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      Jacob Payne fished his worn billfold out of his jacket pocket and set it on the bank countertop. It was fat and full, jam-packed with greenbacks, and sat next to his larger leather pouch. This was the same pouch that, until that morning, had been stored at the bottom of his saddlebag for months. The tall, broad-shouldered bounty hunter waited patiently while the meek man opposite him figured out what to do.

      Jacob had come to the Liberty Trust Bank first thing that November morning, the smell of coffee still on his breath. Now that he had finally made a decision, he knew he shouldn’t put it off any longer. The dollar bills had just been piling up unspent, waiting for a purpose. The bounty hunter had stashed away all the cash made from various hunts and jobs for about nine months already. It was time he actually did something with it.

      The thin young man behind the bank counter, who kept compulsively pushing his wispy long blond hair out of his face, took in the sight. He nervously chewed on his thumbnail, while Jacob waited.

      “And all this is to be deposited in your new account, Mr. Payne?” the bank teller asked, visibly surprised. “That is… uh. You need a new account, sir? Please wait here, sir. Thank you, sir. I think the manager would prefer that he help you personally.”

      Jacob nodded, turned to look out the bank’s big front windows as the young man bustled away to find someone else. The Tucson Mountains could be seen in the distance, over the roofs of the shops across the street. The rough, jagged peaks still bereft of snow put Jacob in mind of the rough, rugged days he had on his way to this new life he was leading. Weeks on the road, never knowing when he’d get to sleep or where he’d get his next meal.

      When Jacob had come west to the Arizona Territory at the start of that year, he had been running away from his past. It certainly had not been an easy path to run. It was a common story, one shared with many other men in the harsh wilderness west of the Mississippi. Why else would so many men and women choose to go without the luxuries and technology of more established cities? Without the safety of a reliable law? These men knew what they were choosing when they hit the open road.

      No, like so many other migrants, Jacob had been willing to sacrifice certain comforts just for the benefit of avoiding others. Specifically his family, his brothers, and the draining responsibility that all represented. He had spent his entire life to that point trying to live up to what they expected of him. But after his wife Louisa had died, he was tired. Tired of being beholden and tired of living for someone else’s wishes.

      And so he had run. He could admit that now. Jacob was running away from his old life in the east, not thinking about what he was running toward. At the time it didn’t matter. He just needed to get out.

      Jacob had arrived in Tucson in January of that year, and immediately began seeking his fortune as a bounty hunter, tracking down the bank robbers, murderers, rapists and snake oil salesmen that had also come to the frontier. He had been unsurprised to find himself quite good at his new chosen vocation. Jacob had the skills necessary for tracking, and the moral fortitude necessary to stay on the right side of the law. He was strong in body and mind, exactly what was needed in a man of his work.

      But because he didn’t have a plan, all he had done over the previous months was hoard the hundreds of dollars he had earned. Little by little he had squirreled it away. Twenty dollars. Fifty. Soon he was commanding bounties of one hundred dollars and more. But other than his room and board, and maybe a few small losses at the poker table, Jacob didn’t have anything to spend his money on.

      He had had a vague idea of returning to Virginia one day, to buy the family estate out from under his brother. Each time Jacob added to his savings he imagined his brother’s shocked face. In the right person’s hands, spite could be a very motivating emotion. But the longer he was in Arizona, the more the sting went out of his memories. Jacob couldn’t make any more big, life-altering decisions just based on vindictiveness. The slights and insults he had suffered became the wounds of schoolchildren. The power of reclaiming the family plantation became the goal of a self-centered man.

      The longer Jacob lived in the western territories, the more he realized that anything he returned to in the States would feel hollow and tame compared to what he had now. Though it had its drawbacks, being a bounty hunter in Arizona was where he needed to be.

      And so he kept saving, but without any aim. Another hundred. Two hundred. More and more he stashed away the cash that he earned. The Widows and Orphans Fund of Tucson received a few anonymous donations, but for the most part Jacob was at a loss for how else to spend his money.

      But now that he was staying in Tucson for the most extended period he had up till that point, Jacob figured it was high time he acted responsible about all this, and at the very least, not leave himself open to risk. Sitting on literal bags of cash was the act of a fool.

      “Mr. Payne?”

      Jacob broke out of his reminiscing, and turned back around to find himself facing a small round man with a fastidious mustache and red checkered bow tie. The sight of him on the other side of the counter took Jacob aback for a short moment—he couldn’t recall having seen a bow tie since getting west of Austin. Though, to be fair, most men he knew would eschew collars as well if they could get away with it. He shook off his surprise and smiled at the bank manager.

      “Yes, sir. Thank you mighty for your help with this.”

      “Of course, sir.” The manager eyed the stacks of cash on the counter in front of him, though Jacob could tell he was trying not to be obvious. “My name is Mr. Bagley. I’ve been the manager of Liberty Trust Bank for five years now. Since the town was very first founded.”

      “Impressive,” Jacob said, nodding.

      “You’re in good hands, Mr. Payne.” He looked immensely pleased with himself. “You’d like to deposit all of this, I understand?”

      “Yes. Please. I’ll need a new account, of course. And I think you can expect me to deposit more every week or so, depending on how business is.”

      “Ah, yes.” Mr. Bagley chuckled. “And as I understand it, your business is booming.”

      Jacob didn’t return the laugh. “Unfortunately, yes. That is the case.”

      Mr. Bagley cleared his throat awkwardly.

      “I aim to do my job well enough to put myself out of business,” Jacob continued.

      “Yes … well.” The bank manager nodded fervently. “I quite understand. All the more reason to keep these earnings safe and secure in the Liberty Trust Bank.”

      Jacob smiled. “Thank you.”

      Mr. Bagley picked up Jacob’s billfold and pouch off the counter and indicated the bounty hunter should follow him. “Come back to my office, Mr. Payne. I’ll get the paperwork started and you’ll be set.”

      There was only one other customer in the bank at that early hour. Mr. Bart, the pharmacist, nodded to Jacob as he passed.

      “Mr. Bart,” Jacob said, tipping his hat. “I hope your wife is well.”

      “She is. Thank you, sir.”

      The last time Jacob had seen Mrs. Bart, she had been sitting in the dust on the boardwalk outside their shop, sobbing as a team of men from the Slippery Stone Gang mangled and looted. Though bringing the gang to Tucson had not exactly been Jacob’s fault, his involvement with the entire debacle weighed heavily on him. He couldn’t have stopped the pharmacy from being destroyed any more than he had been able to stop the gang from demolishing the school, the dry goods store and jail-breaking one of their members. Though the event had been weeks ago, Jacob still felt his failure deeply.

      Jaco stopped in his strolling behind Mr. Bagley. “If I may, Mr. Bart …”

      The other man turned and looked at him quizzically.

      “I wanted to apologize again for what happened to your store. My injuries are all just about healed, so I’m happy to help with any reconstruction that still may need to be done.”

      He smiled. “I appreciate that, Mr. Payne, but we’re not in need of any further assistance. Several men of the town have stepped forward to help and we have completed the most elaborate of the repairs.”

      “I understand. Just let me know if anything comes up.” Jacob offered his hand and Mr. Bart shook it.

      “Much obliged to you, sir.”

      Mr. Bagley cleared his throat, calling for Jacob’s attention again.

      “This way, Mr. Payne,” he said, gesturing through the doorway to his office.

      Jacob took a deep breath and strode forward. Though he had experienced a brief moment of doubt, wondering if he wanted to curtail his freedom like this, wondering if tying himself to this town even a little bit was what he wanted. But that moment passed. Only a child would think he was being restricted. Opening a bank account was a simple, small thing that any man would do.

      “Can I have Matthew get you coffee?” Mr. Bagley asked, indicating the blond young man waiting anxiously outside the office door.

      “Coffee would be welcome,” Jacob replied with a smile. “Let’s get started.”
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      Jacob exited the bank in the late morning sunshine. His paperwork with his account details was folded up and safely tucked into the same pocket with his billfold, now unnaturally empty. He patted his pockets, looking for a coin, bill or anything else he might have missed. Although he knew that depositing the bulk of his cash had been the right thing, now in the immediate aftermath, all Jacob could think of was that he needed to get back to work.

      He rolled his shoulder, feeling the way his muscles had relaxed. The same shoulder had been dislocated in the skirmish that had destroyed the pharmacy. But now Jacob felt fine. He rolled his shoulder again, reflecting that if he didn’t know better he could have forgotten that injury altogether.

      He began walking up the boardwalk closer to the center of town, while he decided how else to spend his morning. Tucson was growing. The Arizona Citizen was now more than a month old and attracting new subscribers and new residents every day. The stagecoach stop on the way to California made for interesting new characters to pass through town all the time. And, as Jacob had mentioned to Mr. Bagley, his own business was booming. For every two good, honest new citizens, there was likely one worthless scamp come to Arizona.

      He watched a heavyset man with his hat pulled down low over his face hurrying up the walk on the other side of the street. Jacob had trained himself to notice suspicious activities everywhere, and though he couldn’t pin anything on this man other than the fact that he didn’t want to be seen, it was enough.

      Though generally, Jacob’s outlaw tracking had taken him outside the town, with the Slippery Stone Gang showing up in Tucson he could no longer take that for granted. Any man at any time could be an outlaw, or a lead to a criminal that needed to be brought to justice. The bounty hunter hadn’t actually pursued a wanted man in a few weeks, but his instincts and inclinations could not be turned off.

      The encounter with the Slippery Stone Gang a few weeks previously had put him out of commission. Jacob reminded himself that if pressed he could have actually hit the road, or assisted the U.S. Marshal. He wasn’t incapacitated. His injuries were superficial for the most part. Muscles needed to heal and bruises needed to fade, but he had not been completely debilitated.

      Instead, Jacob had put himself on voluntary sick leave at the request of one Bonnie Loft. The waitress at the San Xavier Cafe was his friend and—he supposed he was right in calling her this now—his sweetheart. She would never have outright asked Jacob to stop, but he had seen the depth of her concern and wanted to ease her mind.

      Besides, he had reminded himself, that’s what all his savings had been for, after all. The cash was there so he didn’t have to work constantly. When else would he be able to take the time to recuperate than when he could afford to?

      Three weeks had seemed like a good length of time to give himself, and Bonnie. Now that he still had several day left, though, Jacob was beginning to regret setting a time limit on himself.

      Especially with his billfold now feeling so empty.

      Jacob turned his feet and headed north to the U.S. Marshal’s office.

      The three weeks was almost up. Close enough, he told himself. Skipping a couple days wouldn’t hurt, and he could look and see what needed doing.

      When he reached the jail, Jacob knocked lightly and let himself in. After the jailbreak, in the weeks since Jacob had been active, the door had been replaced and reinforced. Even still, Jacob would be surprised to have found it locked. The front window let enough light in to illuminate the marshal’s desk and the shelves behind it. The tall, pole-thin man was hunched over the desk, writing furiously. Owen Santos was one of the few men in all of the Arizona Territory to be taller than Jacob; as such he always looked cramped leaning over the desk in his office. This was a man who, like Jacob, did far better out of doors, without his long legs folded underneath a desk.

      “Jacob Payne,” he said, brightening up when he noticed his visitor. “I was beginning to think I’d never see you again. Figured you might’ve taken up knitting or some other quiet, indoor hobby.”

      “Yes, yes, very funny,” Jacob said with a grin. “I know. It feels like it has been forever since I’ve been on a case.”

      “How long has it been, actually?” Santos said. “So much has happened, I barely know what day it is.”

      “Just under three weeks since the jailbreak. Eighteen days.”

      “Eighteen days,” Santos repeated. “Not as though you’re counting or anything.”

      Jacob chuckled. “Eighteen days feels like more than enough. I came to see what you’ve got for me, Marshal. Blaze is chomping at the bit to get out on the road again.”

      “Blaze is, huh? Yeah, I let my horse make the decisions, too,” Santos said. “Glad to see you’re feeling better, Payne. Truly.”

      “Well, you know that I would have been happy to be of service any time, right?”

      “I do know. Thank you.” He leaned back in his chair. “But I also know that a certain waitress friend of ours would have died of anxiety if I had asked such a thing of you. She’s the one that keeps me in apple pie, and I’m happy to keep her happy.”

      “Smart man,” Jacob said. “Just show me where you’re keeping the wanted posters and I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Oh, yes,” Santos said, distractedly digging through the piles of paperwork on his desk. “Somewhere around here. Give me a moment.”

      Jacob hid his surprise. He had expected Santos to jump at the opportunity to hand over his worst jobs to the bounty hunter. It wasn’t vanity to remember that the marshal himself had called Jacob the best bounty hunter in five territories. With the way crime was spreading to the frontier, he had expected a stack of paper as tall as he was.

      Instead, the marshal was actually having to search for the material.

      “You must have been busy,” Jacob ventured, “to have so few jobs for me.”

      “Me?” Santos looked up at Jacob in surprise. It appeared to be taking him a moment to register what he had said. “Oh, well … A bit, I guess. You know how dumb some men can be. Me and the deputies got a half-dozen stagecoach robbers in one go, all camping just outside town. Didn’t even set up a guard for their camp or nothing. But, no, not me. There may have been fewer jobs, I suppose, but for the most part this has all been the work of a new man in town.”

      “Oh?” Again, Jacob was grateful for his poker face. He successfully hid his surprise and, yes, a little dismay at hearing the marshal’s words.

      Santos had stood now, digging through a different stack of paperwork on the corner of the desk closest to Jacob.

      “Name’s, uh, Clifford Pierce. I think he said he’s from Illinois maybe. Or Iowa? Indiana? I can’t remember. Somewhere north of here, for certain. He won’t stop griping about the heat at least. Claims this is unnatural for November. But the man does good work, so I can’t fault him an opinion about the weather.”

      “Clifford Pierce.”

      “It was right fortunate he showed up here when he did. I think he might have moved on pretty quickly—the heat, like I say—if I hadn’t been so pressing. With you out of commission the jobs were just piling up and it seemed as though we’d never get out from under it. I thought maybe word would spread that there was no law at all in Arizona.”

      “But, Marshal, forgive me,” Jacob began hesitatingly. “I wasn’t out of commission. You could have called on me at any time. You did, in fact, before Olmos, didn’t you? If you needed help so badly, why didn’t you ask me?”

      Jacob’s voice was calm and even, but he could feel a stream of adrenaline surging through him. Who was this Clifford Pierce that the marshal was so praising? Jacob reminded himself that Arizona did not belong to him, and the more men committed to upholding the law the better.

      “Oh, I know, Payne,” Santos said dismissively. “I just didn’t want— Aha!”

      The marshal seized up a handful of papers from under the large stone that sat on the shelf behind his desk. Jacob had been meaning to ask him about that stone, but now was not the time.

      “You find what you’re looking for?”

      “Yep.” Santos beamed triumphantly. “Here you are, Payne. All the criminals who are about to meet their match.”

      He handed over the stack of wanted posters to the bounty hunter who thumbed through them quickly. Where normally Jacob had his pick of several dozen jobs of varying degrees of difficulty, now he had only fourteen or fifteen. After a quick perusal, Jacob surmised that this Clifford Pierce fellow had scooped up all but the most difficult bounties in the territory. And Jacob wasn’t fool enough to think that he had done that deliberately. If Elliott “Slippery” Stone was still worth several thousand dollars, there was no doubt that Pierce was at least trying to find his trail.

      Jacob Payne was confident in his skills. He knew that given enough time any one of these dastardly men could find their way to his capture. But time was not something he wanted to spend right now.

      Who was this Clifford Pierce?

      “Oh, hey. One more,” Santos said, handing Jacob another wanted poster. “This one came just this morning. But, you know, Jacob. If you’re not feeling right—”

      “I’m fine.” He offered Santos a tight smile. “Thanks. I’m good. I’m all right. Looking forward to getting back on the trail, as a matter of fact.”

      He skimmed over the outlaw’s details that the marshal had just handed him. Stagecoach robber. Five-foot-nine with black hair and beard. Bounty of only forty dollars. Ross Kendall. Last seen in Valencia.

      “Can you tell me any more about this one?” he asked, indicating.

      “Let me see.” Santos took it back from him and skimmed. “Valencia, huh? I think Pierce was headed that way last I talked to him. Much more dangerous man he was after though. If I remember right, the sheriff who took down the details of this Kendall man’s case told me he had somewhat botched the robbery. Only got off with a couple billfolds and apparently left behind a whole chest full of luxury items headed for a hotel. Maybe he’s too lazy to want to have to sell anything.” Santos chuckled.

      “So, not the sharpest tool in the shed, I take it. Did you say Pierce went to Valencia? Think he’s still there?”

      “Could be. Depends I suppose. Haven’t heard from him in a couple days, though.”

      Jacob nodded to himself and considered the ramifications of this job. Taking him that far away from home, for only forty dollars. But, then again, maybe whoever Pierce was after would make it worthwhile. Jacob felt an urge to see this man for himself, but pushed it down.

      “You can count on me, Marshal,” he said. “And if your friend Mr. Pierce comes in again, I’d like to meet him.”

      Santos frowned. “Meet him? All right, Payne. I’ll tell him. Good luck.”

      Jacob tipped his hat and left the office without another word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      As Jacob made his way from the marshal’s office, he digested all this new information and what his next steps needed to be. Valencia was a far enough trek that he’d have to at least purchase more supplies for the road. Blaze was well rested, but Jacob would have a few stops to make.

      And figure out how to break the news to Bonnie that he was ending his convalescence early. And leaving town.

      His feet had carried him while his mind was on other matters, and soon Jacob realized he was on the same road as the San Xavier Cafe and the Golden Saddle Saloon. He looked at his pocket watch—it was right about lunchtime. The perfect time to grab a bite and start laying the groundwork for leaving town.

      Both establishments were right near each other. Jacob made a split-second decision. It caused him a brief pang of guilt, but he assured himself that the last thing Bonnie needed while she was trying to wait on other patrons was to be worrying about him. Jacob would instead go the Golden Saddle and see what he could learn about Clifford Pierce.

      Besides, he told himself. Men there were far more likely to have news of Ross Kendall, if there was any to be had.

      Jacob turned left and made his way to the saloon, pushing down his feelings of guilt for disappointing Bonnie.

      As he made his way inside, Jacob waved to Lucky and Abe, the gamblers who spent most of their days playing—working—from the table in the corner of the saloon. They had been accused of cheating in the past but, from what Jacob knew, a thorough investigation had concluded that these two men were just excellent gamblers.

      So good, in fact, that their reputation had spread throughout the Arizona Territory and nearby. Men from California, Utah, Texas and farther were making pilgrimages to Tucson just to try their luck against the pair. Abe had been vocally proud of the fact, and Jacob could just laugh. All this hubbub had done for him was confirm he shouldn’t be playing against these two. Now or ever.

      And yet, when he walked in, Abe tried to wave him over. Jacob shook his head and made his way to the bar instead.

      As he sat and got the bartender’s attention, it struck him that for however long that Pierce had been in Tucson, not a single one of Jacob’s friends in town had mentioned the man to him. Surely at least one of them must have met him. Even if Pierce was rarely there in between hunting for outlaws, he would have to come back sometime. And both he and his horse would have to eat. But for some reason, Jacob had been kept in the dark.

      “What’ll you have?” the man asked.

      Jacob had previously met Pete Pendleton, but had not yet had occasion to have any length of conversation with him. He did, after all, spend most of his time at the San Xavier Cafe instead of here in the saloon. But from what Jacob knew of Pete, he’d be helpful if he could be. He liked to talk, that was certain.

      The bounty hunter ordered a beer and a serving of whatever was in the kitchen that day. He fell into musing as he waited for his dinner.

      The more he thought about it, the more it occurred to him that it was strange that he hadn’t heard about Pierce before that morning. Were the other men in Tucson hiding something from him?

      Pete came back with Jacob’s food, setting it down in front of him clumsily. The plate tipped so far some of the gravy spilled off onto the bar.

      “Whoops,” Pete said, with no real regret in his tone. “Now let me get you that beer.”

      “Thanks. I wonder if you might help me out with something. You heard of a man called Clifford Pierce?” Jacob asked, trying to sound casual.

      “Pierce?” Pete furrowed his brow, thinking as he poured. “Oh, yeah. Pierce. He’s been in here a few times. He’s kept a room upstairs for a couple weeks, though I don’t think he actually sleeps here all that much. He’s a bounty hunter, ain’t he?”

      “That’s what they tell me.” Jacob took a bite of potatoes, dripping with gravy.

      “Yeah, Pierce is an interesting fella, all right,” Pete continued. A couple older men at the far end of the bar were trying to get his attention, but the bartender was either too distracted or too indifferent to go do his job. “Seems awfully proud of himself, that man. That or he’s a flannel-mouthed liar.” Pete chuckled.

      “Sir!”

      The bearded man on the end finally gave up trying to be polite and yelled at Pete. The bartender hustled over to help. Alone with his thoughts, Jacob went over his mental list of all the preparations he needed to make to go after Ross Kendall. The forty dollars he was to make would get eaten up pretty quick, but Jacob knew he needed to get back in the saddle.

      A few moments later, Pete was back in front of Jacob, ready to gossip and jaw all afternoon if need be. Jacob wondered if the saloon was so empty because of Pete’s chattiness or the quality of the food or both.

      “I heard you broke your ribs or some such, Payne. Is that true?”

      Jacob scoffed. “No. Not true. Where’d you hear that?”

      “I dunno.” He shrugged. “Who knows where I hear anything, with all the comings and goings in this place. But you been around a lot, haven’t you? In town?”

      “Yep. I did suffer some injuries a couple weeks ago. And my girl was worried about me, so to ease her mind I’ve been staying put. But now I’m all healed up and ready to hit the road. I’ll likely be heading west to Valencia in the morning.”

      “Valencia? Funny coincidence you’re going there. Last I heard from Pierce, he was following a lead up to Valencia too.”

      “Was he?” Jacob prompted, pleased to have led Pete right to the topic. “Any idea what his plans were?”

      “Like I say, he might be a big talker. But the way I heard it Pierce had a connection to a member of the Slippery Stone Gang and he was going to go after Stone himself.”

      Jacob was both taken aback and unsurprised. From the little he knew about Pierce, it would have been out of character for him to not go after the biggest fish. The detail that he had a connection and a lead in Valencia was news to Jacob, though. Was it luck or Providence that Jacob was planning on heading to the same place?

      In a flash, Jacob pictured the icy blue eyes and brown curly hair of Elliott Stone. If any bounty was going to capture this renegade, it had to be Jacob Payne. He would become a legend in the territory. Hell, in the whole country.

      He couldn’t let Clifford Pierce get there first.

      “Anything else you can tell me about Pierce?” Jacob shoveled more food into his mouth to keep himself quiet. The longer he let Pete talk unhindered, the more he would reveal.

      “Well, I dunno.” Pete dug a finger into one ear, squinting one eye at the pain as he pushed it deeper. “He’s the kinda man that talks about himself a lot. Though, now that I think about it, I’m not sure he’s really said all that much, if you get my meaning. There’s a lot around here that seemed charmed enough by him, though.”

      Jacob nodded. He did know. U.S. Marshal Santos seemed downright smitten with the other bounty hunter, in fact.

      “And, like I say, he talked a lot about bringing in Elliott Stone. Only God knows if that will come to pass.” Pete shrugged again.

      “The marshal led me to believe that Pierce has brought in a lot of outlaws in the last couple weeks.”

      “Maybe. I dunno.”

      Jacob and the bartender regarded each other for another moment as the former continued to eat. He wasn’t sure what to think, but one thing was clear. Jacob would need to go to Valencia. He would capture Ross Kendall if nothing else. He would again be available for all the difficult and dangerous jobs in the territory.

      Jacob had taken a long enough break and now it was time for action.

      He’d have to break the news to Bonnie before he left, though.
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      Jacob had a few options. He wanted to get on the road soon, but he didn’t want to worry or alarm Bonnie before he left town. Instead of visiting her at the cafe, after he ate and chatted with Pete, he waited on the porch of her boarding house for her to get home. Bonnie’s landlady, Mrs. Withers, threatened to throw him off her property, but ultimately decided that the bounty hunter had too many official connections in Tucson for her to risk overtly offending him.

      Instead, she ignored him.

      Jacob sat on the porch, in the afternoon heat, without offer of any refreshment for more than an hour. But he didn’t want to miss a single moment of Bonnie’s time, as long as he was still in town. So he waited as long as was necessary.

      When she turned to walk up the front path of the home, her whole face lit up in recognizing him.

      “Why! Jacob Payne. What are you doing here?” Her question felt loaded with concern. While she may have gotten used to his changing plans and putting himself in danger on a regular basis, that didn’t make it ever any easier to hear.

      “I need to talk to you, please.” He stood and took her hand. “Do you want to change or eat first or—”

      “No, no.” She waved a hand dismissing his concerns. “Come sit. Tell me everything.”

      Jacob took a deep breath, said a silent prayer of gratitude for this patient woman, and launched into his news. He felt like so many conversations with her recently had been the same—he had to go to work. He had to leave Tucson. But somehow this time felt different, although he couldn’t have put his finger on why.

      “All right,” she said, when he finished. “You’re leaving tomorrow? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “You darling girl,” he said, almost in a whisper. Jacob caught up her hand and kissed it. “Thank you for understanding.”

      “Well, you know, Jacob. Just because I understand doesn’t mean I like it,” she teased. “You told me just yesterday that your ribs we’re still all bruised up.”

      “You’re right. Of course. You’re right. But I’ll never forgive myself if I let myself get further behind. This is just something I have to do. For me.”

      “Further behind what?” she asked, frowning. “Are you— You’re not worried about money, are you?”

      “No.” Jacob silently cursed his slip of the tongue. He backtracked. “Maybe that’s not the right word. Behind the outlaw, so to speak. If he was last seen in Valencia, Lord knows where he could be now.”

      She seemed satisfied by his answer and didn’t ask any more questions. Instead, she leaned over from her seat and rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I’ll miss you, Jacob,” she said quietly. “Come home to me soon, please.”

      “I will. I promise. As soon as I can.”

      He held her in an embrace, trying to sear the memory into his brain, as it would be all of her he had to hold on to for the next several days.

      

      The road to Valencia was longer than he expected. Even keeping on the road constantly, with short breaks for food and water, Jacob planned to be riding Blaze for nearly two full days. The days were growing shorter now as November wore on, and Jacob could only count on ten or eleven hours of light.

      He knew what he was signing up for. Two days of travel—four total when he went home—not including the time it took him to track down and capture Ross Kendall, and all for only forty dollars. He could afford it. Forty dollars was not nothing, but it was also far less than he had commanded for a bounty in quite a while.

      Jacob tried to put that all out of his mind. A bounty hunter’s job was to get the man, not to wait around for something more lucrative to come along. But as he and Blaze walked the mile after mile to Valencia, he turned over the situation in his mind.

      Maybe the reason bounty hunters seemed to have such a poor reputation was because they all would have turned down this job. So many of the men who went into this line of work were just aiming to earn money for shooting other men. Maybe he was being foolish. Or maybe he was just the only bounty hunter in the territory with any innate sense of justice.

      Jacob whistled to himself as Blaze plodded, step after step westward to Valencia. From what Jacob had been told, it was a small town, just begun and on the cusp of booming. A small gold lode had been discovered in the hills and word was beginning to spread. As it was a mining town, Jacob knew he could expect even more lawlessness and less gentility than usual.

      No wonder Ross Kendall had gone there.

      For two full days, Jacob rode in silence, alone under the November sun with nothing to do but think. Fortunately, Blaze wasn’t much of a conversationalist either, and Jacob soon filled his mind with ideas and dreams for the future. With the cash he had deposited in the bank, he could now begin planning for the possibility of staying in the west. As such, he had a number of things that needed to be decided.

      None of which were pressing, but all of which filled the time on his long trek to Valencia.

      At the end of the second day, Jacob saw a sprinkling of lights along the horizon at the foot of the hills. The sun was just setting as he rode the final miles into the brand new mining town.

      Even though it was after dark, the town was still bustling. Jacob heard the unmistakable sounds of hammers being
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