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The dust rises off Main Street in thin brown curls, kicked up by a dozen pairs of boots and the slow turn of wagon wheels. I swipe at my forehead with the back of my glove and feel the grit already settled into the creases of my skin. The dry spell has stretched into its seventh week now, and every breath tastes like the inside of a flour sack.

Jedediah darts ahead of me toward the general store, his small boots slapping the boardwalk. "Mama, they've got new penny candy in the window!"

"Stay where I can see you," I call, but he is already pressing his nose to the glass.

The square is busy for a Tuesday. Mrs. Harlowe stands outside the mercantile with a basket over her arm, talking to Pastor Greene about the roof on the meeting hall. Two men I do not recognize are unloading crates from a freight wagon near the livery. The sun sits high and hard, bleaching the false fronts of the buildings until they look like paper cutouts. I shift the weight of my own basket and run through the numbers again in my head. The feed order alone will take nearly half of what I have left, and the cattle need it before the grass gives out entirely. There is no rain coming. I can feel it in the dry heat on my neck, in the way the wind smells of nothing at all.

Jedediah waves at me from the storefront, his grin wide and gap-toothed. "Can I have a licorice whip? Just one?"

"We'll see."

"That means no."

"That means we'll see."

He scrunches his face at me, and for a moment he looks so much like his father that something catches behind my ribs. I look away before the thought can settle.

The wagon comes from the east end of the square, moving faster than anything ought to move on a morning like this. I hear the rattle of loose boards before I see it, and then I do see it, a buckboard with no driver, the reins dragging and snapping under the horses' hooves. The team is spooked. Their eyes roll white, and the wagon lurches sideways as it barrels past the feed store.

Jedediah is still at the window. He has not seen it.

He is directly in its path.

My basket hits the ground. I am already running, but my legs feel thick and slow, like moving through river mud. "Jedediah!"

He turns at the sound of my voice, and his face shifts from confusion to fear as the wagon bears down on him. I will not reach him in time. The knowledge is a cold fact that lands in my chest and stops my breath.

Then a man I have never seen before is there.

He comes from somewhere to my left, moving low and fast, and he catches Jedediah around the middle and throws them both clear of the wheels. The wagon slams into the hitching post in front of the general store with a crack that splits the morning open. The horses scream. Wood splinters. And then it is over, and the square goes quiet except for the heavy breathing of the animals and the sound of my own boots pounding the dirt.

I reach Jedediah and pull him from the stranger's arms before I have even looked at the man's face. My hands move over my son's shoulders, his arms, his head. "Are you hurt? Look at me. Are you hurt?"

"I'm all right, Mama." His voice is small and shaky, and his eyes are too wide, but he is whole. He is whole.

I press him to my chest and let out a breath I did not know I was holding until it leaves me. Then I look up.

The stranger is getting to his feet, dusting off his trousers. He is tall, lean in the way of a man who works with his body but does not eat quite enough. His hands are calloused. A carpenter's hands, I think, though I do not know why the word comes to me. His eyes are hazel, a warm brown-green, and they meet mine with a steadiness that makes me want to look away first.

I do not look away first.

"Thank you," I say. The words come out clipped, harder than I mean them to. "You saved my son."

He nods once. His expression does not change, but something moves behind his eyes. I cannot name it. A shadow that does not match the kindness of what he just did. It flickers there for half a breath and then it is gone, tucked back behind the quiet set of his face.

"The horses were spooked," he says. His voice is low and rough at the edges, like he has not used it much today. "Is the boy all right?"

"He is fine." I pull Jedediah closer, and my son squirms against my grip.

"Mama, you're squeezing me."

I loosen my hold but do not let go. The stranger watches us, and I feel the weight of his gaze like a hand on my shoulder. It is not unkind. It is simply there, patient and unreadable, and I do not know what to do with it.

"I am in your debt," I say, because it is the proper thing to say, and I want this exchange to be over.

"No debt." He bends to pick up something from the ground, a worn leather satchel that must have fallen when he lunged for Jedediah. "Anyone would have done the same."

But no one else did. The square is full of people, and not one of them moved. Mrs. Harlowe is still standing by the mercantile with her hand over her mouth. Pastor Greene is only now stepping off the boardwalk, his face pale. The stranger was the only one who ran.

I notice the dust on his coat, the way the fabric is worn thin at the elbows. He is new in town. I would remember him if he were not.

"You are not from Harmony Springs," I say.

"No." He slings the satchel over his shoulder. "I arrived this morning."

Jedediah tugs at my sleeve. "Mama, he moved so fast. Like a coyote."

I do not answer. The stranger's eyes flick to my son, and something softens at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. The suggestion of one.

"You have a brave boy," he says.

"He is curious," I say. "Curiosity gets a person hurt."

The words are for Jedediah, but the stranger absorbs them. His jaw tightens, just slightly, and I see the shadow pass through his eyes again. I have struck something without meaning to.

"Curiosity can also save a life," he says quietly. "Depends on what you do with it."

I do not have a response for that. The silence stretches between us, and I become aware of the townspeople watching. Mrs. Harlowe has recovered enough to begin whispering to Pastor Greene. The two men by the livery have stopped their unloading and are staring openly. I feel exposed, pinned in place by the stranger's steady gaze and the weight of the square's attention.

"I should see to my son," I say, and it comes out like a dismissal.

The stranger nods again. He does not offer his name, and I do not ask for it. He simply turns and walks toward the livery, his satchel bumping against his hip, his stride long and unhurried. I watch him go longer than I should.

Jedediah wriggles free of my arms. "Can we go home now?"

"Yes." I take his hand, and my grip is tighter than it needs to be. "And you are not to wander near the mine again. Do you understand me?"

"But Mama, I wasn't near the mine."

"Anywhere. You do not wander anywhere. You stay where I can see you."

He pouts, his lower lip jutting out. "I was just looking at the candy."

"I know." I kneel down so that my face is level with his. "But you did not see that wagon coming, and I could not reach you in time. Do you understand what that means?"

His eyes go glassy, and he nods. "I'm sorry, Mama."

I pull him into another hug, and this time he does not squirm. Over his shoulder, I see the stranger disappear into the shadow of the livery. He does not look back.

I should feel only relief. My son is safe. The wagon is stopped. The morning is still a morning, and not the black hole it nearly became. But relief is not the only thing moving through me. There is something else, a prickle of unease I cannot shake. The stranger's hands were steady when he caught my son. His eyes were kind. And yet there was that flicker, that shadowed intensity, like a man who has seen things he does not want to
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