
    
    [image: title page]
    


Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Map

Epigraph

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Author’s Note

Acknowledgments

Sample Chapter from VENGEANCE ROAD

Buy the Book

About the Author

Connect with HMH on Social Media



  [image:  ]


Copyright © 2017 by Erin Bowman

All rights reserved. For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.


  hmhbooks.com


 

Map artwork by Sophie Kittredge.

Bird art on map by Teagan White.

Cover illustration © 2017 by Teagan White

Cover design by Cara Llewellyn and Andrea Miller

 

The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:

Names: Bowman, Erin, author.

Title: Retribution rails / Erin Bowman.

Description: Boston ; New York : Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, [2017] | Companion to: Vengeance Road. | Summary: Ten years after the events of Vengeance Road, Reece Murphy, who has been forced to join the Rose Riders gang, must work with aspiring journalist Charlotte Vaughn to get free.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016058459

Subjects: | CYAC: Frontier and pioneer life—​Fiction. | Adventure and adventurers​—​Fiction. | Robbers and outlaws—​Fiction. | Revenge​—​Fiction. | West (U.S.)​—​History​—​19th century​—​Fiction.

Classification: LCC PZ7.B68347 Ret 2017 | DDC [Fic]​—​dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016058459

ISBN 9780544918887 hardcover

ISBN 978-1-328-60367-8 paperback

eISBN 978-1-328-82901-6

v2.0719



For Casey—

​My wildest adventure





  [image:  ]




Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.

—​CONFUCIUS





  
    Chapter One
  





  
    Reece
  


There’s a nice stretch of rail between Painted Rock and Gila Bend, and that’s where we’ll take the train.

Diaz and Hobbs are hunched over the track, sweating and cursing beneath the Territory’s winter sun as they work to uproot another spike. Hobbs is yapping advice in a tone that’s earning him rude gestures from Diaz. Besides their banter and the clank of tools hitting metal, the morning’s silence is damn near deafening. No cactus wrens singing. No breeze. Not even the far-off whistle of the train we know’s coming.

A robbery ain’t how I envisioned spending my eighteenth birthday, but after three years riding with this crew, I’ve learned to expect nothing and be ready for anything.

Boss checks his pocket watch and tucks it away without comment. Means we’re still on schedule. For now.

“Well, Murphy?”

“Nothing yet, Boss.”

I been sitting in the saddle ’longside him all morning, checking the horizon with his binoculars. The train’s due in Gila Bend at quarter past twelve, meaning it should be chugging our way ’round high noon. We heard it’s carrying a mountain of money to a bank in Tucson. Payroll, plus general funds being transferred. Has something to do with the approaching new year. Exact details don’t matter to us. Boss’s got an informant, and his info ain’t steered us wrong, save for one skirmish a few months back, so when we hear money’s on the move and can be lining our pockets before the sun sets—​three days, even, before the calendar reads 1887—​we follow the lead.

“How ’bout Crawford?”

I turn my attention east. The Gila carves through the parched Arizona soil in the distance, but on a slight rise before its banks, a mass of cattle’re grazing. The rest of our boys—​Crawford, Barrera, DeSoto, and Jones—​are out there among the beef. The herd belongs to some rancher, but when the train breaks the horizon, Crawford and the others’ll get ’em moving, coaxing ’em this way till they’re stampeding for the tracks. If’n things go smooth, the rail Hobbs and Diaz are wrestling with won’t matter. Conductor’ll see the herd and shout for the brake. Then we’ll step onto the cars as the dust settles, taking ’em by surprise. But if the herd don’t cooperate or their timing ain’t agreeable, a busted track ain’t the worst way to stop a train. We done it before.

“He’s still getting in place,” I say. The hillside ain’t speckled with nothing but tan hides and dull-green shrub, and Crawford’s supposed to turn his jacket out when he’s ready. It’s got a red lining.

“Lemme have a look,” Boss says, reaching.

I surrender the binoculars and watch as he observes the herd. His brows’re pulled down tight, his expression stern and focused. It ain’t a rare look. I think I only caught him laughing twice in the three years I been forced to ride with him.

“Were I wrong?” I ask after he hands the binoculars back.

“Nah. Didn’t think you would be, but a boss’s gotta check or he ain’t much of a boss.”

My chest puffs up a little, then deflates from the shame. I ain’t sure how it’s possible to admire and despise someone in the same breath, but that’s how it is for me with Luther Rose. I can’t forget the scar he put on my forearm—​the half-finished rose brand of pink, puckered skin—​or what his men did to the Lloyds that day they dragged me into their crew. Or the waste Boss lays at his feet day in and day out, never seeming to feel an ounce of remorse or guilt. None of the Rose Riders seem to. And yet, this is my life now. This is how I gotta live. I’m here ’cus I got something Boss wants, and I’m gonna be his prisoner till he gets it. Surviving is easier if I pretend I’m one of ’em.

And if I make Boss happy in the process.

Luther Rose runs a tight outfit, after all, as savage and unforgiving as his half brother, Waylan. Back when he were still alive, the gang hit the stagelines, not the rails, and local folk didn’t even know Waylan had a sibling. It were a secret within the gang. Waylan never wanted his kin to be a target, and since they had different mas and didn’t bear a striking resemblance, he had Luther act like any old member of the crew. It was only after his passing that Luther made his true relation to the late Boss known. It helped strike fear. Now people quake at the mention of Luther Rose just as much as they did when hearing of Waylan a decade earlier. The gang’s as feared as ever.

Hell, I was scared of ’em as a kid growing up with the drunk I called a father in Ehrenberg, and I was downright terrified when they rode into my life three years back. Most days, I’m still on edge. The trick is, I try not to show it. You display yer weaknesses ’round these type of men and they’ll eat you alive.

The shriek of an engine whistle shatters the afternoon quiet.

“Soon now, Murphy,” Boss says to me. A plume of dark smoke puffs ’long the horizon. “Soon.”

I check for Crawford and find a swatch of red, hear the gunshots popping next. The herd starts lumbering.

Diaz has finally pulled the last spike, and now him and Hobbs are wrestling with the rail, yanking it so it don’t line up with one farther down the track. Soon as it’s free, they circle back on their horses, pulling up behind me and Boss.

The stampede comes on, our boys riding ’long the outskirts to keep the cattle confined and on target. My mare, Girl, is already getting spooked. She ain’t never liked trains, and she twitches beneath me. I squeeze her tight with my thighs, trying to assure her all’s well, but if I had it my way, I’d clear out a little, let the beef run their course, and swoop in when the train brakes for the animals. But Boss is sitting proud in his saddle, unfazed and barely blinking, so I try to do the same.

The engine’s bearing down on us like a bullet come outta the barrel, a blot of black on the horizon that flies straight and true. It ain’t slowing, but neither are the cattle. Crawford and his men draw rein on the north side of the rails, letting the herd lumber on. Dust billows ’round the beef.

Beyond the dirt cloud, the train keeps blowing its whistle.

“Boss?” Diaz warns at a shout.

But Boss just holds up a hand.

Right when I’m certain this is the time a train’ll derail and go flying, the brakeman applies the brakes. The clamped-down wheels screech and scream, running over the rail. The shrill cry is like a pickaxe to my skull, the worst kind of headache. I got my bandanna up over my mouth and nose to protect from the dust, and I can still smell the metallic tang of the hot steel, the engine’s coal steam.

For a good half minute our world is nothing but dust and heat and screaming brakes. Sparks fly. With one final exhale from the engine, the train goes still. The herd continues south, taking the dust with ’em.

I fan dirt from my eyes.

The dark outline of the train engine sits a few yards ahead, air rippling ’round it. It’s a giant of a locomotive, a towering black behemoth that came to a stop just yards from our busted bit of rail.

A figure leans out from between cars, flapping a pale kerchief so he can see if the herd’s cleared out.

Boss draws his pistol.

The poor bastard don’t even have a chance to yell out a warning. The moment his eyes find us, going wide and fearful, Boss pulls his trigger. The man’s head snaps back, and he topples from the train, landing beside the track.

“Let’s move!” Boss orders.

We draw our pistols, tip our hats low so all you can see easy between the brims and bandannas is our eyes. And then we’re storming the train.



  
    Chapter Two
  





  
    Charlotte
  


It is not my first ride in the elegant passenger car of a Southern Pacific locomotive, but when the engine comes to an unexpected stop and a pistol is discharged outside, I’m certain it will be my last. Lord knows trains do not make unannounced stops between depots for any good reason.

“Sir,” I say, nudging the sleeping lawman beside me.

He does not budge.

Since leaving Yuma, the engine’s been pulling us northeast, following the Gila River as she chugs toward Tucson. It’s provided a beautiful view of the southern plains, and had I known that the lawman intended to sleep the entire trip, I’d have requested the seat by the window. There’s little view now that the glass is caked with dust, but if I peer with determination, I can see a barren hillside and a wisp of the river in the distance.

This is what I get for chasing a story.

“Your father sank a small fortune into the Prescott rail project, Charlotte,” Mother said to me before she left for the capital yesterday. “He’d want me to see the final spike driven, maybe even say a few words on his behalf. Sit tight, and I’ll be home in but a few days’ time.”

Uncle Gerald’s been running the family mine since we moved to Yuma a decade ago. Always in the habit of stealing the accomplishments of others, he’ll surely “say words” on Father’s behalf. But it won’t end there. Father has been in the ground only a single week, and Mother has already confided in me her fears that Uncle Gerald might try to demand her hand in marriage in order to gain ownership of the mine. He’ll argue that this is his way of supporting us, that the business will need a respected man at its helm, but we both know he just wants the money.

Mother’s gone to Prescott to have a firm discussion with him about the will and what to expect—​a lovely way to spend the holiday season.

And I’ve gone after a story, for while Mother doesn’t think Uncle Gerald would stoop so low as to hold me over her head, I worry otherwise. Don’t you want to be able to provide for Charlotte? he’ll croon. Wouldn’t it be a pity if something happened to her? But if I get my big break—​a story with my name attached to it, a career reporting for a paper—​I’ll be able to take care of myself. I refuse to be a burden or a bargaining chip.

But now, sitting near the back of the train’s first-class car, I fear I’m about to pay for my stubborn determination.

To my rear is a locked car carrying valuables, and farther back are the rest of the passengers, where I can hear muffled demands shouted.

Way up front, our car door bangs open, and I lurch for the suitcase at my feet, feeling blindly until my fingers graze the barrel of Father’s most prized pistol. I’d taken it with me for protection, never thinking I’d truly need it. I snatch it up and press it to my ribs, hiding the weapon beneath my jacket.

“Hands where we can see ’em!” a man shouts as he climbs into view. A sweat-stained bandanna is drawn over his nose, and his hat is angled low across his brow. “Hands up, and no one gets shot.”

Throughout the car, passengers slowly reach for the ceiling, but I can’t bear to let go of Father’s pistol. I hunker down in the seat, breathing heavily, considering that if I appear small and frightened, the robber might not think twice about my hands being deep inside my jacket.

Another man steps into view—​slighter than the first, but just as tall, and just as hidden behind his attire. He ducks past the first man and moves up the aisle.

“Murphy!” his companion calls, and tosses him a burlap sack.

The man named Murphy catches it. “Valuables,” he says, angling toward the nearest seat.

“Watches and purses!” the other adds from up front. “And yer jewelry.”

I nudge the lawman with my leg. Nothing. He’s still slumped against the window, a dark handkerchief clutched in his lap. He’d been coughing quite a bit when we boarded the locomotive in Yuma. Could be he’s like Father, fighting a losing battle with tuberculosis.

“That band on yer finger,” the stockier robber says from up front.

“But it’s my wedding ring,” comes a retort.

“Do you wanna die today?”

The woman breaks down, gasping and sobbing, but the man refrains from loosening bullets. How the lawman can sleep through this, even with his condition, is beyond comprehension.

The man called Murphy moves on to my row. I blink at the burlap sack dangling in my peripheral vision, squeeze the grip of the pistol beneath my jacket.

“Yer valuables,” he grunts at me. He’s wearing filthy trousers and a pale blue work shirt stained with a ring of sweat around the collar. The bandanna over his mouth matches his shirt, but it’s his hat that compels me to pause. A deep, rich felt material, broad-brimmed but high, with an intricately braided strip of leather encircling the crown. It’s too showy for a man of crime, too proud. Surely stolen. But I make note of it all, committing the details to memory. A description of these men is the first thing we’ll be asked for when we chug into town, robbed dry.

“I don’t have anything worth giving, mister,” I say, avoiding eye contact. I can feel him staring, though, and when I venture a look, his eyes are working a line over my entire person. The small suitcase at my feet, the visible portion of my black mourning dress, the fine winter jacket draped across my shoulders, my chin, nose . . .

“Yer earrings,” he says.

The small pearl studs were a gift from Father when I turned sixteen last month, and I refuse to give a piece of him to some no-good train robber who makes a living taking what others have rightly earned.

“The earrings,” he says again. “Put ’em in the bag, and no harm done.”

Like hell.

Suddenly I’m mad at the world. Father, for leaving me and Mama. The Law, for not being able to rein in these bands of robbers that continually plague the good folk riding the rails. The devil, for creating men as desperate and dark as the one standing before me.

My fear betrays me, and my lip trembles. I bite down on it, snuffing out the quiver. An expression flickers over the robber’s face, something that suggests he has no problem stealing, but doesn’t particularly like being reminded that his victims are human. That they fear and shake and cry.

But perhaps that can be used to my advantage.

There are only two robbers in this car, and if I’m able to surprise the man named Murphy—​drop him with a bullet—​surely someone else will spring to action. Certainly the lawman will wake from a gunshot fired in such an enclosed space.

A bullet goes off in the payload car, startling me so thoroughly, I nearly drop Father’s pistol.

“Hurry up, dammit,” the robber snarls.

“All right,” I say, cocking Father’s pistol beneath my jacket, intent on giving Murphy a pearl-shaped bit of lead.

But as I draw the weapon, the door to the cash car bursts open and several men tumble into ours. The one in the lead sees the barrel of my gun appearing from beneath my jacket, and he dives at Murphy, knocking him to the aisle floor. My shot goes into the man’s shoulder.

And that’s when the lawman finally wakes.

Dropping his kerchief and drawing his pistol, he shoves me toward the window and opens fire on the robbers. I flinch at each shot, grabbing my ears as the car explodes with thunderous noise. Around the lawman’s legs, I can see a bit of the aisle: Murphy struggling to free himself from beneath the man I hit—​a man he’s now calling “Boss.”

The lawman lets out an oof and slumps into me. There’s shouting and more gunshots, then silence. My ears still ring, barely able to hear the pound of fleeing hooves.

I peer out the window and find the gang on the move, their steeds kicking up dust as they fly for the river.

“Sir?” I say, turning back to the lawman. He shifts his weight off me awkwardly and lets out a low wheeze. “Sir, are you all right?”

The pistol slides from his hand, landing on the floor of the car with a clatter. His eyelids flutter.

“See it through for me, miss,” he says. “Please?”

I grab at his front. He is slick, wet. The breast pocket of his vest is glistening with blood. “What?” I gasp out. “See what through?”

But his only response is a ragged, uneven breath as his blood seeps through my fingers.



  
    Chapter Three
  





  
    Reece
  


By the time we cross the Gila and kick the horses into a true sprint, flying north, the reality of the situation crashes into me.

That fair-skinned, wide-eyed, lip-trembling girl nearly sent me to meet my maker.

I know exactly where I went wrong, why I didn’t catch sooner that she were pulling an act. I’d been keeping my gaze down as I moved up the aisle, trying to avoid looking folk in the eye if I could manage it. In part ’cus it ain’t never worth being recognized, even with the bandanna up high and our hats down low, but also ’cus I hate the look I get during jobs. The fear and horror, the desperate anguish. I know what they’re feeling ’cus I lived it myself. When I’d finally fled my drunken father at thirteen and found work on the Lloyds’ farm near La Paz, I thought I were safe. The Colorado ran nearby. The earth were rich and fertile. It was heaven. For nearly two blessed years I wasn’t boy, or bastard, or son of a bitch, but Reece Murphy, a kid that just might be able to make something of himself. I vowed to be a farmhand for the Lloyds long as I could manage. But then Boss and his boys came galloping onto their claim the summer before I turned fifteen, and it all went to hell.

It were the hottest day I ever saw. Longest, too. They killed the whole family—​Billy included, who were only seven—​and they took their time doing it.

I don’t know what made ’em choose that claim. Maybe they were bored. Maybe they needed money and the Lloyds were the easiest, closest hit. Alls I know is I’d’ve been strung up also if it weren’t for the coin Diaz found while emptying my pockets.

“Boss, you seen this?” he said. “Ain’t this yer brother’s?”

He tossed the coin over, and Luther—​who were in the process of carving that blasted rose into my forearm—​paused to snatch it outta the air. He went dead still when he done saw it proper. A fury spread over his face, not unlike the look that crawls over my pa’s when he’s had too much whiskey.

“Where’d you get this?” Boss snarled, holding the coin an inch from my nose. It were a gold piece a touch smaller than a half-dollar, featuring a wreath on one side and Lady Liberty on the other. It looked a bit like a three-dollar piece, but there was no currency amount on either face. I reckon it coulda been worth a cent or a hundred times that, but I’d held on to it simply ’cus I’d never seen another like it.

“A cowboy gave it to me last week,” I answered.

“What cowboy?”

“I don’t know.”

Boss backhanded me ’cross the cheek.

“I swear, I don’t know,” I said again. “He were a stranger. I ain’t never seen him ’cept for that once.”

And it were the truth. The cowboy’d stopped at the Lloyds’ one afternoon, looking to repair his steed’s faulty shoe. Mr. Lloyd gave the man a drink from the pump and a bite to eat. I took care of his horse. The next day, he’d flicked the coin at me with a gruff “Thanks” and rode south. That was it. In our lives for a day, then gone forever.

But Boss still moved his knife to my neck like I were lying. My pulse pumped so hard I could feel the blade more firmly with each heartbeat.

“Think you’d recognize this cowboy if’n you saw him again?”

“Y-yes,” I stuttered, just wanting it to end—​the pain in my forearm and the crackle of building fire and the women’s screams coming from somewhere behind me. “I could point him out,” I promised. “I’m s-sure of it.”

And just like that, Boss was sheathing his knife and I were being hauled onto Diaz’s horse.

I looked back only once as we rode out. Inside the corral, in the mouth of the Lloyds’ blazing barn, four dark shadows hung swinging.

I was a wanted criminal after that day, charged with the murder of the Lloyd family. I weren’t Reece Murphy no more. I was the Rose Kid. Infamous. Feared. I slaughtered that poor family, ran, and then joined up with the Rose Riders so I could continue doing evil. Least that’s the story that got printed, the tale folks chose to believe. Sometimes I wonder if Boss or his boys’ve let lies slip, too, planted yarns and encouraged the rumors. It sure don’t hurt the gang’s image. If nothing else, it makes ’em even more fearsome. Makes the kid they got riding in their ranks out to be a true villain, not a fool held hostage. Fear can be more persuasive than facts.

It’s why I bought that girl’s act, after all. By the time I had the nerve to look her in the eye, I only saw a scared girl trembling in her coat, not a spitfire opponent with a pistol hidden from view. I’d even been close to telling her not to cry, that I weren’t gonna hurt her, that if she just handed over the earrings, it’d all be over, but Boss had been nearly done in the cash car, and I didn’t want him to catch me being sympathetic.

It all went to hell after the girl’s pistol discharged. Boss toppling into me. Hobbs just behind him, firing like mad with the cash slung over his shoulder. Jones shouting for us to get a move on from the front of the train.

It’s moments like this—​fleeing a train job gone wrong, with my cheeks chapped from the cold and every bone in my body bracing for Boss’s rage when we stop—​that I wonder what in tarnation I’m doing.

I truly believe he’ll let me go if’n I find that cowboy for him. He’s vicious, but he’s still a man of his word. A handshake means something among men, even outlaws, and over the years the small promises Boss’s made me, he’s kept. Like getting me new boots when I outgrew mine, and other small decencies. It ain’t him keeping his promise that worries me. It’s the cowboy. He’s starting to feel like a ghost, an impossible whisper of a man.

I ain’t never gonna find him. I’m gonna be stuck riding with these boys forever.

I almost wish that girl’d managed to shoot me.



We ride hard all day, and when we stop at dusk, Boss damn near falls from his saddle. He’s lost a good amount of blood, but he don’t check the wound or even if we got the payload out safe. (We did.) He just stumbles straight for me and delivers a blow to my chin that sends me sprawling.

“Goddammit, Murphy! You got air between those ears? You don’t let no one reach into their jacket like that, not even some shaken, near-blubbering lady. Yer gonna get us all killed, kid!”

He kicks me in the side, and I don’t even bother trying to shield myself from the blow. He took a bullet for me.

Boss turns toward Hobbs. “The damage?”

“None. We got all the cash out.”

“And the lawman?”

“Got him taken care of, too.”

It’s good news for us, but Boss don’t look none the more relieved.

“Rest while you can,” he announces. “Word of that robbery’ll be telegraphed ’cross the Territory. With luck, there’ll be reports of unidentified men attacking, nothing more, but we’re riding hard for a while. The farther we get from the Southern Pacific, the better.”

As the others start seeing to their bedrolls, Boss crouches down beside me. The tang of sweat and blood drips off him. If fury’s got a scent, he’s wearing that too.

“You do something that dumb again, and I’ll finish that rose on yer forearm, Murphy. I swear it on my brother’s grave.”

The little I know ’bout Waylan’s death suggests he died in the Superstition Mountains east of Phoenix and were left there to rot, not buried. There ain’t no grave to swear on. But I keep quiet.

“It ain’t like I want to,” Boss adds as he straightens. “It’s just I can’t have you dying on me, son. You got that?”

I know it’s less ’bout me meaning something to him and all ’bout him wanting answers—’bout tracking down who killed his brother, which starts with questioning the cowboy only I can identify. But when he leaves to tend to his shoulder, I say a prayer that the cowboy wanders ’cross my path soon. I’ll gladly give up one more soul to cut free. I can deal with that last bit of blood on my hands.

Since running from home, I’ve spent more time in this gang than not, and while I know everything we do is wrong and wretched and cursed, it’s starting to feel normal. It’s starting to be all I know. I barely trust my own two hands these days, so I gotta find that cowboy before I start feeling like this is where I belong. I gotta walk away from the Rose Riders before I start liking the way it sounds to hear Boss call me “son.”



  
    Chapter Four
  





  
    Charlotte
  


“Is there a doctor onboard?”

The passengers are in an uproar, some sobbing while others rant about stolen purses and lost jewelry.

“Dammit, is there a doctor onboard?” I shout.

An elderly woman twists around to face me. She’s pinching a set of rosary beads, her lips still curled around a prayer. I think she might scold me for such foul language, but then she notices my bloody hands gripping her headrest. I’ve stained the wood, left red smears on the velvet upholstery.

“Leonard,” she says, turning to the man with her. “Leonard, I do think your assistance is needed.”

Leonard leans on a cane as he moves up the aisle, a medical bag hanging heavy from his free hand. He kneels beside our seat, observing the lawman over the rim of thin wire spectacles.

I didn’t even know his name. He’d made a bit of small talk, shining the badge on his vest when I sat down beside him. I told him I was a journalist with the Prescott Morning Courier. A half-truth. I don’t write for the paper in any official capacity, but the lie made me appear older than my sixteen years, and the last thing I desired was for him to question why I was traveling without a chaperone and insist on escorting me home.

The doctor feels for the man’s pulse. I don’t need to watch more than a minute to know there’s nothing he can do for the lawman. I see the verdict on his face. One side of his mouth pulls down; then he licks his lips and swallows, glances at me quickly. He hasn’t even opened his medical bag.

“Are you traveling with anyone else, miss?”

My bloody hands are resting on the skirt of my dress, its fabric wet in places.

“Miss?”

I glance up. “No, sir.”

“A young lady like yourself shouldn’t be traveling alone,” his wife says. Then, almost in afterthought, her gaze jerks back to the deceased man and she adds, “God rest his soul.”

“I’m sorry to say there wasn’t much I—​or anyone—​could have done,” the doctor says. “He passed on almost immediately.”

My head bobs in a bit of a trance.

He’s dead. Those outlaws killed him.

The car lurches. I hear someone mutter, “There was a disengaged beam, but the crew fixed it.” The engine starts chugging, the wheels and rods rolling faster and faster until the scenery outside begins to blur.

I glance at the lawman.

His eyes are closed—​the doctor’s doing—​and if it weren’t for the blood all over his front, he almost appears to be sleeping again.


  See it through for me. Please.


I flip open my journal and began scribbling down everything I can remember about the gang. Murphy’s hat and blue bandanna. His companion’s stockier build. The boss’s graying hair and sunken eyes.

I’ll see it through. I’ll see the Law gets the cleanest description possible and that the hounds are sent after those devils.



When the locomotive chugs into Gila Bend, a flurry of activity awaits us. Word of the robbery was sent ahead by telegraph, and a posse is being rounded up to go after the gang.

The train is held at the depot while a deputy sheriff asks to speak with anyone who might be able to give a description of the robbers. I provide all I can remember, and the man taking down my description startles at the details of Murphy’s hat. He moves on to another passenger before I can ask him if they’ve had trouble with these characters before. It’s only after they’ve departed and the train is moving east again that I overhear Leonard and his wife conspiring; the young man named Murphy is actually Reece Murphy. The Rose Kid.

My stomach twists, and I slump in my seat.

I’d assumed Murphy was his first name, not last, and this new possibility laces my limbs with goose flesh. The Rose Kid rides beneath the equally heartless Luther Rose, and the men who make up the Rose Riders are among the Territory’s most vile and bloodthirsty lowlifes. Thieves, murderers, rapists, devils. There is not a tale I’ve heard of their crimes that does not make me shudder. What happened during the robbery now seems jovial. Things could have gone much, much worse.

I’m still quite shaken when I reach Maricopa, where a stagecoach can take me north to Prescott. The doctor is continuing east to Tucson, and his wife makes sure to chastise me on the dangers of traveling alone and my “sinful, improper ways.”

I assure her I will most certainly be fine, that family is waiting for me in Prescott, and besides, Nellie Bly travels without a chaperone. In fact, she’s currently down in Mexico, reporting for the Pittsburg Dispatch. Leonard’s wife has either never heard of the young female reporter or simply doesn’t care enough to change her opinion of me, for she watches with a scrutinizing gaze as I step onto the depot.

I’m not sure why I’m surprised.

Father told me long ago that I could do anything I set my mind to, but it would behoove me to be prepared for resistance at many turns. My journalism career began by summarizing the proceedings of the P&AC rail—​or, rather, the particulars Father was privy to. He’d mark up my words and I’d redraft them, and if he approved of the result, he’d send them on to Uncle Gerald, who would in turn send them along to an acquaintance, John Marion, editor and founder of the Prescott Morning Courier. On the occasions that my pieces were printed, they were always credited to Uncle.

When I confronted him by post, he simply replied that it is not a lady’s place to report on issues lest they pertain to ladies themselves—​fashion and gardening and all else oft found in the “women’s pages.” He was doing me a favor by submitting the work to Mr. Marion as his own. No one would even read my stories if they saw my name on the byline.

Well, I beg to disagree. I will write one darn impressive story about the completion of the Prescott and Arizona Central line, and while Uncle Gerald is busy trying to pressure Mother into an unwanted marriage, I will march into Mr. John Marion’s office, smack my piece down on his desk where he can’t ignore the words before him or the person who wrote them, and demand credit.

If I’m lucky, I’ll get a job, too.

I find my way to the stage stop, only to be told I’ve missed the day’s lone coach to Prescott. It’s rotten luck on an already horrid day, but moaning about it will change nothing. This is a lesson Mother has hammered into me, and I exhale hard—​just as she taught me—​and follow it with a smile. Things always look better when you smile, she says. I can admit that forcing my lips upward brightens my spirits, even if only minimally.

I purchase fare for a coach that will depart the following morning, then go about locating a boarding house for the night, which all but drains my purse.

I exhale again, but it’s harder to produce a smile a second time.

When I collapse on the bed, still wearing my jacket and bloodstained dress, I can’t help but worry about Mother. Has she spoken with Uncle yet? How did he take the news that Father left the Gulch Mine to Mother and me, not him? Lord knows he’ll feel entitled to it. He’s overseen operations this past decade while Father pursued additional business opportunities—​mainly buying up lumberyards along the Colorado and selling cheap fuel to steamboat companies that agreed to ship his copper at discounted prices in return. The P&AC will help with those freighting costs also, which was why Father invested so heavily in the project when construction finally began.

I’m struck again by the sudden sting of reality. He’s gone. He spent years slowly leaving us, but I still wasn’t prepared for his absence.

It is such a shame that he passed before the rail’s completion. I will have to write one heck of a story about the celebratory gala. Perhaps there are newspapers in heaven.



  
    Chapter Five
  





  
    Reece
  


We head north at dawn, following the dry riverbed of the Hassayampa.

I’m riding in Jones’s shadow ’cus the bruises I got on my side and jaw sting enough to keep me away from Boss. Not that he ain’t looking my way constantly. He prolly figures I can bring trouble upon us just by breathing wrong after that mess on the train. His constant watching makes me anxious, but I know better than to complain.

Jones senses my mood, though, and does his best to keep me smiling. “What’cha gonna do with yer cut of this purse?” he asks.

Everyone gets a percentage, but not me. Not till I find that cowboy. Boss keeps a tally of what I’ve earned on the inside cover of his Bible, and in the meantime I just get scraps—​enough to buy myself a drink or a shave in town, but nothing nobody could live on. It’s just one of the many ways he keeps me tethered.

“I don’t get a cut, remember?” I remind Jones.

“After, then,” he says.

“I barely got time to think ’bout today, much less after. What about you?”

“Gonna buy a nice plot of land someday.”

“When’s that gonna be?”

He shrugs, but it’s somewhat normal talk, and it warms a part of me that often feels hollow and dead.

Since fleeing the Southern Pacific, we been riding hard enough to make good time, but not so hard that we run the horses ragged. Boss leads and DeSoto, like the quiet shadow of a man he is, brings up the rear. The day of the robbery we stayed well west of Phoenix, and we ain’t stopped riding with the Hassayampa since we came upon the river. Today our target is Wickenburg, a mining town on the decline, with no rail and a decent ride from any of the existing tracks, even by coach. A good place to see if there’s a new bounty out on us.

Diaz pulls up ’longside me and Jones. “Boss wants you riding up with him, Murphy.” He leans closer and adds, “Happy birthday, by the way.”

“A day late,” I shoot back.

“Well, we were kinda busy robbing a train.”

“Ain’t that how everybody celebrates turning eighteen?”

Diaz grunts. “There’s usually whiskey involved. And women. You shoulda had some fun on that train, treated yerself to that pretty blond thing.”

Jones chuckles, but I frown.

“You don’t like gals that can pull a pistol on you,” Diaz says. “I get it.”

“That she drew on me says an awful lot about how far she wanted me from her.”

I don’t add that there ain’t time for that sorta disgrace during a train job, which Diaz knows as well as any. Still, his lip curls.

“Do us all a favor and buy yerself a poke when we get to town. All that righteous talk is making me sick.” He heels his horse and trots ahead.

I spit a few times, though there ain’t nothing in my mouth.



Come midafternoon we get our first sight of Wickenburg. It rises outta the desert, several blocks wide and rarely over a story tall, most of the buildings as barren and plain as the dry stretch of earth they sit on.

Boss gives orders for a staggered arrival, which we do often in situations like this, entering town in small groups or even pairs. It distracts from prying eyes, and if word of our train job’s done traveled cross the Territory ’long with our description, we wanna look nothing like a band of eight on horseback.

Boss barks out orders from the saddle, voice gruff. “Crawford, Barrera, and DeSoto—​y’all ride in together, but find a farrier. Replace a shoe or two if needed. Whatever makes you look like folk just passing through and needing some care for yer horses. Jones, you can ride in, but come dusk.” He turns to Diaz and Hobbs. “You two follow me, but hang back a half hour or so. Don’t be too on my tail. And Murphy?” Boss raises a hand. “You ready?”

I ain’t surprised to hear I’m riding with him. After yesterday, he ain’t gonna let me outta his sight, and if any of our gang’s to look unsuspicious, it’s the two of us together. Me, eighteen. Him, fortysomething. We could be father and son, stopping for a rest. We don’t got too much in common by way of features, but what do I know? I ain’t looked into a proper mirror in months. Could be the spattering of freckles that cover my nose have up and fled, that my hair’s gone suddenly streaked with gray and now I look like the bossman’s twin. My hands’ve done things I didn’t think ’em capable of these last three years. Maybe I won’t recognize the person who wields ’em no more.

I give Girl a nudge in the ribs. She’s a good horse, quiet and obedient. A day after I got dragged into the gang, Barrera stole her for me in the thick of the night. She came from a homestead not far outside La Paz and was prolly someone’s livelihood.

“What’s her name?” I asked Barrera.

“Hell if I know. She responded to Chica all right as I led her from the barn, though.”

It’s a sorry name for a horse, but most folk in the gang were only calling me “kid” back then, so I figured a label were better than nothing. I started calling the mare Girl, and while we rode, I mulled over better names and how I might try to make a run for it.

Three years later, she’s still Girl and I’m still riding with these bastards.

I tried running once. The results weren’t pretty.

The only way out is through the cowboy.



As we ride, I try to be like Boss: at ease in the saddle, confident, relaxed. We peel off the Hassayampa and cut west to enter the town. Both sides of Wickenburg’s main street boast adobe and frame buildings, homes and businesses full of people that got no notion of the kind of men riding into their world.

Boss tips his hat at a lady beating rugs outside a boarding house, smiles at a pair of kids waiting in a wagon hitched to a horse outside a general store. ETTER’S, it says on the front of the double-peaked roof. We’ll be stopping there before we leave, no doubt. Boss could use some new bandages for his bad arm, and our eating’s been meager the last two days. Barrera’s one hell of a cook, but he can’t make a feast outta nothing.

We trot a bit farther down the street, finally stopping outside a saloon. The dressing on Boss’s arm’s hidden from view beneath his long gray coat, and most folk would never guess he were shot yesterday, but I can see the signs. He flinches a touch as his leg swings over the saddle, grimaces as he ties his mare to the hitching post.

I secure Girl, too, aware of Boss’s intentions without asking after ’em. We’ll chat up the locals, ask ’round for news. If’n it appears folk are aware of the train job or too keen-eyed ’bout newcomers, we’ll stock up on what we need and leave quick as can do. But if the robbery news ain’t reached here, if the locals’re warm and welcoming . . . Well, a bed at that hotel we passed and a night with the working girls ain’t something Boss is gonna deny the crew.

I follow him outta the weak December sun. Inside, the saloon’s empty ’cept for a bartender cleaning glasses and a couple drunks playing cards. Light from the street seeps in, doing little to brighten the dingy space.

The bartender looks up from his work as the doors swing shut behind us.

“Whiskey for me and my boy,” Boss prompts.

He leans into the bar, easy, and as the man sets two glasses on the counter, I catch my reflection in the mirror behind him. I look tired and beat. My freckles are barely any darker than my tan skin these days, but I ain’t lucky enough to have lost most of my father’s Irish features. My Mexican mama—​whose folks called this land home long before wars and shifting borders decided it were Arizona Territory—​looks his opposite, but it’s so clear I’m his son. I got the same square jaw and hair just a few shades darker than his straw blond. The only bit of me that don’t look like him is my eyes. They’re darker, like my ma’s, but have gone all pinched these last few years. From squinting in the sun, likely, or from all I’ve seen and keep trying to blink away.

The bartender pours, then puts the stopper on the decanter. “You folk ain’t from around here,” he says as he slides the drinks over. It’s a fact, not a question.

Boss throws back the whiskey and nudges the glass forward for more. “Just passing through.”

“Hear ’bout that train robbery outside Gila Bend?”

“Can’t say we did. Been in the saddle this past week. Who done it?”

“No word on that yet. Not much word, in general. I only know some fellas on horseback made off with a hell of a fortune. And that a lawman’s dead on their account.”

I spin my glass a few times, finally take a sip. I ain’t never been able to down whiskey the way the boys do. It burns too much, and that ain’t a sting I wanna get used to. Not ever. I seen what it can do. The best men can go mad, and the wicked ones only fall farther. I ain’t got a memory of my father where he weren’t drunk, but I do remember a time when he at least apologized for lashing out at me, when he still saw a fault in his ways. By the time I ran, even that shadow of humanity had long since flown, leaving me with a demon who knew just three things: how to drink, how to insult, and how to beat.

“Shame,” Boss says. “First the coach lines, now the rails. Ain’t no way to travel safe no more.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” The bartender pours himself a glass and clinks with Boss. They both gulp down the poison.

The doors creak behind us.

I peer over my shoulder and spot Diaz and Hobbs entering the saloon. They nod at the bartender by way of a welcome but then move to a nearby table.

I stay focused on my whiskey. Boss goes on making small talk with the bartender.

I’ve managed to empty half my glass when a couple more gents trickle into the saloon. One of ’em tips his hat at the bartender. “Martin,” he says. That he knows the bartender by name means he’s gotta be a local, someone familiar, but the bartender’s expression’s gone suspicious and cold. His eyes dart between the newcomers and us. The air feels tight suddenly, tense. Like a coiled trap ready to spring.

Boss senses it too.

“I reckon we’ll be on our way.” He pushes a handful of coins ’cross the bar. It covers what we drank and then some.

But the bartender goes for something behind the counter.

Me and Boss reach for our pistols.

“Keep those fingers where I can see ’em,” a voice behind us says, “and turn around nice and slow.”

We pause, carefully move our hands away from our holsters. I turn like I been told, though Boss spins something quick. Flirting with death is his favorite game.

In the mouth of the saloon stands a skinny man with an equally skinny mustache. His jacket falls to his knees, and he has a pistol drawn, aimed right at us. There’s a second man near the poker table, a third not far to my right. Two more hovering by Diaz and Hobbs. They all got their guns out.

“I ain’t following,” Boss says, slow. “What’s the meaning of this?”

The skinny fella pulls his jacket back to reveal a silver badge on his vest. A deputy sheriff. “You boys are under arrest for the robbery of a Southern Pacific train outside Gila Bend on Wednesday.”

“You got the wrong men, partner,” Boss says. “I suggest you move on.”

“And I suggest you skin those pistols and come quietly. Else we’ll be taking dead men from this saloon.”

Boss is as fast as a rattler when he draws, but this is an awful lot of guns, the whole of ’em already pulled and spread through the room. Plus, there’s the bartender behind us, who I’m certain’s drawn a shotgun from below the bar by now and is likely aiming it at our backs. That puts our rivals at six strong. Even on a good day, without a bullet wound to the shoulder of his shooting hand, Boss can’t beat these kinda odds.

“You arrest all innocent men passing through yer town?” he asks.

“You’re innocent like I’m a U.S. Marshal. Besides,” the deputy adds, “we got a witness.”

The doors shove in, and a silhouette enters, falls in line beside the deputy. Then the doors quit swinging and her features come into focus. The front of her dress is stained with blood, her pale hair a disheveled mess, but there’s no mistaking her.

It’s the girl from the train.
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