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A Novel

She swore to uphold the law. He swore to forget it ever had a hold on him.

Copyright Notice

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

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

First Edition

For those who went looking for the truth

and found something better waiting beside it.
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Preface
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Every town has a story it has not finished telling.

Harlan Ridge told one story in the autumn of 1879 — a story about a woman who came back and a man who was already there, and what happened when the thing you are protecting turns out to be more than you expected. That story ended well. The school bell rang. The copper roof held. A compass found its way into the right hands.

But towns do not stop when their stories end. The creek keeps running. The railroad keeps its own calendar. And the people who pass through — the ones who do not intend to stay, the ones who arrive without announcing themselves, the ones who chose a county on a map and got off a stage and looked at the mountains and thought: here, for a while — those people bring their own unfinished business.

Maeve O'Rourke has been carrying unfinished business for four years. She carries it the way a woman carries something heavy in her chest: quietly, upright, with no visible strain. She is good at her job. She is better than good — she is the kind of careful, precise, relentlessly prepared person who makes a good officer and a difficult friend, because she does not let people close enough to help carry what she is carrying.

Cole Devereaux has been carrying something too, though he would not call it that. He would call it information. He would say he has spent three months in this county gathering facts, learning the lay of the land, understanding who has power and who wants it and what they are willing to do to hold or gain it. He would say he is a practical man with a practical purpose and that nothing about this town is personal.

He is wrong about the last part. He has been wrong about it since the first time he heard the name Blackwater Crossing.

This is the story of a woman who enforces the law and a man who has spent years deciding which laws deserve enforcing. It is the story of a secret that belongs to both of them without either of them knowing it yet. It is a story about trust, which is always a story about risk, which is always — in the end — a story about whether what you might gain is worth what you might lose.

Harlan Ridge is still waiting. It is patient, this town. It has held harder things than this.

But not by much.
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Chapter One — The New Deputy
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Harlan Ridge, Colorado Territory — April 1880

The stage from Pueblo arrived at half past two in the afternoon, which was forty minutes late and not unusual for April, when the roads between the high country and the valley were in their annual renegotiation with the snowmelt.

Maeve O'Rourke was the only passenger who had not complained about the delay.

This was partly because she had slept for the last hour of the journey, which she could do in most moving vehicles if she kept her spine straight and her hands in her lap and did not allow herself to think about anything specific. It was a skill she had developed over three years of circuit riding between remote postings, and she considered it among her more practical accomplishments. The rancher beside her had complained at length about the ruts. The commercial traveller across had complained about the dust. Maeve had tucked her chin and gone somewhere quieter and arrived in Harlan Ridge rested, which was the point.

She stepped down from the stage onto the main street and stood for a moment taking the town's measure.

It was a good-sized town for the county — she'd done her reading before coming, the way she always did. Four hundred residents, approximately, give or take the seasonal labour that followed the ranch calendar. A main street of perhaps a dozen buildings on each side, most of them timber-frame, most of them recently painted or at least recently considered for painting. A church steeple at the north end. A general store with a well-maintained sign. A marshal's office two lots down from the general store, which she identified by the badge on the door rather than any particular difference in the building itself.

The spring mud was beginning to firm up at the edges of the street. Wildflowers — she didn't know the local varieties yet but would learn them — were working their way up the ridge above the town, a pale purple and white scattered through the brown of last year's grass. The creek, audible from here, was running fast with the snowmelt. She could smell the Cartwright hay barn from somewhere to the south.

She noted all of this the way she noted everything: efficiently and without opinion. Then she picked up her bag and went to the marshal's office.

* * *
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The door was unlocked and the office was occupied by two people.

The first was Marshal Tom Radley, who she knew by reputation and by a brief correspondence over the winter: a broad, grey-haired man in his fifties who stood when she came in and offered his hand with the directness of someone who had decided to be straightforward and was committing to it. She appreciated that. Interviews with new superiors were easier when they had decided in advance what kind of superior they were going to be.

"Miss O'Rourke," he said. "Glad you made it."

"Deputy O'Rourke," she said, not sharply, just accurately, and shook his hand.

"Deputy O'Rourke," he agreed without fuss. "Coffee?"

"Yes."

The second person in the office was not Radley's existing junior deputy, whose name she knew was Cooke. He was leaning against the far wall beside the window with his arms crossed and the specific quality of stillness that Maeve associated with men who had trained themselves to be less visible than they naturally were. He was perhaps thirty-five, dark-haired, weathered in a way that suggested outdoor living rather than ranch work specifically, wearing clothes that were decent but not new and boots that had been repaired at least once. He had been watching the main street through the window when she came in. He turned when she entered and she had the immediate and precise impression of a man recalibrating.

He was faster at it than most.

"I didn't realise you had company," she said to Radley.

"He was just leaving," Radley said.

"Devereaux," the man said, to Maeve, which was apparently his name. "Cole Devereaux. I had an appointment with the marshal about survey records from '76."

"The records are at the county clerk's office," Maeve said, because this was true and she had done her reading. "The clerk keeps everything from '74 onward. Are the records unavailable?"

A pause that lasted a quarter-second longer than a man with nothing to hide would have allowed. "Incomplete," he said.

"Then there may be a territorial archive copy. Marshal Radley can request it." She looked at Radley. "Can't you."

"I can," Radley said, with the expression of a man watching something he finds instructive. "I'll look into it, Devereaux. Give me a week."

Devereaux unfolded himself from the wall. He was taller than she'd calculated. He picked up his hat from Radley's desk — he had set it there without asking, which was either comfortable familiarity or habitual presumption — and settled it on his head and looked at Maeve with dark eyes that were doing the same thing hers were: gathering information.

"Deputy," he said, not sarcastically, and went out.

She watched him cross the main street through the window. He went to the feed barn, which was not where a man with a hotel room went unless he wanted to be seen going somewhere ordinary.

She turned back to Radley. "How long has he been in the county?"

"Three months, give or take." Radley handed her the coffee. "Came in January. Works a day here and there at the feed barn when Mercer needs an extra hand. Stays at the hotel. Keeps to himself mostly."

"What does he want with the '76 survey records?"

"He says he's researching land history. Personal interest." Radley looked at her over his coffee. "You took about thirty seconds to decide you didn't believe that."

"Twenty," she said. "Walk me through the posting."

* * *
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Radley was thorough and efficient, which she had hoped for and was glad to have confirmed. He walked her through the county's current concerns in the order of their urgency: the return of the East Ridge Railroad's survey crew in May, which was the primary reason the territorial office had approved her appointment; a longstanding boundary dispute between two families in the eastern quarter that had been simmering since 1878 and would probably require formal mediation; a pattern of petty theft from the outlying farms that nobody had caught but everyone had a suspect for; and the general increase in transient labour that came with the warmer months and required more circuit riding than one marshal could sustain alone.

"Cooke handles the north circuit," he said. "I'll give you the east and the railroad liaison. That's the one that needs the most care right now."

"I understand," she said. "Who leads the survey crew?"

"Man named Gareth Vane. He was here two summers ago, brief. Polished, professional, got on well with the town. The Cartwright Ranch tolerated him, which is the best you can hope for."

"And this summer?"

"Same man. Different parcel. They're targeting the north edge of Willow Gulch now, which is less contested than the last route." He paused. "Mostly less contested."

"Mostly," she repeated.

"There are three landowners with grazing rights on the Willow Gulch north parcel who have not been formally consulted. I've been waiting on the railroad's formal survey application before pushing that conversation."

"When is the application expected?"

"First week of May."

She made a note. She made notes the way some people breathed: continuously, without particular decision. Her ledger was not a habit so much as an extension of how she thought, the outside of the process the inside ran through. "I'll be ready," she said.

"I expect you will." Radley stood. "I'll show you your office. It's small."

"I don't need large," she said. "I need a good lock on the door and a window that faces the street."

"You've got both."

"Then it's sufficient."

* * *
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Maggie Harlan — she was not yet Maggie Harlan in the official sense, the wedding being planned for June, but she had been using the name in her own mind since approximately October and the rest of the town had caught up by December — had sent a supper invitation to the marshal's office before Maeve's stage had arrived.

Maeve found the note tucked under her office door: a folded piece of paper in a clean, precise handwriting that she would learn to recognise as belonging to a woman who wrote the way she did everything else. It said: Supper at Josie Halverson's, six o'clock, if you're not too tired from the road. You are very welcome. — Maggie Bennett.

Maeve stood in her small office with its good lock and its street-facing window and read the note twice. She was, in fact, tired from the road. She was also aware that arriving in a new posting and immediately declining the social overtures of the people who had influence in the community was a reliable way to make the first month harder than it needed to be.

She went.

Josie Halverson's house on Maple Lane was the specific kind of house that took no time to feel like a place people had been welcome in for years, because it was a place people had been welcome in for years. There were four children's voices somewhere in the back when Maeve knocked and then a deliberate reduction in those voices, which suggested they had been told to be quieter when the guest arrived and were making an effort. She found this appealing.

Maggie Bennett opened the door.

She was perhaps twenty-nine or thirty — Maeve's age, roughly — with an open, precise face and the look of a person who assessed things quickly and accurately and did not waste time on the assessment once she'd made it. She looked at Maeve for about two seconds and then stepped back and said, "Come in. You look exactly like your letter."

"My letter was three sentences," Maeve said.

"Yes," Maggie said. "Efficient, formal, and correct. You're all three. Come in."

She came in.

The supper was Elias Harlan, Henry Halverson, Maggie, and Josie, and it was the kind of meal that made no excessive effort to be anything other than what it was: good food, comfortable noise, the specific warmth of people who know each other well enough to disagree without it mattering. Elias she had expected from his description — the scar, the jaw, the steady eyes — and he was exactly as described except for the particular quality of ease he had in this room, which was not something she'd been told about and which told her more about him than the description had.

He looked at her across the table at one point, not long, and she had the impression that he had decided something about her and that the decision was provisional but positive. She thought his read on her was probably more accurate than most people's. She made a note of this in the part of her mind that kept track of useful people.

"How's the office?" Maggie asked.

"Good lock, street-facing window," Maeve said. "Sufficient."

Josie looked at Maggie with an expression that communicated something. Maggie's expression back communicated: I know. Maeve noted this exchange and its import — she had been placed into a category she recognised, and the category was: our kind of person.

She found, unexpectedly, that she did not mind.

* * *
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She was back at the assay office by half past nine — her room was above it, reached by an outside stair that needed oil on the second step, which she had already noted and intended to fix tomorrow. The room was small and clean and had a window that looked east toward the ridge. She had unpacked her bag in forty minutes: clothes in the wardrobe, ledger on the desk, rifle on the wall mount, two books on the windowsill. A photograph in the inside pocket of her second coat, which she hung behind the door.

She did not take the photograph out tonight.

She sat at the desk with her ledger instead and wrote out the day's observations in the order they had occurred. The town. The marshal's office. The layout. Radley's briefing. The survey timeline.

Then she wrote: Devereaux, Cole. Present at marshal's office when I arrived. Waiting for survey records from 1876 — claims personal interest, research. Pause of approximately 0.25 seconds before answering question about records availability. Moved to feed barn after leaving office — unnecessary journey if his lodgings are at the hotel (confirm hotel location tomorrow). Assessed me quickly and accurately; adjusted his presentation mid-sentence once.

She looked at what she'd written.

She added: Not what he says he is. Approach with caution. Do not underestimate.

She closed the ledger. The ridge was dark outside the window, its line black against the stars. Somewhere below, the creek was running fast in the dark, insistent and cold, the way snowmelt always was: it did not care what was in its way. It simply came down.

She had been thinking about that creek for four years.

She was here now. That was sufficient for tonight.

She went to bed, and slept, and did not dream about the ford.
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