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The Last Water Stop

By the fourth day of travel, Clara Adams knew Gideon Mercer’s letters well enough to recite them in her sleep.

The bundle lay open in her lap, seven sheets worn soft along the folds, tied with a strip of blue ribbon she’d cut from the hem of her second-best petticoat. The train swayed beneath her, laboring up the last grade of the Bitter Creek spur. Brown grass ran out to the foot of the mountains. Above it the Bighorns stood dark and enormous, early snow along their shoulders, so much bigger than the hills outside Philadelphia that she could hardly take them in.

She unfolded the fifth letter, though she didn’t need to. She already knew every word by heart.

I am no hand at fine words, Miss Adams. I would rather give you one plain true sentence than a pretty false one. So here is a true one. The mornings here come up gold over the ridge, and I have never seen one I didn’t want to show somebody.

Her thumb rested on the last line. Her stomach turned over, and she folded the paper along its crease before she could think too hard about why.

“Must be some letter, miss, the way you keep at it. Fellow back home, is he?”

The man across the aisle had been watching her read since the last station. He was a traveling photographer, with a checked waistcoat, an eager smile, and a wooden case of glass plates wedged between his boots, and he had already tried to sell her a portrait twice. Clara lifted her chin and gave him the look she reserved for boys who whispered during arithmetic.

“A gentleman in Bitter Creek, Mr. Tibbs. I haven’t met him yet.”

“Well, now.” He leaned back, pleased with himself. “Bitter Creek’s a fine town for brides. I photograph a wedding there every spring. Most of ‘em stick.”

Most of them. Clara turned her face to the window so he wouldn’t see it. Her fingers had gone cold against the ribbon, and she pressed them flat to her knee to warm them.

Beside her, Mrs. Purcell stirred and blinked awake. She was seventy if she was a day, bound for a daughter in Bitter Creek and a first grandchild, and she’d slept half the journey with her hatbox clutched to her chest. She patted Clara’s hand.

“Don’t mind him, dear. Men who take pictures of sweethearts think they know everything about hearts.”

Clara pressed her lips together to keep from laughing, and the tightness in her chest eased a little.

The conductor came through the car at a quarter past one, swaying with the floor, his cap pushed back on his forehead. Mr. Halloran was a broad, weathered man who’d greeted every passenger at every stop with the same gravelly courtesy, and he paused now beside Clara’s seat with one hand on the luggage rail.

“Last water stop in ten minutes, ladies and gentlemen. Half an hour more and we cross the Little Bitter. Bitter Creek by three, if the grade holds.”

“Is the trestle safe, Mr. Halloran?” Mrs. Purcell asked.

“Safe as a church, ma’am. Bit of sway. Nothing to speak of.” He hesitated, then scratched his jaw. “Funny business today, though. We pulled out of Cheyenne a full hour ahead of the posted time. Wire came down from the Bitter Creek depot asking for it. Norris Pike don’t generally trouble himself over the timetable.”

“Maybe he’s eager for his passengers,” Clara offered.

Halloran gave a short laugh. “Ma’am, Norris Pike’s never been eager for a thing in his life.” He touched his cap and moved on down the aisle.

Clara looked at the letters again. Then she reached down for her carpetbag and took out the little lap desk her mother had given her the Christmas she turned sixteen. The brass corners had worn to a dull gold. She set a fresh sheet on the slope of it and uncapped the pen.

She had drafted the letter four times in Cheyenne and burned every draft in the hotel grate. Now she wrote it straight through, in her tidy schoolroom hand, and her pulse kept pace with the pen.

Dear Mr. Mercer,

I will arrive in Bitter Creek a stranger to you, and you to me, whatever our letters have said. I ask for two weeks. Two weeks of calling on one another in daylight, of plain conversation, before either of us says a vow. If you find me lacking at the end of it, I will take the next train east and make no complaint.

I have tried to write only true sentences.

Yours sincerely, Clara Adams

She read it over. The last line made her throat tighten, because it gave away how badly she wanted the two weeks to end in his favor. She almost struck it out. She left it.

Her mother would have called the whole business shocking. A woman doesn’t set terms for a man she has agreed to marry. But Clara had spent twenty-four years being agreeable, and it had bought her a schoolroom and a boardinghouse window that looked onto a brick wall. Answering Gideon Mercer’s advertisement had been the first bold thing she’d ever done. She meant to be bold a little longer.

She blotted the page, folded it in thirds, and slid it into her reticule beside the ribbon-tied bundle. Then she made her list, the way she always did when her mind ran ahead of her. Meet Hattie first. Learn the names of the hands. Ask about the school. Don’t, under any circumstances, let him see her flinch at the horses.

The train slowed with a long exhale of steam. Through the window, a water tank rose beside the tracks on spindly legs, and past it stood a hitching rail with two saddled horses tied to it. A cowhand in a sweat-stained hat leaned against the post, chewing a stem of grass. One of the horses lifted its head and blew, a wet, rumbling sound that carried through the glass.

Clara’s hand closed on the window frame. The blood left her fingertips first, then her face. She was nine years old, and Chestnut Street was full of shouting, and a brewer’s dray horse had broken its traces and come down the pavement at a dead run. She hadn’t seen it coming. She had only felt the ground come up and hit her, and then the sky, blue, and the great iron-shod hoof hanging over her face.

The scar ran along her left forearm, hidden now beneath her glove and her sleeve. She could feel it burning anyway.

“You’ve gone white as milk, child,” Mrs. Purcell said.

“It’s the cold.” Clara managed a smile. “I’ll be perfectly well.”

She wasn’t. In seven letters she had never mentioned horses. She’d told herself a rancher’s wife could keep to the house and the kitchen garden. Looking at the horse blowing steam at the rail, she saw how foolish that was. A man like Gideon Mercer probably kept forty of them.

The cowhand tipped his hat at the window. Clara nodded back with a stiffness that made Mr. Tibbs snort behind his newspaper.

The whistle sounded. The car lurched, and the tank dropped away, and the world began to climb again.

The Little Bitter came up faster than she expected. One moment there was scrub and rock and a few crooked pines. The next the ground fell out from under the window, and she was looking down into a gorge so deep the creek at the bottom was only a thread of pewter. The trestle timbers creaked. Mrs. Purcell’s hatbox slid an inch on her lap and she caught it with both hands.

“Bit of sway,” Mr. Tibbs said, and his voice wasn’t steady.

Clara found she was gripping the edge of her seat. She made her fingers loosen one at a time. The car rocked once, twice, settling into the rhythm of the span.

Then the whistle shrieked, one high desperate note, and the brakes bit.

Clara pitched forward. Her shoulder struck the seat back in front of her and the lap desk flew from her knees, and somewhere behind her a woman cried out. The whole train shuddered and groaned along its length, wheels screaming against the rails, and Mrs. Purcell’s hatbox went tumbling down the aisle in a spray of ribbon and straw. The car slewed sideways. Clara’s stomach dropped with it. Through the window the gorge tilted, and the pewter thread of creek swung across her vision, and she thought with senseless clarity that she had left her letter to Gideon in her reticule and it would be found there, if anyone ever found anything at all.

The car shuddered to a halt.

Silence rang in her ears. Steam hissed somewhere ahead. A single loose pebble pattered down between the ties and she listened to it fall, and fall, and fall.

“Everyone stay seated,” Mr. Halloran called from the front of the car, and she heard the crack in his voice. “It’s a tree on the line, is all. Fell across the far end of the trestle. Nobody move.”

Clara turned her head toward the window. She didn’t want to. Her neck felt stiff.

Riders were coming down the embankment beyond the bridge. Six of them, seven, spread in a loose line, dust rising behind their horses in slow yellow plumes. Bandanas covered the lower half of every face. Rifles rested across their saddles, held with a dreadful ease. As she watched, the lead rider lifted one gloved hand, and the line split and flowed toward the train on either side.

“Oh,” said Mrs. Purcell, quietly. “Oh, no.”

The first shot cracked from the front of the train, flat and sharp, and Clara flinched so hard her teeth clicked together. A second answered it. A man yelled. Somewhere in the forward cars a woman began to scream on one long unbroken note, and Clara felt the sound in her spine.

“Get down,” Mr. Tibbs hissed. He’d slid off the bench and folded himself into the narrow space between the seats, his plate case pulled against his chest. “Get down, for the love of, get down.”

Clara didn’t move. She couldn’t tell whether her body refused or simply failed. Her heart hammered so hard it shook the lace at her collar. Her mouth had gone dry as chalk, and she swallowed against nothing.

Beside her, Mrs. Purcell had begun to shake. The old woman’s hands clenched the rim of the hatbox, which she’d somehow retrieved, and her knuckles showed white. Clara looked at those hands. Then she reached over and covered them with her own, gloved fingers over papery skin.

“Breathe, Mrs. Purcell,” she heard herself say. Her voice came out level, a schoolroom voice, and she marveled at it. “In through the nose. Slowly. That’s it.”

Boots hit the platform at the end of the car. The door banged open, and the cold wind off the gorge rushed in with the smell of horse and dust and gun smoke.

The first man through was young. He couldn’t have been twenty, all elbows and Adam’s apple above his bandana, and the revolver in his fist wobbled slightly. His eyes were brown and wide and bright. They flicked down the aisle and away again, as though he didn’t much want to see what he’d found.

“Stay where you are,” he said. His voice cracked in the middle. “Nobody’s gonna, nobody get up.”

A second man shouldered past him. He was big and unwashed, with a scar through one eyebrow, and he strode down the aisle kicking at the luggage. He seized Mr. Tibbs by the collar and hauled him up from the floor, and the plate case burst open. Glass slid across the boards and broke. Mr. Tibbs began to wail about his plates.

“Shut it,” the big man said, and struck him across the mouth.

Clara’s own mouth flooded with the taste of copper. She’d bitten her tongue. She barely felt it.

The outlaw moved on down the row, tearing watches from vests and purses from laps, quick and bored. He stopped at Mrs. Purcell. His fingers went to the cameo pinned at her collar, an oval of pink shell in a worn gold rim.

“No,” Mrs. Purcell said. “That was my mother’s.”

“Was, was it?” He grinned behind the bandana. The pin came away with a small ripping sound, and a thread of blue silk hung from the collar where it had been.

Clara was on her feet before she knew she’d decided to stand.

“Give that back.”

The words rang in the narrow car. Every head turned. The big man’s eyes narrowed above the bandana, and the young outlaw at the door swung his pistol half toward her before he caught himself. Her knees shook and her palms were slick inside her gloves. She kept her back straight because her spine was the only part of her still working.

“That pin belongs to this lady,” she said. “It has no value to you, and it has a great deal to her. You’ve taken her watch money already. Return it.”

The silence stretched. Somewhere outside, a horse blew and stamped, and Clara felt the sound in her teeth.

“Well, now,” said a soft voice from the doorway. “That’s a voice for a schoolroom.”

The man who stepped into the car hadn’t needed to hurry. He wore a gray duster, unbuttoned, over a good black coat, and he removed his hat as he came, the way a gentleman does on entering a parlor. His bandana was pulled down around his neck. He might have been forty. His face was lean and clean-shaven, with a long, courteous mouth and eyes so pale they seemed to carry no color at all. He looked at Clara with polite interest.

“Mr. Dunn,” he said, without turning his head. “The lady would like her friend’s ornament returned.”

The big man hesitated. Something passed across his face that Clara couldn’t read, and the softness in the newcomer’s tone made it curdle. Then the pin dropped into Mrs. Purcell’s lap with a small, dull clink.

“Thank you,” said the man in the duster. He turned the same mild attention back to Clara. “I do apologize for the rough handling, ma’am. My associates lack polish. I’m Wade Kessler.”

He said it as though she ought to have heard it. She had, in a sense. The name had been on a poster at the Cheyenne depot, half-torn, under the word REWARD. She hadn’t stopped to read the rest.

Her hands wanted to shake. She locked them together at her waist, her fingers laced so tight the bones ached.

“I don’t care to know your name, sir.”

A flicker crossed that pale face, something almost like amusement. “No. I don’t suppose you do.”

Boots pounded on the platform again, and a rider pushed into the doorway behind Kessler, breathless, his hat gone. “Wade. Wade, it’s nothing. The express car. There’s just mail sacks in there and a few crates of canned peaches. No box. No strongbox, nothing.”

The car went so still that Clara heard the tick of the cooling boiler through the floor.

Kessler didn’t move. He didn’t raise his voice or curse, and the skin along Clara’s arms rose in cold ridges. He stood with his hat in his hand and looked at nothing, working something out.

Then his eyes lifted. They passed over Mr. Tibbs, and the trembling old woman, and the boy with the pistol. They came to rest on Clara, on the gloved hands laced at her waist, on the reticule swinging from her wrist by its silk cord, on the ribbon-tied bundle she could feel through the thin cloth against her hip.

“Miss,” he said softly. “You’re the one traveling to Bitter Creek to be married.”

It wasn’t a question. Her breath stopped altogether. The cold went through her chest and out along her arms, and she thought of the letter folded in thirds against her ribs, with its true sentences and its two weeks.

Kessler smiled, slowly, and stepped toward her.

She didn’t decide to step back. Her body did it alone. The seat caught her behind the knees, and she stumbled, and her shoulder struck the window frame. The gorge dropped away behind the glass, and she felt it at her back.

“I’d prefer we do this quietly,” Kessler said.

Then he was in front of her, and the smell of him reached her, leather and cold air and something sweetish like bay rum. She lifted her chin because there was nothing else to lift. She opened her mouth to say something crisp and terrible.

A hand closed around her wrist.
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What the Telegraph Didn’t Say

Gideon Mercer had put on a clean shirt at dawn, and by noon he regretted it.

He’d ironed it himself on the kitchen table, and the crease down the left sleeve ran crooked. The collar sawed at his neck every time he turned his head. Ruth used to starch his collars until they could stand on their own. He’d never once thanked her for it, and he thought about that now, on the depot platform in the dry wind, with the Bighorns hard and blue at his back and three years of quiet in his chest.

“Ain’t anything to look at yet, Mr. Mercer,” Norris Pike said from the office doorway. “Not till three, as posted. I’ve swept the platform twice.”

“Thanks.”

Gideon didn’t turn around. He kept his eyes on the track where it ran east between the sage flats and bent out of sight behind a shoulder of rock. He’d been watching that bend since a little past noon. His boots had worn a small path in the boards, ten steps out and ten steps back, and Pike had stopped commenting on it around half past one.

Hattie sat on the trunk at the end of the platform with her heels swinging and her doll in her lap. She had on her Sunday pinafore and the ribbon he’d tied in her hair. He’d tried to braid it that morning. The braid had come out lopsided, and she’d looked at it in the mirror for a long, flat moment, then looked at him, and then pulled her own hair loose with both fists and let it hang. He’d tied the ribbon around the loose end and neither of them had mentioned it since.

She hadn’t said a word all day. She hadn’t said one in three years, so that wasn’t news. But he watched her from the corner of his eye anyway, the way he’d watched the ridges when he scouted for the army, waiting for something to move. He’d been eighteen the first time, and twelve years hadn’t taught him how to make waiting easier.

Her gaze was on the track too. He didn’t know what she made of it.

The letters sat in his coat pocket, all seven of the ones she’d written him, folded small. He’d read them so many times the words had stopped being words and become the sound of her voice, which he’d invented, since he’d never heard it. It ran quick and clear in his head.

I am told the mountains are fine, she had written. I’ll confess I have no idea what to do with a mountain. We have none in Philadelphia. We have Mr. Hendry’s hill, which is a great embarrassment to the word.

He’d read that line on the porch one evening and laughed out loud. Alone, in the dark, with the cattle shifting in the pens. It had startled him so much he’d looked around to see who’d done it.

He’d written her back the truest things he knew. He hadn’t written the one thing that mattered most, and he’d told himself he was saving it for the platform, for her face, for a moment when a man could say a hard thing plain. Now the moment was coming down the track and his mouth had gone dry as a boot.

He rubbed the back of his neck. It didn’t help.

He had practiced the telling. Out at the pens, alone, with a hand on the top rail and a steer watching him with mild disapproval. Miss Adams, before we go any farther, there’s something about my girl. He’d said it a dozen ways. None of them came out sounding like anything a woman ought to hear on her first hour in a strange country.

Boots sounded on the platform steps behind him, brisk and unhurried.

Gideon shut his eyes. “Not today.”

“Today’s as good as any,” said Aunt Maude.

She came along the boards with one hand holding her shawl closed and the other swinging a covered basket. She was a small, straight woman somewhere past sixty, with iron hair under a black bonnet and eyes that missed nothing. She had run the Bitter Creek General Store for nineteen years. She had run the telegraph office for eleven. Gideon had never in his life been able to lie to her.

She stopped an arm’s length off and looked him over: the collar, the crease, the worn path in the boards at his feet.

“You look like a man about to do something foolish,” said Aunt Maude mildly. “I’ve seen it on every bridegroom I ever sold a collar to.”

“I’m not about to do anything foolish.”

“You’ve been standing in my depot since noon in a shirt that looks like it lost a fight.” She set the basket on the trunk beside Hattie and lifted the cloth. The smell of molasses and ginger rolled out, warm and dark, and Hattie’s chin came up. “And you haven’t eaten since yesterday, unless a man can live on coffee and nerves.”

“It ain’t your depot.”

“Everything in this town is my depot.” She took out a cookie and offered it. Hattie considered it, then took it in both hands, and the corner of her mouth moved in a way that could have been thank you. Aunt Maude smoothed the loose hair back from the child’s forehead and looked at the ribbon and the tangled ends beneath it, and her mouth pressed thin.

“I did what I could,” Gideon said.

“I know you did, son.” She patted Hattie’s knee, then straightened, and turned to look at him full on. The wind flattened her skirts against her legs. “Does she know?”

There was no need to ask about what. He felt the old ache settle in his jaw.

“I’ll tell her.”

“When?”

“When she’s here. When I can say it to her face.”

“Mm.” Aunt Maude looked away toward the bend in the track, and her voice went dry and gentle both at once. “You write a sight braver than you talk, Gideon Mercer. I read your first two letters before they went in the sack. Don’t scowl. It’s my post office. Any woman who got those two letters would forgive a man near anything, if he’d only say so out loud.”

He stared at her. Heat climbed his neck, and it had nothing to do with the collar.

“You read my mail.”

“I read everyone’s mail. Somebody has to keep the town honest.” She patted his sleeve where the crease ran, and left her hand there a moment. “Now stop pacing. You’ll scare the girl.”

She was gone before he found a reply, back down the steps with her basket on her arm, turning once at the bottom to look back at him over her shoulder with her mouth pressed tight. Gideon looked at Hattie. She was eating her cookie with great seriousness, crumbs on the pinafore, and she didn’t look at him at all.

He sat down beside her on the trunk. The wood creaked under his weight. Neither of them spoke, and after a while she leaned, slightly, until her shoulder touched his arm.

He held motionless, afraid of spoiling it.

“Mr. Pike,” Gideon said, without turning. “That wire you sent Cheyenne, asking the train be run early.”

“The company’s request, sir.” Pike’s voice came quick and smooth. “The Union Pacific likes its spur trains ahead of the weather. Nothing to do with me.”

“Weather’s clear.”

“Well, there it is. You can’t tell with the mountains.”

Gideon let it drop. A man who fussed over timetables for his living was allowed a fuss.

The clock in Pike’s office ticked. The wind raised a small dust devil in the road and let it fall. At the far end of Main Street somebody’s dog barked twice and quit. Gideon’s heartbeat had gone slow and heavy, and every beat seemed to knock against his ribs.

“Quarter to two,” Pike called out, in the voice of a man reading from a page. “Better than an hour yet, Mr. Mercer. Trains run behind, on the spur.”

“Yep.”

Gideon looked at the little man over his shoulder. Pike stood in the doorway with his watch open in his palm and his sleeve garters neat, and he was studying the dial far too intently. He wasn’t looking at the track. Everyone else in that town, if they’d been on the platform, would have been looking at the track. Pike hadn’t glanced at it since noon.

Gideon noted it and didn’t know why. The thought came and went. He turned back to the bend.

Ten to two. Five to.

The sun swung west, and the shadow of the depot roof lay across his boots. His knee had begun to jump. He pressed his palm flat against it and it jumped anyway. Hattie had finished her cookie and licked each of her fingers carefully, and now sat with her doll held to her chest and her eyes on the bend. Her small back had gone straight.

“She’ll come,” he heard himself say. The words scraped. “She said she would.”

Hattie turned her head and looked up at him. Her eyes were Ruth’s eyes, gray as slate, and they held on his face for a long, unhurried moment. He couldn’t tell whether she believed him. She looked back at the track. Then she set her doll upright on the trunk beside her, propped against the basket, so its one button eye faced the bend too. She smoothed its flour-sack skirt with two careful fingers, the way Ruth used to smooth a bedsheet, and folded her hands in her lap to wait.

Gideon’s throat closed. He looked at the sky until it opened again.

At a few minutes past two, the door of the telegraph office across the road banged open. A boy came pelting down the street with his cap in his fist, and behind him, walking faster than Gideon had ever seen her walk, came Aunt Maude with a strip of paper in her hand.

Gideon was on his feet before he knew it. The boy skidded to a stop and bent over his knees, wheezing. Down the street a dog began to bark and couldn’t be stopped.

“Aunt Maude?”

She came up onto the platform and held the paper out. She didn’t say anything, and that frightened him more than any words could have. Her hand was steady but her mouth wasn’t. He took the strip from her.

The lines were penciled in her square, careful hand, taken down from the sounder as they came.

SECTION HOUSE LITTLE BITTER TO BITTER CREEK. NO 6 PASSED TANK 4 AT 124 PM ON TIME. HALLORAN WAVED. NO 6 NOW STOPPED ON TRESTLE. MEN ON THE

That was all. The last word ended in the middle, in a scrawl where her pencil had skidded off the line.

He read it once. The paper shook slightly. He read it again, and the words stayed exactly as they were, no matter how he looked at them.

“When?” His voice came out flat and low.

“Ten minutes ago.” Aunt Maude’s fingers had knotted in her shawl. “Ezra was taking it down himself at the section house, and the key just went dead. Mid-letter. I sent to him twice. Nothing.” She drew a breath. “The wire’s been cut, Gideon.”

A cold began under his ribs and spread down his arms to his fingertips, the way it used to before a fight when he was scouting for the army and knew, a half second before the first shot, that it was coming.

Hattie had slipped down from the trunk. She stood at his side. She’d taken hold of the edge of his coat in her fist, and she was looking up at him, and her face had gone white and still.

“Mr. Pike.” He didn’t turn. “Did you know of any trouble on the line?”

“Trouble?” Pike’s voice sounded thin, a note higher than before. “No, sir. None. I’m sure it’s only, the wire goes down sometimes, storms, the poles, it’s, I’m sure there’s a perfectly ordinary explanation.”

“It ain’t stormed in three weeks.”

Nobody answered him.

Gideon crouched. He did it slowly, because his knees weren’t reliable, and he took Hattie’s small hand off his coat and folded it between both of his. Her fingers were icy. He rubbed them, and he could feel her pulse going, quick and light.

“Hattie.” His throat worked. “I need you to stay with Aunt Maude.”

She shook her head. It was small and fierce and immediate.

“Baby, I need to go look.”

Her jaw set. He knew that jaw. It was Ruth’s, and it had been Ruth’s when she’d decided to marry him, and Ruth’s when she’d decided she wasn’t going to die, right up until the last night. He had to look away from her for a moment.

“Please,” he said, low. “Please, Hattie.”

A rider was coming.

He heard it before he saw it, the beat of a horse being run at a dead gallop on hard road, coming from the north end of Main Street where the ranch trail joined. The sound carried up the street, echoing off the false fronts. Aunt Maude turned. The boy scrambled onto the steps. Gideon rose, still holding Hattie’s hand, and shaded his eyes against the low sun.

A bay gelding came out of the dust with its neck stretched and foam flying from its bit. The man on its back rode low over the withers, hatless, dark hair plastered to his forehead, and Gideon knew the seat and the shoulders before the face came clear. He’d taught Caleb that seat himself, on a borrowed pony, long ago.

“Caleb.”

His brother hauled the horse around in front of the depot and it skidded, hindquarters folding, dust rolling forward. Caleb Mercer was twenty-eight years old and had never in his life been serious for longer than a supper. He slid from the saddle now with a face Gideon had never seen on him. It was gray under the tan. His hands shook as he caught the reins.

“Gid.”

“Say it.”

“I was up on the north rim, checking the mares. I saw it from above the Little Bitter.” Caleb dragged a sleeve across his mouth. He couldn’t seem to get enough air. “The train’s stopped on the trestle. They dropped a tree across the far end. Seven, maybe eight riders, all masked. I saw them go through the cars. Saw them drag folks out.” He swallowed. “I rode down as far as I could to be sure, and then I came straight for you.”

The platform had gone quiet.

Gideon’s ears rang. Under the ringing, he heard the wind, and the clock ticking in Pike’s office, and his own breath going in and out, evenly, the way he’d taught himself to breathe on the long cold nights on scout when there was nothing to do but wait for daylight.

“Anyone hurt?”

“Couldn’t tell. I heard shots, two or three. Then nothing I could make out from that far.”

“Passengers?”

“A few. Men. Some women.” Caleb’s eyes met his, and held. “It’s the bride train, Gid. It’s Miss Adams’s train.”

Hattie’s hand tightened around his fingers.

Gideon looked down at her, and then across the road at the long empty bend in the track where the afternoon light lay flat and yellow on the rails. Every mile he’d waited, every mile she’d traveled, had run toward that spot.

He pressed his daughter’s hand into Aunt Maude’s, gently, and turned toward his horse.
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