wickenburg those few weeks.”

      “I never shoulda given Waltz that journal,” I says. “I didn’t want it no more. It felt cursed and dark, but I shoulda burned it instead. Liluye made it clear the gold weren’t no man’s, and still I passed on the means to find it.”

      “You weren’t thinking straight,” Jesse says. “I’m telling ya, those mountains do things to a person’s brain.”

      I nod, but I ain’t sure I buy that. It were still me in those mountains. And it were still Jesse, too. The truth is just uglier than we like to admit: that we didn’t act completely honorable, that things that felt right at the time were things we later came to regret.

      “Look, it ain’t nothing to fret on too hard,” Jesse says. “And for what it’s worth, I read ’bout the Rose Riders’ deaths in the paper. The reports all said it were a gunslinger who claimed the gang were finished. The Phoenix deputy sheriff said he didn’t get a good look at the guy, other than that he were young and scrawny. I reckon that were you?”

      I nod. I’s read the same damn reports and hate that even such a vague description were printed. “I prolly shouldn’t’ve reported ’em dead,” I says. “That’s clear now, but I couldn’t see it that way at the time.”

      “Well, if that deputy saw a male gunslinger, that means it were a fella who finished the Rose Riders. It’s a fella tied up in that hunt for gold. You, however, just lost yer pa to a band of random thieves and spent a few weeks in Wickenburg. Two separate tales. None of it overlapping.”

      I been through all this logic myself, turning it over in my mind in those early days that I returned home. That crease is still there though, wrinkling Jesse’s brow.

      “You been worrying ’bout me the whole time you been running cattle, Jesse?”

      “So what if I was? Part of me feared I’d show up here and find you hanging from the mesquite just like yer pa.”

      I sit back in the chair. “First of all, that’s insulting. I woulda shot any bastard trying to throw a noose over my neck long before they came in range of lassoing me. Second, I ain’t had no one asking after Pa’s killers in months, and them Rose Riders are long since dead. It’s behind us. Worse thing we gotta fear now is our own nightmares.”

      Jesse wipes his mouth, sets the napkin aside. “On my way back from Los Angeles, while crossing the Colorado, I heard folks whispering ’bout a killing outside Yuma. Some poor bloke found dead in his wagon, goods gone and horses still harnessed. He’d been robbed dry. Had a rose carved in his forehead.”

      I stand up so fast the chair goes toppling over. There it is, the real reason for his worry. I ain’t able to breathe deep suddenly. The room seems to be shrinking.

      “We got ’em all, Kate. I know we did. That robber were prolly just copying the mark, striking in Waylan Rose’s essence. That happens often, following the death of notorious outlaws. I ain’t heard of nothing similar since.”

      “But… ?” I says, heart pounding ’gainst my ribs.

      “But we can’t be too careful.”

      I step backward. The room’s spinning.

      Jesse stands and walks ’round the table, takes my hands. “It ain’t nothing, Kate. They’re gone. But gold makes people greedy, and there’s always folks looking to take what ain’t theirs. We gotta lie low. Lead nice, humble lives. We gotta make it look like we got nothing to take.”

      I nod.

      Jesse touches my shoulder. “You wanna sit? You look like you done seen a ghost. I didn’t mean to scare you with this.”

      “I’m fine,” I says, but I don’t feel it. “I think I just need fresh air.”
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      “When you said you knew what would make me feel better, this ain’t exactly what I pictured,” I says.

      We’re back at the hog pen, patching another section of failing fence. It’s the same work I roped Jesse into helping me with yesterday, only today I don’t so much feel like seeing to it.

      “Work’ll be good for you. Keep yer mind busy.” Jesse pauses to smile at me. He’s sweat through his shirt, which clings to him where his suspenders hold the material close. It hints at the shape of him and I feel my cheeks go hot, thinking on what’s under.

      “You got a bit of color back in yer face, at least. Maybe I know what’s best after all.”

      “Yeah, the work’s a peach,” I says.

      “So I’s been thinking…” Jesse voice has gone all serious and I know something big’s coming. I sit back on my rump and stretch out my cramping legs. “It’s smart to not rely on the gold. You ain’t been spending yers, and I ain’t been using mine if’n I can help it. Best to let that trail die, like you said earlier, but I gotta make my money somehow. The ranch is barely hanging on. Without Will, that’s one less mouth to feed, but also one less hand to help.” He pauses a moment. Frowns. It’s like every time he mentions his brother, he’s momentarily back in that blasted canyon, reliving the hanging.

      “Sarah said Roy’s trying to sober up and doing an all right job at the moment,” Jesse goes on, “but I’m gonna have to swing by every few months and help ’em out. Least till Jake is bigger and can handle a rope good. If’n I keep running cattle with Benny, the money won’t be no problem. I can even bring back what I pull in. Should be enough for us to live off.”

      I see his logic, can agree with it even. Besides the lumber I bought to raise the house, that gold’s sat ignored since I returned home, buried under the mesquite out front save for a bit stored in Pa’s metal lunch pail. I been able to make or farm what I’s needed, and trade for what I can’t. But even that’s starting to get tough. I know I’m gonna need to look for work soon.

      Still, this ain’t a solution, what Jesse’s proposing. It’s a patch. A mend.

      “And I just sit ’round waiting for you?” I says. “That’s what I said I didn’t wanna do just the other night.”

      “Well, it ain’t like there’s much work for women ’round these parts. Women teach, or they deliver babies, or they become wives.”

      “If this is yer proposal, it stinks like cow manure.”

      “What? No.” His face goes flushed. “It’s hard work running a homestead, as I reckon you know all too well. I’m saying I think that’d be a fair partnership between you and me. You keep this place running while I’m driving cattle, and I’ll bring back the money we’ll need to buy whatever we can’t farm or make.”

      “Is that what this is, a partnership? What are we, mining buddies trying to stake a claim?”

      “Hold up. Were you serious ’bout that proposal bit?”

      “No,” I says. “Maybe. I don’t right know. Yer the one who won’t tell me what the hell’s going on between us.”

      Now he’s laughing. The bastard’s throwing his head back and laughing at the autumn sun.

      “What in the hell is so funny, Jesse Colton?”

      “Last night you don’t wanna make love and today you wanna marry me. I don’t think I’ll ever have you figured, Kate.”

      “That ain’t what I’m saying.”

      “Well, what are you saying then? I can’t read yer damn mind, and since you never manage to say nothing straight, we’re always stuck in this swamp, trying to slog our way to an understanding.”

      I could throw something at him. I consider the hammer in my hand, but it could do a right bit of damage and I don’t actually wanna hurt him. I shove to my feet and stomp for the house. Get maybe two feet before he calls after me.

      “Dammit, don’t run, Kate. Don’t do what I did. Tell me what yer thinking, please.”

      I spin ’round so fast I nearly lose my footing.

      “Fine! You wanna know what’s on my mind, Jesse Colton? Here it is: I do fine alone, but being with you’s better, and then what’s that leave me with when you gotta go off on a job or see to family? I’m sorry I don’t know how to do this. I’m sorry I ain’t sure how to be me while also being yers. I didn’t ask for it to be so confusing.”

      His face is a blank canvas, no hint at how he’s taking those words. I prolly never should have said ’em. All they’s done is left me feeling naked and exposed.

      Jesse braces a hand on the fence we done fixed. Gives it a wiggle to test the strength. “We could move to Wickenburg. I’d still have to do runs with Benny, but then at least we’d be together otherwise.”

      “I can’t leave this place. It’s home.”

      “Not if I’m yer home,” he says.

      Something pinches between my ribs and I look away. The creek’s glinting in the distance, flashing in the afternoon light. Low scrub swaying in the breeze. Plains unfolding toward Prescott.

      “But it’s perfect here,” I says after a moment. “I just put all that money into raising a new house, and besides, we ain’t gonna get any privacy if we move in with yer sister.”

      He quits wiggling the fence post at that, cocks a brow up. “And what on God’s green earth would we need privacy for?”

      “We’ll make it work,” I says, ignoring his sass. “I’ll keep things running here. You keep running cattle on the plains. I’ll do just fine when we’s apart. But if you disappear on me again, that’s it. I’m bolting the door and moving on if’n you don’t come ba—”

      “I’ll come back, Kate. Every damn time. Ain’t nothing can keep me from returning to this claim—to you.”

      I feel the grin all over my body—on my lips, but inside, too, like my core’s humming and glowing and burning with light.

      “Yer pretty when you smile,” Jesse says. “You should do it more often.”

      I scowl.

      “Still can’t take a compliment, I see. No bother. That frowning face is the one I done fell for to begin with. I reckon yer stuck with me, Kate. Don’t that shine?”

      “Yeah,” I says, the smile returning. “I reckon it do.”
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        * * *

      

      That night Jesse makes it through two whole chapters of Little Women without a single snore. He don’t seem tired and he ain’t asking me to stop, but I set the book aside.

      “You all right?” he says, rolling over to face me.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      He frowns. “I don’t wanna sleep, Kate. I ain’t ready to face those nightmares again.”

      I put a hand on his chest. “So let’s not sleep.”

      He goes bone still. I swear his heart trips a little beneath my palm. When I glance up to find his eyes, he’s staring at me, waiting, making sure I really mean what I done said. He ain’t gonna move. It’s me who’s gonna have to take the lead.

      I reach up and trace his features with my thumb, trying to memorize the shape of him. Those brows that’re always dipping when he squints. His sun-tanned cheeks, narrow nose, chapped lips.

      “Kate,” he says soft. His breath is warm ’gainst the pad of my thumb. “Kate, yer killing me.”

      I press my lips to his. He kisses back—urgent, eager. He rolls over, trapping me beneath him, and then there ain’t no more talking, least not with words.

      I let him lead, trusting him fully. We move nearer beneath the sheets, peeling off layers of clothing like lizards shedding their skins. Soon we’re both as naked as the day we’s been born. I can feel my pulse beating through every damn inch of my body, beating ’gainst him. We’re so close. There ain’t much closer we can get.

      He threads his fingers through mine, searches into my eyes. I hear the question he don’t speak aloud. You sure? I nod. I’m certain.

      And then it ain’t me and Jesse Colton no more.

      It’s us. One thing.

      And I’m home.
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      The days pass.

      Jesse moves in.

      Suddenly the house is filled with men’s clothing and extra boots and even Mutt. “He’s staying with you when I’m away,” Jesse says of the mangy dog. “I don’t like the thought of leaving you alone.”

      “I got by fine before you, Jesse. I’ll make do without a dog also.”

      “I know. But some of the other boys’ve got they’re own cattle dogs, and Mutt ain’t really needed. Just let him keep you company, please? It’ll make me feel better ’bout having to ride off.”

      I fold. Mutt don’t growl at me like he used to, and I reckon Jesse’s got a point. Silver’s a fine companion and all, but a horse can’t fit in a house or sleep in yer bed. Having Mutt ’round might be nice.

      We spend the rest of October seeing to things at the homestead. The house is in good shape on account of being recently built, but Jesse thinks the barn needs a new roof. “Better to fix it before it fails,” he says. “See over here, where it’s bowing?” He gets up on a ladder and prods at it with a rake. “Wood’s going soft.”

      I can see it just fine. It’s been bowing like that for ages and I figure, why fix something that ain’t broke? But if Jesse wants to get the lumber and do the labor, I sure as hell ain’t gonna stop him. Part of me thinks maybe, like me, he just needs to stay busy. The moving keeps our demons away. But in the quiet of night, when our guards are down and the world’s gone still, they keep calling. Nearly every evening for Jesse, maybe once a week for me.

      We wake each other when it happens, cutting the terror short. Talking when needed. Sometimes just holding each other.

      Falling back asleep ain’t so hard anymore, not now that we ain’t alone.

      Jesse and me pinch pennies and do some odd jobs in Prescott to earn the money for supplies for the barn, but he gets called off for a job with Benny before the month comes to a close. It ain’t a long one, but he’s gotta stop in Wickenburg to help out at the ranch for a bit, and by the time he’s back it’s nearly Christmas and we’s had a light snow. The barn roof’ll have to wait.

      On Christmas Eve we head to Prescott in search of food fit for a king. It ain’t often I splurge on the finest cuts of meat or the best bottles of whiskey, but the holidays seem a prime time for pampering. Plus, Jesse being gone after I were just getting used to him being ’round were rougher than I expected, and I’m right glad Mutt’s no longer my only company. I’d be looking for reasons to celebrate even if it weren’t a holiday.

      The ride in is cold and bitter, but the town’s bustling. We stop outside Goldwaters. “Meet you back here when I’m through at the butcher’s?” Jesse says, and gives my arm a quick squeeze. I nod and hop from the cart. He does the same and I can’t help but watch him go. Pistols glinting on his hips as he walks. Boots clicking on the dry streets. I can’t stop looking. He’s been gone for six weeks and it’s like I ain’t never seen him before, like I’m watching for the first time.

      I flatten the giddy smile from my lips and turn for the general store. There’s a middle-aged woman standing out front, parasol resting on her shoulder. She’s watching Jesse saunter down the street too.

      “Your husband, I presume?” she says, turning her narrow face to me. She’s got a too-small mouth and upturned nose and beady eyes that skirt over my person, pausing on my belt. Her lip curls a little and I instantly dislike her.

      “Just a family friend. I’m sorry, but we ain’t met before, have we?”

      “Mrs. Gerald Vaughn,” she says, thrusting out a hand. “My husband and I settled in Prescott a few months ago. He owns the Gulch Mine.”

      I’s seen the copper mine mentioned in the paper a few times, but I coulda sworn its proprietor went by Quentin.

      “It’s a shame what happened to your daddy,” she goes on as we shake. “My deepest condolences.”

      I can’t figure how she knows my history when I ain’t spoken to her before in my life. I must look puzzled ’cus she adds, “People talk, dear.” A smug smile. “You are Kate, no? I’d be hard pressed to find another girl in town matching your description.”

      Again, her eyes linger on my pistol belt and trousers. If she ain’t careful, that lip of hers is gonna curl straight off her face.

      “Will we see you at Christmas mass tomorrow? You and that family friend?”

      Lord, she just don’t quit.

      “I reckon not. Long trip just for mass, and we’re perfectly capable of saying our prayers from home.”

      “So he lives with you then? This friend?”

      “He’s staying with me right now, yeah. Look, I really oughta be going. Merry Christmas, Mrs. Vaughn.”

      “Martha. Please.” She smiles so phony it don’t got a prayer of fooling a toddler.

      “Martha,” I says back. I give her the sweetest grin I can muster and hope it don’t look murderous. Then I step ’round her and make for the general store.

      “I do hope you’ll reconsider mass,” she calls after me. “But be sure to put on a dress. You can barely tell there’s a girl hiding under all that manly attire.”

      I shove into Goldwaters, a dozen insults on my tongue that I’m dying to throw back but know I can’t speak. It’s all she’s looking for—proof I’m an uneducated, improper lady. I ain’t gonna give her what she wants.

      I gather up the dry goods for supper and select some fabric I got plans to fashion into new curtains for the house. And, of course, the whiskey. When I go to pay for the goods, I notice that the gorgeous rocking chair that’s sat in Goldwater’s front window my whole childhood is gone. I reckon the only reason I didn’t notice while entering was ’cus I were fuming.

      “Hey, Morris,” I says as he counts out my change. “Who bought the rocker?”

      “Mrs. Vaughn.”

      “That uptight ninny I was just talking to out front?”

      He laughs a little. God bless Morris. He might be the only soul in town that I can be honest with without fear the words’re gonna come back to haunt me.

      “You best get used to her, Kate. I don’t think she’s going nowhere. Her husband’s brother is Quentin Vaughn—owner of the Gulch Mine.”

      “Wait, so Martha’s husband ain’t the owner?”

      “Nah, he’s just overseeing things for a while. Quentin’s family moved to Yuma. Something to do with his health and needing to set up additional business ventures.”

      That no-good, exaggerating liar.

      “Well I’ll be” is all I says to Morris.

      The gall of some people.

      Martha Vaughn don’t like that I wear pants? Well, I got a notion she wouldn’t fit into a single damn pair even if she wanted to, not with such a bloated sense of self-worth. I shoulda bought that damn rocker before she had the chance to.
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        * * *

      

      Jesse and me do not attend the holiday mass. Instead, we celebrate together, just the two of us, eating till our stomachs hurt before the roaring fire, then washing the meal down with whiskey. We’d agreed no gifts and yet he still pulls a parcel from a hiding place under the bed. It’s suspiciously book-shaped.

      I ain’t pleased. First, ’cus he broke our agreement. Second ’cus he clearly took a risk with the gold. I know right well Benny don’t pay out the coin till a job’s good and complete, and the wrapping on this gift matches what were covering the copy of Little Women Jesse got me while in Los Angeles. Clearly I ain’t keeping my concern off my face, ’cus Jesse says, “It’s all right spending a little when I’m on the move. I ain’t nobody in these towns, just a stranger passing through.”

      I reckon he’s got a point and I sure ain’t ’bout to turn down new reading material. I tear off the paper. Pride and Prejudice.

      “You like it?” he asks.

      “I love it. Thank you.”

      “And you’ll read it to me? After you’s had a chance to read it yerself?”

      “I’ll try, sure. Yer the one who’s gotta keep hisself awake.”
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        * * *

      

      He leaves for a job. Comes back. Leaves again.

      It goes on like that through all the cold months and into the wet season. The first time he left were the hardest, but I’m getting used to it. Sometimes the solitude’s almost nice; a break in the chatter, a few weeks of silence. I find myself again in those moments, Mutt keeping me company as I tend to the animals and till the earth. I cycle through chores. Read each evening. I’m always missing Jesse by the time he returns, but I end up liking what I thought I’d originally hate.

      That is, I like all but dealing with the nightmares, which are easiest to face when Jesse’s there to help me through ’em. Mine ain’t coming often anymore, but I worry ’bout him, how he’s faring on the plains.

      I read a lot when he’s gone. The books he done got me and also the papers, which begin to feature more reports of robberies and rose scars. The news makes my heart beat wild in my chest, least till I read on and learn all them cases hail from New Mexico. It’s looking like Jesse’s theory ain’t wrong. Desperate men are using the rose sign to strike fear. I don’t got nothing to be scared of where the Rose Riders are concerned.

      The real fright comes in late May, just days before my nineteenth birthday, when my monthly bleeding don’t come and I realize I been flirting with nature, tempting fate. I can’t be a ma. The only one I ever had were never ’round, and I reckon I ain’t any more fit for the job than she were. Praying my bleeding’s just late, I write Sarah asking the most embarrassing questions imaginable. Pa taught me plenty, but nothing ’bout this sorta thing, and Jesse’s off running cattle again, though I ain’t certain he’d be any more useful.

      Sarah’s response comes a week later and advises that I start counting days between my bleedings, taking care to not lie with Jesse during a certain window ’less I want a baby nine months later. Why are you inquiring about this, Kate? her letter asks. Are you with child? Don’t let Jesse be taking advantage of you when he hasn’t had the decency to marry you. I know he fancies you well enough. I’m not sure what he’s waiting for. He’s a right cocky bull sometimes, my brother. You be sure to keep him in line.

      My bleeding comes that very night and I’m so relieved I hug Mutt till he squirms outta my grasp. Still, the whole thing’s rattled me something fierce, and I start counting days like Sarah’s done warned.

      When Jesse returns home in early August, the timing ain’t good.

      “Kate,” he groans in my ear, like I’m purposely trying to torture him.

      “I ain’t saying never again, just not for a few more days. It’s too risky if we don’t wait. You want a kid right now?”

      “No, but…”

      “But what, Jesse? You didn’t go see the painted doves like them other cowboys and I should reward you for that?”

      “Course not. But I spend all those weeks away thinking ’bout you and—”

      “The last thing I need is to be the poor orphaned girl of Prescott who done had a child outta wedlock,” I says, talking over him. “People give me pitiful looks enough already. I don’t need ’em judging and praying for me, too. You should see the way Martha Vaughn’s face pinches up whenever she spots me in town. I reckon she’s already praying.”

      “Yer right, yer right, I’m sorry,” he says. “Smack me next time I’m an ass ’bout this.”

      “I ain’t gonna smack you, Jesse.”

      “I don’t deserve you,” he says, squinting those eyes at me.

      But for all that talk, he still don’t give me a ring, which is prolly just as well. It wouldn’t change nothing. I sure don’t want a baby. I’s only just turned nineteen, and what me and Jesse’s got is working out fine. I don’t see reason to complicate things. Hell, I’m right grateful we live out this far, a good five miles from town. If’n we were in the city proper, we’d’ve been shamed and shunned halfway to hell already. Or at least I would’ve. Somehow, anything scandalous is always the woman’s fault.
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      “Today’s my birthday,” Jesse says on the first of September. We’s finally finished the barn’s roof repairs—the heat damn near killing us—and though he’s been home all August and leaves again in just two days, this is the first time he’s mentioned a birthday.

      “Come off it,” I says.

      “I ain’t lying.”

      “My pa’s was September second.”

      “I guess good men are born at the close of summer,” he says with a wink. “Twenty-two now. Who’da thunk it.”

      “Twenty-two, huh? I gotta bake you a pie.”

      His face scrunches up all funny. “That don’t sound like you. Since when do you bake pie?”

      “Since forever. I made one at Christmas, and besides, pie on a birthday is a Thompson tradition. What do you fancy? Apple? Peach? I’d have to go to town for peaches, I think. Oh! I might have enough plums.”

      “Yer really excited ’bout this,” he says, grinning. Then: “Apple, I guess. Yeah, I reckon I’d like apple.”

      I disappear into the kitchen faster than can be and start baking while Jesse cleans up the mess we made working on the barn. ’Bout an hour later we got ourselves a piping hot pie, its sugared innards oozing from the pan.

      Despite the house being hotter than hellfire on account of me baking in the middle of a summer day, we eat a piece right then and there.

      It’s the best pie I’s had in ages.
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        * * *

      

      I’m feeling gloomy and down the following morning, it being Pa’s birthday and all. I don’t got the fruit to bake a second pie, and I feel like I done chosen Jesse over him, like I’s turned my back on Pa’s memory and spat on tradition.

      “Let me put Silver to the cart and we’ll go get more apples,” Jesse says.

      “It’ll be a waste of perfectly good money,” I says. “And how in the hell are we supposed to eat a second pie? We still got a half left from the first.”

      “I’ll eat ten pies if’n it cheers you up. Now go on and get yer hat. I’ll ready Silver.”

      We make it to town ’round high noon, the sun beating its infernal heat on my shoulders. Jesse drops me at Goldwaters and heads off to the post. Something ’bout expecting a letter from Sarah.

      From what he’s told me, things ain’t going well down in Wickenburg. Roy’s back at the bottle, drinking his weight in whiskey. Sarah mentioned something similar to me in her last letter. He’s going to stumble home one day and find his things on the front stoop, I swear it. I’m half surprised she ain’t turned him out already.

      I duck into Goldwater’s and breathe out a contented sigh. I don’t reckon it’s actually much cooler in here than on the street, but it’s shaded, and I might actually stop sweating for a few minutes.

      I go ’bout picking a dozen of the firmest apples the store’s got to offer. Someone bumps ’gainst my shoulder and half my apples go tumbling ’cross the broad-planked floor.

      “Pardon me. I’m so sorry. Oh, Kate. It’s you.”

      I glance up. Martha Vaughn is staring down at me with those beady, judgmental eyes.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” I says, gathering the fallen fruit.

      “Where’s that strapping fellow of yours?” she asks, looking over her shoulder.

      “He ain’t mine; he’s his own person. And he’s seeing to the post.” I straighten to find she’s scowling at me, lip curled.

      “You are aware that folks have been talking, I presume?”

      “I sure as hell hope so,” I says. “Talking’s a mighty useful skill.”

      “About you.”

      “They don’t fancy how I wear pants, I reckon. Is that it?”

      Martha’s eyes dip to my worn trousers.

      “No, that’s not it,” she says, shrill, “though it would do you some good to learn manners and dress like a proper lady, God help your soul. Then again, I’m not certain why I’d expect anything proper from the likes of you. Your daddy would be ashamed.”

      The anger coiling up inside me tightens so fast it snaps.

      “You never knew my pa,” I says, “so don’t you dare pretend to know what he’d think. Hell, even if you had known him, I reckon he’da seen right through your highfalutin talk and done his best to avoid you, meaning you got no place preaching to me ’bout any of this.”

      She purses her lips, which makes her look like she just done tasted something sour. “You might consider working at the whorehouse, Kate. Then at least you’d be paid for your services.”

      My jaw falls open.

      “Oh, don’t give me that look. All the townsfolk are saying it. I simply have the decency to say it to your face.”

      She spins on her heel and walks off. I feel like I’s been punched in the gut. My mouth ain’t working. The screen door thwacks shut outta view, and just like that, she’s gone.

      I press a fist to my lips. They’re trembling.

      Don’t cry. Don’t you dare give that pompous old cow any power over you.

      But as I pay for the apples, I can’t help wondering what Pa would make of my situation. I don’t reckon he’d be ashamed, but I can’t say confidently he’d be proud, neither, and that hurts something fierce.

      “You all right, Kate?” Morris asks.

      “Yeah, sure,” I says, but I can feel my throat going tight and scratchy. “I’m just swell.”
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        * * *

      

      I don’t say a word as we ride north ’long the creek.

      Jesse knows something’s wrong. He keeps asking me what happened, but I don’t wanna talk ’bout it. I don’t care what Martha Vaughn thinks, or anyone else in town, neither. I ain’t never cared ’bout the opinions of most folk, so this shouldn’t hurt. ’Cept it do.

      ’Specially ’cus I’s seen unwed girls dance with men at celebrations in town, their bodies far closer than Jesse and me’s ever been seen walking together on them Prescott streets. I’s even seen young ladies walk into church to be wed, their bellies swollen to the final stretches of a pregnancy. Decent folk lie together before marriage all the time, and I ain’t doing nothing but being happy. I wanna scream at that prissy hen of a woman for trying to take even that from me. After all I’s been through, I deserve a bit of happiness. Jesse, too. We ain’t bothering no one.

      Jesse quits pestering me by the time we reach Fort Whipple, and the rest of the trip is completely silent, save for the creak of the axels and the clomp of Silver’s shoes.

      I go to work on the pie once we’re home, and Jesse heads to the barn. He’s leaving again for a job come dawn and needs to ready Rebel. I roll dough and slice apples and stare at my flour-coated fingers.

      Your daddy would be ashamed.

      I glance at Jesse’s jacket hanging on the pegs by the door. His spare boots near the rug. His rifle resting ’longside the hearth. All these pieces of him everywhere and I know I already got a piece of his heart. It don’t gotta be official to make that any more true. I know it don’t.

      You might consider working at the whorehouse, Kate. Then at least you’d be paid for your services.

      Is this how it’s gonna be for the rest of my life? Folks judging me and damning me and thinking they’re better just ’cus I ain’t following the same path as the rest of them?

      “Christ, Kate, tell me what’s wrong.”

      Jesse’s standing in the doorway, his face pale. I realize tears’ve been pooling in my eyes. I blink and one breaks free, trailing down my cheek.

      I count to ten fast. Swipe it away. “I’m fine.”

      “Clearly you ain’t. Now tell me. Please.”

      “I’m just sad to see you leave again,” I says, which ain’t a lie but also ain’t the whole truth. “You sure you gotta go so early?”

      He nods, somber. “Need to check in with Sarah on the way south, and then it’s a long run with Benny this time. I reckon I won’t be back till close to Christmas.”

      “Almost four months.”

      He nods again. Watches me roll out the dough for the second crust, cover the pie, and go ’bout pinching the seam.

      “Say, Kate? When’s yer birthday?”

      God bless him. He’s trying to act like he didn’t just walk in on me upset, trying to go along like all’s normal.

      “June fourth,” I says.

      “I missed it.”

      “You were running cattle.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t even know I’d missed it. How’s a thing like that happen?”

      “’Cus you ain’t never asked,” I says, suddenly irked by the fact.

      “That really why yer getting short with me, or do you wanna come clean ’bout what happened in town?”

      “Jesse Colton, do you love me?” I spit out.

      “So much, I sometimes think I’m outta my mind.”

      “Do you wanna be with me?”

      “Every minute of every damn day. Leaving for these rides is the worst kinda torture. The days ain’t never passed so slow as when I’m away.”

      He’s staring right at me as he says all this. There ain’t a tight muscle in his body. He means it, and I already knew it to be true, besides.

      “I’m sorry,” I says. “It’s just Martha Vaughn was being an overbearing, holier-than-thou biddy in town and it upset me more than it shoulda. I let her get to me, and I’m sorry I took it out on you.”

      He plops his hat on the table and walks to meet me. My heart thumps in my chest. I thought it wouldn’t trip up so much now that I’m used to him being ’round, but Jesse’s nearness always hits me.

      “It’s like what you told me ’bout the nightmares,” he says, dropping his face to my height so he can look me in the eyes. “You ain’t sparing nobody by keeping it to yerself. When yer hurt, I wanna know it. I wanna know everything.”

      “Yeah,” I says. “All right.”

      “Hey.” He presses a knuckle to my chin and nudges up so I can’t avoid his eyes no more. “Is that really all? You sure there ain’t nothing else?”

      Yes.

      No.

      But I can’t tell him what Martha really said. If I do, he’ll say we should get married, and there ain’t no way in hell I’m marrying someone who’s been cornered into the arrangement. Who’s felt pressured by society or guilt or me.

      I never pictured myself wed, but I’d say yes to Jesse. I’d say yes in a heartbeat if it were something he decides he wants too. But Martha Vaughn’s big mouth don’t got no place in the matter.

      I’m happy. Jesse’s happy.

      I don’t wanna ruin a good thing.

      “Kate?” he says.

      I answer by rolling up onto my toes, wrapping my arms ’round his neck, and planting a kiss on his mouth.

      His lips pull into a smile. His eyes go crinkly at the corners. Then he grabs my face and kisses me with such force, I gotta push back to counter him. We teeter sideways. He braces a palm ’gainst the table to keep us upright, and then both his arms are ’round me again. My hands end up tangled in his hair. When we break apart a moment later, he’s covered in flour and pastry dough from the way I done touched him.

      “Yer filthy,” I says.

      “You too.” He holds up a flour-dusted finger and swipes some on my nose. “I reckon we need a bath. Together, maybe.”

      “Jesse, that small washing tub barely holds one. It sure ain’t gonna fit the both of us.”

      “I reckon we can make it work.”

      I bark out a laugh. “You no-good, smart-mouthed rascal.”

      He smiles. Beautiful. Beaming. “I love you too, Kate Thompson.”
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        * * *

      

      Watching him leave the following morning is the hardest departure yet.

      He rides out. Turns back and waves. Carries on. Waves again.

      I stay on the stoop till he’s swallowed up by the horizon, then a bit longer still. Mutt nudges my legs. Best way to make the days pass quickly is to stay busy.

      “What do you figure, Mutt? Should I milk the cow or jerk some beef or patch my spare set of trousers?”

      He barks a little yip at me.

      “Right you are. All three.”
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      Come October, the infernal heat of summer is finally fading. The days are hot, but pleasant, and I no longer break into a horrid sweat doing the simplest chores. This morning, it’s laundry. I’m in a work dress ’cus all my pants needed washing, ’long with most of the linens. I hang everything on the line behind the house, calling after Mutt, who’s gone chasing grasshoppers. I can see his tail bobbing out in the tall grass. He’s been a good companion, sure. But he don’t listen to a word I says.

      I grab a sheet from the basket, fling it over the line.

      As I pin it in place, the wind grabs at the fabric. It flaps like a flag. My skirt goes flailing ’round my legs.

      The breeze dies off quick, leaving me with the heat, and the mid-morning sun climbing in the sky. Mutt ain’t nowhere to be seen, which makes me frown. And then there’s that feeling—that sense of dread that ain’t never left me since tracking Rose cross the plains and into the Superstitions, the feeling that still wakes me in the dead of night sometimes. My senses, white hot. My blood pounding.

      I grab my Winchester from where it’s resting ’longside the laundry basket and spin.

      There’s a man on horseback but fifty yards off. Dressed in black. Face obscured by the shadow of his hat.

      “Easy there, darling,” he calls, hands held up as he nudges his steed slowly nearer. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Then you shoulda announced yerself, not come creeping onto my claim.” I keep the rifle aimed at him and he keeps his hands held away from his pistol belt. “What do you want?”

      “Just looking for a friend. I got wind he mighta passed through here little over a year ago.”

      “This friend got a name?”

      “Well, he ain’t my friend. More like a friend of a friend, I reckon you could say. And that friend never got a name.”

      “Do you got a name?”

      “The fella I’m looking for is a skilled with a revolver,” he goes on. “Pretty young, scrawny. Last seen he were in Phoenix, reporting the death of Waylan Rose and his boys.”

      My blood thins. Time seems to slow.

      “They never gave this fella his money,” the man in black continues. “I been tasked with tracking him down so he can be paid for his good deeds.”

      There ain’t no way in hell that’s true. When I told the Law the Rose Riders were dead, the deputy sheriff laughed in my face and said there weren’t no money if I couldn’t produce bodies.

      “Weren’t that gang killed nearly fifteen months ago now?” I says, still staring down the line of my rifle and hoping I don’t sound nothing but mildly curious. “Seems a little late to be paying up.”

      The man shrugs. “I just do what I’m told. You all right, miss? You seem awful skittish.”

      “Just treating you like I’d treat any stranger,” I says. “Can’t be too careful.”

      “Nah, I don’t reckon you can. Well, if you can’t help me…”

      “I can’t.”

      “Pity. I’m running outta time and were hoping I’d’ve found a lead by now.”

      “Well yer awful far from where the fella were last seen.”

      “The Law said he rode north, so I’m riding north.”

      “Lots of places north of Phoenix,” I says.

      “Ain’t it true.”

      My pulse slows a little. He don’t got nothing. He’s following leads hazier than a horizon in the heat of summer.

      “I reckon I’ll be on my way then,” the man says, tipping his hat. “You wanna lower that rifle for me?”

      “I aim to keep it at yer back till I can’t see you no more.”

      He gives a tiny, high-pitched chuckle. “Can’t be too careful, huh?”

      I says nothing.

      He rides out, following the creek north, and I keep him in my sights till he’s no bigger than a flea in the distance.

      I think back to Waylan Rose and those cruel blue eyes of his. That devil were someone’s kid, once. So were all his boys. They could have loved ones or children wanting justice.

      I think also ’bout the robbery outside Yuma, the man with a rose carved in his skull. The couple more that’ve cropped up in New Mexico and how Rose’s gang were founded out that way years back. How they could be retreating to familiar ground, regrouping, planning.

      Suddenly I’m convinced it ain’t a loved one looking for justice, but a surviving member of the gang. I know I got all the boys riding with Rose, but that don’t mean every last man riding beneath him were in the mountains that summer.

      I’s been so stupid to think I were safe, to assume these quiet months meant I’d secured a fresh start.

      There ain’t no guarantees in life, and the darker yer history, the more chance you got them shadows will catch up with you. It took the man in black fifteen months to get here, ’cus he’s been searching slow and sure. But he got here.

      Pulse kicking, I glance the way he rode off, wondering if I shoulda shot him. Would that’ve kept me safe or just made another strange man appear in his place?

      Mutt comes bounding back through the grass, diving into my basket and dirtying the clean linens.

      “You damn rascal!” I says, shouting at him. “Where the hell were you when I needed ya?” But instead of chasing him off, I pull him close, scratching behind his ears, damn near crying into his coat. My hands shake and tremble.

      When evening falls and sleep finds me, I ain’t greeted by nothing but nightmares.
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        * * *

      

      I watch for the man in black the next day. Then the rest of the week. The whole of the month. He don’t make an appearance till early November, and even then, it ain’t on my claim, but in the papers.

      I’m in Prescott, picking up goods, when the story catches my eye. A fella matching his description’s been found dead near Flagstaff, a rose carved into his skull. The reports say it ain’t nothing but a robbery. But I know what happened.

      Whoever hired him were displeased they weren’t getting answers. They prolly fired him, refused to pay for services rendered so far. A fight broke out. And the man in black lost.

      But that rose in his forehead…

      I don’t sleep at all that night.
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        * * *

      

      November twenty-third is the day my demons rear up from their shallow grave.

      There it is in the paper. A whole damn story ’bout it.

      Rose Riders Strike Southern Pacific Train Outside Yuma; Payroll and Hundreds in Bank Notes Stolen, Three Passengers Dead.

      I ain’t never paid for a paper so fast. I stand there in the Prescott streets, my stomach tightening in coils as I read.

      The posse’s a half dozen strong, maybe more. Witnesses didn’t get a good count. The gang’s led by a man claiming to be Waylan Rose’s half brother. The boys don’t got roses carved in their saddles, but they do put roses in the skin of their victims, time permitting.

      I try to talk myself outta a panic.

      Could be there’s no real relation. Could be like Jesse said ages back, some new band of outlaws is using the Rose Rider name and mark to strike fear. But even still, not putting roses in their saddles is smart. It’ll make it harder for the Law to identify the bastards. And if’n this new leader’s smarter and truly related to Waylan Rose…

      He’ll come for me.

      It won’t matter that his black-suited man-for-hire failed. It won’t matter that the last year and half’s been peaceful and safe.

      This new boss’ll keep searching. And he ain’t gonna quit till he finds me.
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      Jesse arrives home on the eighteenth of December.

      “We got a problem,” I says as he steps through the door.

      “Nice to see you, too,” he says, grinning. “C’mere. Lemme look at you.”

      As he reaches out, I slap the papers on the table. I’s been collecting them. A handful of stagecoach robberies in the southern portion of the Territory and two train strikes ’long the Southern Pacific, all of ’em done at the Rose Riders’ hands.

      Like those bastards ain’t never died.

      Like I didn’t send ’em to meet their maker in the Superstitions.

      Only way you can tell it’s a new crew is that the boss has got a name now. Luther Rose. The papers say he’s even slipperier than Waylan. Smarter. Crueler. Craftier.

      Jesse skims the stories, his brow wrinkling and his eyes going all narrow. I tell him ’bout the man in black from October and how his body showed up in Flagstaff with the rose mark in his skin. How I reckon the New Mexico jobs were the gang regrouping and re-forming. How the Yuma robbery Jesse wrote off last fall were prolly them too. They been ’round this whole time and now they’re striking out bold.

      “Has anyone else come ’round asking questions?” Jesse asks.

      “No.”

      “Yer sure? It coulda been someone that didn’t look like no threat. A kid, even? A lady? Anyone outta the ord—”

      “I ain’t stupid, Jesse. No one’s come. But he will. Luther Rose.” I nod at the papers. “I can feel it, same way I did when my pa died. That dread that went blooming everywhere as I crested the rise and saw the smoke from the fire. The same damn unease I felt when that man in black were riding onto this claim. I can sense bad, I swear it. I can feel it under my skin. And this is the worst kind simmering. It’ll catch me. I don’t know how long it’ll take, but it’ll come.”

      He frowns, rubs at his jaw. “If that man in black didn’t have no solid details to go on, it means this Luther Rose don’t neither. Heck, if he knew even half of what Waylan Rose had been up to that summer—the gold and the journal and the mine—you’d better bet he’d have the name Thompson. He’d’ve shown up here hisself, not sent another man chasing leads. So this ain’t all terrible. They don’t got yer name. They think a young male gunslinger did those killings. Could be that the man in black were the closest they’re ever getting.”

      “Could be ain’t much of a reassurance,” I says.

      He exhales. He knows I’m right.

      “Maybe we should move,” he says after a moment. “Leave the Territory just to be safe.”

      “I ain’t moving. I’m standing my ground. Those bastards have stolen enough from me, and if they come calling, I’m gonna be ready.”

      Jesse stares at me long and hard. There’s pain etched into his brow. Fear in his eyes. He can’t believe it’s come to this. I can’t neither, but here we are, on the threshold of a nightmare. My demons are coming and he’s still got a chance to slip free.

      I look at him—those squinty eyes and hard jaw and dark hair, which has grown while he’s been on the plains and is starting to curl behind his ears. I’s wanted nothing these past few months but for him to come back, and now I can’t believe what I’m ’bout to say. My chest feels like it’s cracking.

      “This is my mess,” I says, “and I’ll understand if you wanna leave.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I wouldn’t resent you for it.”

      “Kate…”

      “And it ain’t fair of me to expect you to stay. Not when—”

      “Marry me,” he says.

      “What?” I’m so shocked I take a step back, my hip knocking the table.

      Jesse closes the space between us in two long strides, grabs my hands and holds them to his heart. “Kate, will you marry me?”

      “Did you not hear a thing I just said?” I yank my hands free. “They could be coming for me. You should leave while you still got the chance.”

      “I don’t wanna.” His shoulders pull into a shrug. “What’s the point in running, in leaving, in going anywhere if it ain’t with you? The devil himself could be chasing you and I’d still wanna stay.”

      “That don’t make a lick of sense,” I says. “And it’s damn foolish.”

      “Maybe. But I’d rather bind myself to you, past demons be damned, than have to walk out yer door. This is how serious I am ’bout staying, Kate. This is how much I mean it, how much you mean to me.” He drops to one knee. “Be my wife? We’ll deal with it all together. Please.”

      My hands’ve somehow ended up in his again. His eyes are searching mine.

      “You don’t gotta do that,” I says.

      “It ain’t outta pity,” he insists. “It ain’t ’cus I think you need a man to get by or—”

      “I meant the please.” My heart’s pounding in my chest. “You don’t gotta say please. It ain’t a tough question. I’ll marry you, Jesse. Of course I will.”

      He springs to his feet and grabs my face, kisses me eagerly. Once, twice, again. I know where this kinda dance leads, and drop my chin.

      He rests his forehead ’gainst mine, smiling.

      “I don’t like that this thing with the Riders done forced yer hand,” I says, tracing a button on his shirt.

      He breathes out a small laugh. “Only thing it forced were for me to find the courage to ask.”

      I glance up quick, finding his eyes. “You been meaning to?”

      “Kate, I’da asked you within weeks of showing up with that copy of Little Women if I didn’t think you’d’ve turned me down. But yer so damn independent. That ain’t a bad thing,” he adds as I give him a look. “It’s just that marriage never seemed like something you’d want or need, and I figured why risk ruining what were working. But I been seriously considering asking you anyway these past few months. Hell, I even picked up a ring on this trip. And now this development with the Riders… I saw where yer mind was headed. You were gonna turn me out anyway under the ruse of keeping me safe, so why not ask? What did I have to lose?”

      “Women can still turn men out after a marriage, you know. Just leave their things on the stoop and send ’em on their way.”

      “See, that,” he says, smiling. “Why wouldn’t I wanna marry a woman that makes me feel so insignificant?”

      “Pest.” I jab him in the ribs. “You ain’t insignificant. How could you ever think that?”

      “Well, we don’t have to get married. Now that I know you still want me ’round, we can keep things the way they are if you’d rather.”

      “Nah, it’ll be good to make it official. This plot of land can be mine again—ours. Joe’s been holding it for me. The Law says I can’t own nothing till I’m married.”

      “So this is all ’bout land ownership, huh?”

      “It might got something to do with you, too. You ain’t half bad, Jesse Colton.”

      He gives me another kiss and it ain’t nothing like before. This kiss is slow and unhurried. His lips soft ’gainst mine, his hands trailing down to my back. They settle on my hips, pulling me nearer, and I know it’s gonna be one of those nights where he takes his time with everything. That I can know him so deeply, what these tiny signs mean, sends a shiver through me. He smiles ’gainst my lips.

      “Jesse,” I says.

      “Hmm?”

      “Don’t you wanna know my plan?”

      “Does it involve the bed?”

      “I meant ’bout the Rose Riders.”

      “Why ain’t I surprised you already been scheming?” He pulls away. I think he might look upset I done stopped things—I always seem to be doing that—but his expression is concerned. Serious, even. “Tell me what you got.”

      I turn to the table and push the newspapers aside to reveal the map I got unfurled underneath. Soon as the robberies started showing trends I started planning. I think I ate right on top of this map a few nights like it were a tablecloth, unwilling to quit my work.

      “We build a second home,” I says. “A place to fall back if need be. A place to disappear. It’s gotta be somewhere private and sheltered. Maybe southwest of Prescott or northwest of this claim.” I point to the two places I’s circled on the map. Desolate, uninhabited options.

      “That land’s all mountains,” Jesse says. “It’ll be a rotting pain getting lumber in there to build a stable, let alone a house.”

      “That’s half the point. But we’ll manage all right if we just do it slow and cautious. Piece by piece. Like you said, trouble ain’t come calling save for that one man in black, and I reckon we got time on our side. I’m thinking we should start surveying options straight away, though, before the snow comes.”

      That it’s held off this long already is a blessing.

      “No need,” Jesse says, shaking his head. “We build here.” He taps one of my circles—the mountains northwest of the house. “I used to run cattle through them parts. There’s a small clearing off a narrow trail. A stream nearby, too. If we put a dam on it, we’d have ourselves a nice tank.”

      “We can’t build on a cattle trail.”

      “It ain’t active. It were blazed by my pa years back, when he did small runs between Flagstaff and Wickenburg. I rode it with him a few times as a kid, but no one knew ’bout it outside our family and it ain’t been in use for years. We can check to make sure that’s still true, and if it is, that’s where we build.”

      “The clearing,” I says, thinking hard. “It’s set back some? Well hidden?”

      “Completely. Say, Kate, how the devil are we gonna finance this?”

      I raise my brows.

      “Ah, the gold,” he says.

      “I already got it all figured. We buy the lumber up north—Flagstaff or Seligman, maybe. When yer off with Benny, I’ll get all we need to fill the place out. Furniture to dishes to lanterns and spare clothes. This way, if we ever need the place, we don’t gotta waste time packing. We just round up the valuables and animals and head out.”

      “And what happens if’n I ain’t here?” he says. “If’n you gotta run and I’m off working a job?”

      “I thought ’bout that, too. I’ll hang a noose from the mesquite out front.”

      “Well ain’t that a cheery signal.”

      “It ain’t ’bout sentiments, Jesse. If’n I’s had to leave it means the house might not be safe. You’ll wanna spot that signal from far out so’s you can ride right on by, like this homestead weren’t ever yer destination.”

      He worries his temple, licks his lips. “You really been thinking ’bout all this.”

      “I’s had a lot of time on my own.”

      He keeps staring at the maps.

      “Well,” I says. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s a good plan,” he says. “But I pray we don’t ever got a need to execute it.”

      I roll up the map and stow away the newspapers. Peer out the front window. “It’s midday. Still a decent bit of light. Think we got time to ride to the site now? Check and see if there’s any signs of activity on the trail?”

      “Maybe, but we’d prolly be coming home in the dark, and I just spent an awful long time in the saddle. Riding again ain’t really what I fancy.”

      “Tomorrow, then.”

      “On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We get married the day after.” He’s grinning in a way that I know he don’t really mean it. We’ll go to clearing either way. He’s just gotta throw me sass.

      “All right, fine,” I says, rolling my eyes. “Have it yer way.”

      “Well, if’n I’m such an inconvenience, we oughta call the whole thing off.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Jesse Colton.”

      “I ain’t never felt brainless before you came along,” he says.
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      My nose is caked up, the sky’s threatening snow, and the cold’s all but clawed through my coat, but I’m beaming like a damn fool.

      “It’s perfect,” I says to Jesse.

      Hell, it’s more than perfect. The clearing looks like heaven.

      Pines and scrub surround it, with a steep rocky wall boxing it in from the rear. There’s the spring like he mentioned, and plenty of room for construction, once we clear out some of the low growth. Best of all, the trail leading to the site sure ain’t in use. I woulda kept riding through the foothills if Jesse weren’t there to point out the scratchy path that cut into the mountains. It were overgrown and barely visible, and we had to pause twice to saw through fallen trees on our ride in.

      Now in the clearing, the trail continues west through the pines, but it looks just as abandoned. Squinting from the saddle, I can already make out another felled tree obstructing the route.

      I swing off Silver. My boots crunch in the frozen dirt.

      “I figure we build the house right there,” I says, pointing toward the rocky bluff. “Maybe a stable and livestock pen over here, blocking where the trail continues on.” I jog a few steps in that direction.

      Jesse nods knowingly. “Might as well fell what lumber we can” —he glances at the rich pines surrounding us— “and buy whatever else we need.”

      “When do we start?”

      “Straight away, I reckon. This ain’t gonna be a speedy project.”

      We don’t got but the one handsaw between us, so we start by clearing out small shrub and overgrowth from where we intend to build. We’ll come back to take down trees once we’s drawn up some plans. Maybe put the dam on the spring come the wet season.

      It’s gonna take us ages to complete, and hopefully we won’t ever need it. But I ain’t leaving things to chance.

      When we head for home it’s late afternoon. The air’s sharp and crisp. By the time the creek comes into view, the season’s first flakes are spitting down on us, wet and icy.

      Jesse and me eat dinner by the fire, talking ’bout construction. He makes some sketches in the tiny journal he always takes with him on the plains. We plan like that late into the night, till our eyes are bleary and I’m starting to fade off right there at the table.

      “Tomorrow,” he says as we’re retiring to bed.

      That’s it. Just the one word. But I know what he means, how everything’s gonna change and yet nothing will.

      “You still wanna, right?” he asks when I don’t say nothing.

      “Yeah, Jesse. I do.”

      He yanks open the top dresser drawer and pulls out a matchbox.

      “What’s this?” I says as he hands it to me.

      “Yer ring.”

      I slide the box open and there it is. A simple silver band. Seeing it somehow makes it all seem so real. I get a rush of giddy excitement coursing through me, and also this panic, a sense that I need to run. I don’t actually wanna, and yet the feeling’s still there. This ain’t how I ever expected things to go—me marrying—but that’s life I guess, a constant surprise.

      “It were my ma’s,” he says. “I asked Sarah for it when I visited before the job with Benny.”

      He’s been carrying it this whole time. All those months on the plains with this in his possession, the question flitting ’round his head.

      “It were still packed away in the bottom of my saddlebags when I proposed yesterday,” he adds, “else I woulda given it to you straight away.”

      “Sarah don’t want it?”

      “She’s got the one Roy gave her, and trust me, Kate, she were so pleased when I came to get it. I think her exact words were ‘It’s about damn time.’”

      I flip the box and empty it onto my palm. Stare at the ring.

      “You gonna put it on?” Jesse asks.

      I nudge it with my finger.

      “We don’t gotta do it, Kate,” he says. “Not if you don’t want to.”

      “I do. But that don’t mean it ain’t scary.”

      He takes my hand and presses it ’gainst his chest. His heart’s thumping like mad.

      “You scared too, Jesse Colton?” I says.

      “Scared, excited, and everything in between. But don’t go telling my soon-to-be wife. She’ll only use it ’gainst me.”

      A smile breaks ’cross my lips. “I would never,” I says, and slide the ring on.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I put on my best dress. It ain’t very fancy, but between the corset and form-fitting bust, I feel done up right proper. I work at the mirror, pinning my hair back. It’s long again, falling well between my shoulder blades, and takes some time to secure.

      Jesse shaves and dons his only suit. I ain’t never seen him so polished. It almost don’t look like him. But then he turns and sees me standing there in the doorway, waiting for him, and he smiles. It makes familiar wrinkles sprout up ’round his eyes.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “You bet,” I says.

      The wedding ain’t nothing special, and in that sense it’s perfect. No spectators. No party. No pomp and show. Just me and Jesse and the holy man orchestrating the whole affair. Jesse reaches out and grabs my hand during the vows. My palm’s sweaty, but so is his. It dawns on me that he weren’t lying last night. He’s a jumble of emotions, same as me. We know what we’re getting in each other, and still we’re both coiled tight. This is a good match, a fair union, a solid partnership. I’d scoffed when he used that word last fall, but that’s what it comes down to, me and him. Depending on each other. Working together. Partners in all things.

      Jesse suggests we get our photo taken after the sacrament. “We gotta, Kate. Come on,” he begs. “There ain’t a single photo of us in this world, and if there were ever an occasion to have a portrait taken, today’s it.”

      I ain’t never stood for a photo before, and it just ’bout causes me to lose all my patience. ’Specially ’cus Jesse’s got his arm slung ’round my shoulder and the weight of it there seems to double with each passing second. The photographer wanted him in a chair for the shot, but Jesse insisted.

      “Sit? No how. I ain’t sitting there all prissy while she’s gotta stand. We stand together.”

      When we leave the photographer’s office we bump into Martha Vaughn and her gaggle of gals on the streets. Her eyes bounce between us, noticing the outfits, my ring.

      “Well, I’ll be,” she says. “I guess you ain’t a painted lady after all, Kate.”

      The women behind her bristle uncomfortably.

      Jesse goes stiff beside me and I just shake my head. She ain’t worth the time. I’m not letting nothing ruin today for me.

      “Perhaps you’d like to join us on Tuesdays for bridge,” one of the other women rushes to say. Like this alone can make up for Martha’s rudeness.

      “There’s ’bout a hundred things I’d rather do than sit ’round playing cards with folks who think me being married is the only reason to treat me decently,” I says.

      They stare.

      “That means no thanks.”

      I grab Jesse’s hand and lead the way back to Silver. “You should see their faces,” he says, laughing, as he glances over his shoulder. But I ain’t looking back. I’m ain’t looking nowhere but ahead.
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        * * *

      

      “So what’s the plan?” I says when we’re back at the house. “Think we got time to head to the clearing and fell a few trees?”

      Jesse’s wriggling his tie loose and shedding his jacket. I’s already peeled off my dress and am now standing before the mirror in my undergarments, struggling with the laces of my blasted corset.

      “Lemme help,” Jesse says.

      He starts loosening the threads, and by the time I can take deep breaths again, his lips are ’gainst my neck.

      “Yer trying to distract me,” I says.

      “I’m just doing what gets done after a wedding. The marriage ain’t official till we make it such.”

      “We ain’t done nothing by the books, Jesse. We can consummate this whenever.”

      “But there ain’t no time like the present,” he says and spins me to face him. He winks, then unfastens the first hook and pin on the corset. “The sun’s already setting, besides.”

      He’s got a point there.

      “First thing tomorrow then,” I insist, poking him in the chest. “We gotta start building.”

      “Right you are, Kate Colton.”

      I go still, heat flashing through me. “Say that again.”

      “Kate Colton.”

      I smile wide. “It sounds good, don’t it?”

      He mirrors my smile. “Better than any song ever sung.”

      The last hook unlatches. My corset drops to the floor. Then Jesse scoops me up and carries me to the bed, and I forget all ’bout the clearing in them mountains.
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        * * *

      

      I startle awake.

      It’s late morning, sun streaming through the curtains. Jesse’s arm’s slung over my middle and the bed is warm, but my heart’s pounding in my chest. That sense of dread billowing, fanning, causing the hair on my limbs to stand on edge.

      I sit up, pushing Jesse’s arm offa me.

      And then I hear it—hooves beating in the distance.

      I’m outta bed in a flash.

      “What’s wrong?” Jesse says, groggy.

      I shake my head, uncertain, then dart into the kitchen. Barefoot and still in my nightgown, I grab my Winchester from the hooks above the door and fly to the window. The sky’s gray and heavy with clouds. Snowflakes are starting to swirl. And there’s the saddled rider, coming in from the north and moving fast. I don’t got a good shot from this window. The angle’s all wrong.

      “Kate, what is it?” Jesse’s appeared in the bedroom doorway.

      But I’m already moving out onto the stoop.

      “Kate!”

      The cold bites straight through my gown, stings at my face. I block out the sounds of Jesse racing back into the bedroom, hurrying for his gun. I sight the target as it peels off the creek, comes galloping nearer.

      Just a little more, you bastard. Come a little closer, I dare you.

      Then he’s in range.

      I reach for my trigger.

      There’s a creak behind me—Jesse stepping onto the stoop—and then: “Jesus, Kate! Hold up!”

      His hand snakes out and grabs the barrel, yanking the rifle away. I fly to my feet, wheel ’round on him.

      “It’s just Joe!” he shouts. “Look again.”

      I do. I can see the steed’s piebald pattern now. Recognize Joe’s hat, too. My pulse beats wild.

      “I’da recognized him in time,” I says, but I ain’t certain it’s true. My hand’s shaking near my thigh. I curl it into a fist. I gotta figure how to trust folk again. I gotta stop thinking every soul that turns toward this house is a Rose Rider aiming to kill me.

      I snatch the rifle back from Jesse.

      Joe’s drawing rein now, his eyes darting between us and the Winchester. “Expecting someone?” he calls.

      “You just scared me’s all,” I says. “I reckon I’m still riled after what happened to Pa. Figured the worst.”

      “Sorry for flying in on you like this. Trying to beat the snow.” He swings offa his mare. “I just came to offer my congratulations. I were in town yesterday and heard you done tied the knot.”

      “That we did,” Jesse says.

      “’Bout time, I reckon,” Joe replies, but it ain’t said with no ill will. He pulls some papers from his saddlebags and fans ’em in my direction like a hand of cards. “I were wondering if you wanted to buy this pretty homestead from me? It’s a right nice plot of land, and I believe I made you a deal a few years back—said it could be yers for a penny soon as you done wed some lucky bull.”

      “Yer a good man, Joe,” I says. “Thank you.”

      Jesse and me slip inside and put on proper clothes. Joe sets the deed on our kitchen table so we can sign the papers. Then I force some coffee and biscuits on him, ’cus a penny don’t seem like nearly enough payment for the kindness he’s done shown us.

      Joe leaves with a warm belly, the snow strengthening.

      And I watch him go, the deed clenched in my fist and Jesse’s arm wrapped ’round my middle.
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      Christmas comes and goes.

      The calendar turns to 1879.

      The days keep flying and the seasons change, but the second house is taking forever to build. Between purchasing things on the sly and sneaking supplies in, to working only whenever Jesse ain’t running cattle, it sometimes feels like it ain’t ever gonna be done.

      I keep an eye on the papers, and when Jesse’s gone, I sleep something fitful, my Colts always an arm’s length away. The reports of grisly train robberies are becoming a constant, but they seem to linger ’long the Southern Pacific, so I try to stay calm. Or as calm as one can be in a situation like this.

      When the days allow it, I travel out a ways to purchase things for the hideout. I buy a used set of dishes in Wickenburg during the summer, making sure to visit Sarah while I’m there. She’s at her wits’ end with Roy, and I get the feeling their marriage is on its last leg. She mentions how she’s gonna turn him out soon as the ranch is sold.

      “Yer selling it?” I ask. Jesse had mentioned maybe letting the thing go, but I figured it were all talk.

      “It’s time,” she says, nodding. “I been thinking ’bout moving to Wickenburg proper, maybe opening a boarding house or something. The town needs one, and it’d turn profits easily enough and not be too much a burden for me to keep running on my own.” She fiddles with her wedding ring a moment. “It’s good ’bout you and Jesse,” she adds. “I’m happy for yous.”

      “Thanks,” I says. “I’m happy too.”

      “I don’t think our pas ever figured it’d turn out like this, huh?”

      “What do ya mean?”

      “Yer pa wanting you to come to my family if’n something ever happened to him. My pa making Jesse promise he’d look after Henry’s kid, if’n it came to it. Well, that’s all come to pass. Jesse’ll look after you, that’s for sure. Though I don’t reckon you need much looking after.”

      I ain’t thought of it this way before, but she’s got a point.

      “You should visit more often, Kate. It’s nice having a sister-in-law and even better having a friend. Big ranches get lonely.”

      “Isolated houses, too,” I says.

      We hug in parting, and I promise to make a point of stopping in more often, then make good on it. Next time Jesse’s home, I drag him with me, even though it takes precious time away from our plans in the clearing.

      If’n I’s learned anything these past few years it’s that family’s precious. You gotta honor that, or you’ll regret it once they’re gone.
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        * * *

      

      We keep at it, the routine that’s become the pattern of me and Jesse’s life.

      Time apart.

      Time together.

      Building.

      Parting.

      Joining once more.

      It takes three damn years to finish the house, and all that while, the train strikes keep coming, but the Rose Riders don’t venture into Prescott. Least not for any means that’s been reported in the papers. Could be Jesse’s been right all this time. That we’re safe. That they ain’t coming for me. The person who done killed Waylan Rose don’t even feel like me no more, and it’s looking like the trail leading to me’s done run cold.

      Still, knowing that the house in the clearing is waiting ain’t the reassurance I thought it might be. Instead, I just start fretting ’bout having to use it. The railroads are stretching ’cross Arizona. The Atlantic Pacific’s approaching Kingsman and should be there by next year. The Southern Pacific cuts clear through the Territory. And the people of Prescott are talking more enthused than ever ’bout getting a line of their own. They don’t know from where or how—several different routes are being discussed—but I know it ain’t a matter of if it’s gonna happen, just when.

      And once a rail line runs to Prescott, the Rose Riders may come with it.

      I feel like I’m bracing for an inescapable dust storm.

      Early one October morning I wake with a start, the sweat of a nightmare lingering on my brow. I leave Jesse sleeping and make some coffee, then sit on the front stoop, the mug clutched in my hands.

      It’s roughly four years to the day that Jesse showed up on my claim with a copy of Little Women. My book collection’s grown now on account of him and’s showing no signs of stopping. I ain’t right certain how I got so lucky. I never pictured myself a married woman, and yet here I am: twenty-two and wed to a squinty-eyed cowboy I loathed upon first meeting and now trust with every damn fiber of my soul.

      I watch the sun break the horizon and start its weary climb into the sky.

      There’s a creak and then Jesse’s on the stoop. “I woke and you weren’t there,” he says. “Bad dreams?”

      “It ain’t nothing. You shoulda stayed in bed.”

      “And you shoulda woken me.”

      He kisses the top of my head, then sits beside me.

      “We got a good life, Jesse. Don’t you think?”

      “Damn near perfect.”

      I lean in to his shoulder, watch the sunlight wink off the creek. The mesquite’s leaves twirl on the breeze, long shadows dancing on Pa’s grave marker. I mighta gone getting here in a round-about way, but this were all he ever wanted for me—a family of my own, a home. And my home’s with Jesse. Here ’long Granite Creek or at that house in the clearing, if’n it comes to it. Anywhere, really, so long as we’re together.

      “So should we complicate it?” Jesse says.

      “Huh?”

      “This damn near perfect life. Should we complicate it? Maybe try for a kid?”

      “Watch it,” I says.

      “Come on, Kate Colton,” he says with a laugh. “Where’s yer sense of adventure? Where’s that I can take on any challenge under the Arizona sun, blindfolded, without nobody helping me, neither attitude?”

      “Yer crazy” is all I says.

      He grins. Blinks those squinty, hazel eyes. “I got you to thank for that.”

      We don’t say nothing else.

      Maybe someday I’ll want a kid, but that ain’t now. Right now, I just want Jesse. I want him and me and us. I wanna sit here and watch the sun rise without a damn care in the world.

      So we do.

      We sit there on the stoop, and we watch it together.
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