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  November 1874


  West Texas


  They’d been waiting five days for her father to die.


  Only a strong sense of duty drove Rosemarie back into the darkened room, where the scents of whiskey and sickness grabbed her the moment she crossed the threshold. When she coughed, in a half-hearted attempt to adjust to the dim, thick air, six faces turned to her in surprise. The seventh occupant was oblivious.


  “Sorry,” she murmured around yet another cough. “Didn’t mean to startle y’all.”


  “Rosemarie. Hush now,” her mother ordered. “You’re gonna disturb your pa.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Yet—as much as Rose could tell—Pa continued to lay motionless. The only sign he was still alive was the faint fluttering of the collar on his nightshirt. Though she hadn’t been invited to do so, Rosemarie edged closer to the bed.


  It wasn’t easy to do with too many people packed into a too-small bedroom, and the place had never been much anyway.


  Of course, it went without saying that their whole house had never been much. Her father had built it from a slew of cast-off boards from someone else’s broken barn. Judging by the gaps in the planks, Rose had always assumed the former owners had known what they were doing when they’d left the wood for scrap before heading back east.


  Her family had settled into the fifty-acre farm eight years ago, in the midst of the war. It lay just outside the borders of Broken Promise, a sorry little town if there ever was one.


  But it had become home.


  Her father had used every cent he had to settle them in and had promptly named the ranch “Bar C.” Though the red dirt and loads of dust didn’t look like much of anything, Pa had said the land was as good as any.


  He was happy to settle and escape the fighting, though Rose had never understood exactly what was wrong with him.


  Her mother had slapped her silly the one time she’d asked.


  Now, though, her father seemed dwarfed by his past as much as by the old iron bed frame above his head, the pair of oak rocking chairs to his left, and group of bodies surrounding him.


  Rosemarie stood in the perimeter, looking in, trying to see her father’s face. But all she saw was the jumble of covers covering the majority of his chest. A wide splotch of brownish liquid had soaked into the warring rings making up the quilt. The once pristine white and soothing pink rings looked like faded replicas of what they’d once been, and that was the truth.


  His breathing turned labored.


  “How is he doing? Any change?” she finally asked, unable to bear the silence anymore. Unable to bear the idea that the waiting would continue. And continue some more after that.


  “Ah, Rose.” Doc glanced her way over a pair of wirerimmed spectacles. “I’m afraid I have no good news for you. He’s about the same.”


  “His breathing slowed,” her mother added somewhat hopefully.


  With a weary nod, Pastor Colson nodded. “I believe it has. He’ll be with the Lord soon, Rosemarie.”


  “That’s good.”


  The comment had come from a sense that too much had happened that could never be repaired. They’d known for days now that their father wasn’t going to get better, and since they’d begun the deathwatch, the atmosphere among all of them had turned into a helpless sense of inevitability.


  And sickness.


  Actually, the air in the room was so thick with the mingling of warm bodies, the light so dim, and the smell of sickness and despair so overpowering, Rose knew death would have to be better than the current situation.


  But she probably should never have acknowledged that. To her right, her sister Annalise gasped. “Rose, how could you say such a thing?”


  Though Rose knew Annalise had probably felt the same way—as did everyone else in the room—she apologized. “I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn.”


  “You certainly did.”


  “However, I dare say that heaven is a whole lot better,” Rose said, not quite able to hide the irony she was feeling. After all, this place had never been good.


  At least not for her.


  Since Annalise only blinked, looking determined to pretend that they were in the middle of one of those fancy homes owned by the cattle barons—and the others looked grateful to have something to think about besides her father’s labored breaths—Rose continued. “Heaven is supposed to be a wonderful place, right? A whole lot better than this?” When her sister merely continued to look shocked, Rose looked to the preacher for support.


  Pastor Colson, however, was praying over his clasped hands.


  “You need to learn to keep your thoughts to yourself, daughter,” her mother murmured. “No one wants to hear your opinions.”


  No one ever had . . . well, not since her brother, Pete, had died under her watch. “Yes’m.”


  The atmosphere relaxed a bit as all eyes turned back to Ben Cousins. With bated breath, they continued to watch Pa gasp and struggle to wheeze. No one touched him, not the doctor nor the preacher. Not Annalise. Not even her mother.


  Maybe not especially May Cousins. Rose couldn’t blame her mother for that, though, because her pa had never been much of a good man. In many ways, he hadn’t been a bad one either.


  No, more like her father was a study in what could have been. He could have been brighter, smarter, handsomer, or even nicer. Maybe even meaner. Instead, he’d often faded into the woodwork, not doing much of anything.


  The thing was, no one expected him to do much, anyway. Not even to stay fighting in the war.


  If Rose had been a betting woman, she’d have pretty much bet all her worth that no one had actually ever liked Ben Cousins, except, perhaps, his momma.


  After all, what did you do with a man who clung to dreams like strings from kites and who made promises with the smallest amount of hope possible? Dreams only got you so far in the middle of November when the wind was howling, the fireplace was bare, and there wasn’t a thing in the rickety house worth eating.


  Once, when Rose was supposed to be sleeping but couldn’t because her parents were going at it something fierce, May Cousins let forth a stream of dire words. “You’re nothing but a waste and a wastrel, Ben. Day after day I’ve been waiting for you to go do something of means, but all you do is say that you don’t feel well or that you’ve got plans in town. You’re nothing but a worthless mass of bones and skin.”


  Rose reckoned that to be a pretty fair description.


  Pa had been all of that and more. Full of shiny smiles and made-up promises. He was a shell of a man, his pride and confidence as brittle and fragile as one of the eggs the hens laid on a good day.


  Now, as he lay dying, he wasn’t much better.


  Predictably, he was taking forever to meet his maker, holding up a mess of chores and work in the meantime.


  Maybe Jesus wasn’t in a real hurry to visit with him, neither.


  As if reading her mind, May Cousins looked up from her perch next to her husband’s side, the damp rag limp in her hand. “Rosemarie, do something to make yourself useful. Fetch more water, would you?”


  “Yes, Mama.”


  Rose knocked into the thick door as she hastily walked back out. Her clash with the door’s frame rang out a racket, drawing her older sister’s scorn. “Can’t you even walk right?”


  Her sister’s impatience was no surprise. Annalise Cousins Petula was only three years older but was comprised of a lifetime of different choices. At twenty-two, she was married, nursing a new baby, and still managed to look fresh and beautiful. Of course, Annalise had always managed to look perfect, even when she’d lived with them.


  In contrast, Rosemarie, with her riot of brown curls and murky blue eyes, always seemed to be in need of a mirror.


  She’d never had a patient nature, had hardly ever been able to sit still. That was surely why she’d spent the day brewing coffee, frying flatbread, and fetching for everyone else. It was why she’d gotten up early to take care of the chickens and Sam, the pig. It was why her hair was falling out of its hastily pinned bun and her bare feet were dirty.


  Even in the chilly month of November.


  Knowing that even if she got a pail of water and brought it back without dripping a drop, her mother would still find fault, Rose passed the pump and just kept going. She threw open the rickety back door, raced down the four steps, and welcomed freedom.


  Grains of dust, cold and hard and unforgiving, spat up underfoot, mixing with the hem of her calico. A few errant pebbles scattered, flying in her path. One hit the wheel of the doctor’s buggy, the sharp sound spurring his horse to lift his ears in annoyance. But no one yelled, and the air smelled clean. It felt so good to be outside.


  The sun was setting, bringing with it a riot of color in the otherwise mud-brown horizon. In the distance, an owl hooted, signaling his dismay about the intrusion to the peaceful silence.


  Rose didn’t care. With eager feet, she passed the doc’s buggy and the preacher’s mare. She scurried by chicken pens. Around the gate to the garden. Finally with care, she approached the lone fence post. Pa had pounded it in the earth years ago, back when he’d intended to fence in their property. He’d never gotten any farther. It was as good a symbol as any, showing Broken Promise—maybe even the world—that the Cousinses never had much and weren’t likely to, neither. Just beyond their land was opportunity. Rose clasped it gratefully.


  As the sun continued to set, she spoke, praying and talking. Communicating with the only one who seemed to care about her. “Why’s it taking so long, Lord? I’m thinking Pa’s suffered enough.”


  The wind howled, slapping her in the face, bringing her shame for even wishing her Pa would hurry up and do the inevitable.


  After all, their neighbors, the Kowalchecks, had crops to tend to. Annalise needed to get on home to her snooty husband. And, well, everyone else just seemed plumb worn out from all the waiting.


  Was wishing for death so wrong? Rosemarie wasn’t sure. But there had to be hope in death if there wasn’t in life, right? And, well, Doc Breane said Pa’s condition wasn’t going to get better. Ever. Everyone had been on deathwatch for days. Rose couldn’t remember for certain the last time her pa had been awake. One week ago? Ten days? Too long, for sure.


  So shouldn’t they all be hoping that Pa’s glorious salvation would come sooner than later?


  Life, such as if was, needed to go on.


  As the sun sank and darkness flooded the plains, a stillness rose. No moon, or even a star deigned to keep her company. Only the wind, that howling, never-ending factor that was always present. Cool air sank into her bones. Crept in, teasing her with its company. Spurring her to duty, no matter how unpleasant. It was time to go back inside.


  But then, in the distance, a shadow appeared. As it got bigger, Rose felt the vibration of horse hooves on the ground. Who now?


  Unafraid, Rose watched the rider approach. Was it Mr. Wilson, their neighbor to the north? Russ Parker, the sheriff?


  Annalise’s husband? No doubt he would be looking for his dinner and his wife.


  But as the shadow formed, Rose sensed he was a stranger. She knew of no man who sat a horse so perfectly. And she’d certainly not seen a black stallion of that size and strength.


  He came closer.


  Rose noticed his boots were black. The horse’s bridle had a bit of silver. His duster was long and black and worn.


  Who was he? Fear rose inside her.


  His horse slowed as he approached, then finally came to a stop a good four feet away. Under the brim of the hat, pale blue eyes met her own.


  For the first time in her life, Rose was afraid to speak. This man looked powerful and strong. Vaguely threatening.


  “Ma’am?” His voice sounded scratchy, like he wasn’t used to talking. Very slowly he tipped the rim of his black hat.


  After swallowing hard, she found her voice. “What do you want?”


  Before he could answer, a scream tore through the night, spooking the horses, even the stranger’s. After the man gained control, he glanced at the window, then looked at her in concern. “What just happened?”


  Rose knew. She knew as sure as if she’d been asked to stand by the bed, been allowed to hold her pa’s hand. Loosening her right hand’s death grip on the post, she pointed behind her. “I do believe my pa just died.”


  The sound of crying curled through the loose planks of their home, then dissipated into night air. To her surprise, Rose found she was not immune. Tears trekked down her cheeks—though maybe her eyes were watering from the cold that had suddenly engulfed her.


  In front of her, still mounted on his very fine, very tall horse, the man in the black Stetson cursed under his breath. Finally, he spoke again, his voice low and husky. “Now, don’t that beat all? My timing never was worth beans.”


  “Mister, who are you?”


  After a lengthy pause, he spit out the words. “My name is Scout Proffitt.”


  Even someone as isolated as Rose knew the name. “You’re an outlaw.” Dime store novels told his tales. He’d killed before. Whispers hinted that he’d done worse.


  All the novels also claimed that he wore only black. And this man, well, he certainly fit the bill.


  “An outlaw? That’s putting things a little harsh, don’t you think?”


  She thought it suited him just fine. “Why are you here?” Rose gripped the post as if her very livelihood depended on it.


  “To claim my property . . . if this is indeed the Bar C.”


  She heard the hint of sarcasm. The mess of boards and barbed wire in the middle of nowhere certainly didn’t look in need of a name. “This is the Bar C. But it isn’t your property. It’s ours.”


  “It is now.” A drop of humor and something else entered his eyes. As he leaned back in his saddle, he almost smiled. Almost. “Your pa bet this place and lost.”


  Rose struggled to grasp what he was saying. “My pa bet our home? Our land?”


  “He did. Last time he came through Shawnee.” His voice drifted off as he scanned the area. With one pass, he seemed to take in everything. The scraggly mesquite trees in the distance. The weed-filled garden. The planks in the house with the strangely beautiful door. The sorry state of the barn. The red dust that covered it all. “Though, by the looks of things, I reckon I might have come up as the loser after all.”


  As the crying continued in the distance, and the hens squawked their discomfort, as Rose heard her mother call for help and felt the burst of wind blow yet another curl loose from its pins, Rose had a feeling that he might be right.


  “Rose? Rose! Where are you, girl?”


  The gunslinger’s mouth twitched. “Is that you? Rose?”


  Wearily, she nodded.


  “Rosemarie! Now!”


  With a look of sympathy, the outlaw pushed back his hat. “I guess you’re needed. Go on now. Don’t worry, I’ll still be here when you come back.”


  She figured he would. After all, he’d come to claim her home.


  As Rose turned and ran, she wasn’t sure if she was afraid of that or very, very glad.


  One more time, her sister yelled her name. “Rose, get in here!”


  “I’m a-comin’!” she yelled, back to the house where she’d always wished she’d never been. Back to the home she’d always wished she’d never known.
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  After Rose had gone into the house—such that it was—Scout threw his leg over the horn and slid to the ground. Figuring the lone post was as good as anywhere, he tethered Rio to it. And then took a good look around.


  The house was made of planks, sprinkled liberally with mud. The windows were glass, but dirtier than the depths of a murky pond stained with silt, making his view of the inhabitants hazy at best.


  The house was a sad and ugly thing. Not near as pretty or large as the house he’d grown up in with his brother and sister.


  It was even smaller than the house he’d lived in with Corrine during the war, back when it had been basically just the two of them since Clayton was off fighting Yankees as soon as he’d been able.


  But one thing that the house did have going for it was a curiously attractive door. It looked to be solid oak. A master carpenter had carved an arch on the top, making the panel curved and pretty. But the nicest thing about the door was that it was painted a bright shiny red.


  The door reminded him of some of the city houses he’d seen out in St. Louis. The door looked stately and high class and so completely out of place that it seemed like a bandit must have stolen the thing and attached it to this grandiose shack.


  Just for kicks.


  Beyond it was a ramshackle barn, made of faded golden wood. And though it looked to be in dire need of someone sticking a match to it, it did look to be in better repair than the house. Perhaps it was the scattering of hardy wildflowers that were growing around the perimeter.


  Scout wondered who would have taken the time to plant flowers along such a sorry spot and how they’d managed to thrive in the midst of such cold weather and lack of care.


  Uncomfortable with the way his mind was going—it kept veering toward sentimental nonsense all the sudden—he ruthlessly moved his gaze toward the next portion of the place.


  Just beyond the barn were a few pens. Dead grass and dirt covered most everything else. The pair of oaks in the midst of it all climbed tall and straight, though. Almost like they could hardly believe they were still standing in the midst of the place.


  He understood the feeling.


  He’d been just about to look for water for Rio when a woman exited the home.


  She was everything like the girl he’d first met, and nothing, too. She had the same blue eyes and high cheekbones of Rose. But in place of a lithe figure and pale pink cheeks, the woman’s waist was thick and her skin tone sallow.


  Everything in the woman’s body looked labored and worn out, though from exhaustion, not grief.


  A better man might have met her halfway. Scout stayed by Rio.


  He was selfishly content to watch her march toward him, her footsteps sure and solid, the skirts of her faded calico grazing the dirt like a broom. All of it curiously reminded him of a marching soldier.


  Slowly, he tipped his hat. “Ma’am.”


  She stopped three feet away. “And who might you be?”


  Beside him, Rio shifted, obviously feeling the waves of distrust emanating from her. It was on the tip of Scout’s tongue to say something vilifying and mean.


  He was used to “decent women” not thinking he was good enough to share the same air they breathed. He was used to people looking the other way when he approached, desperate to put as much space as possible between themselves and the notorious gunslinger.


  Usually, he paid them no mind, granting them their due. No one wanted another man’s blood on their hands—even if that blood was merely just a reputation.


  But instead of sassing the woman, he kept his peace. From the depths of his childhood, he recalled a faded photograph of his mother. It was washed out but crystal clear in his memory. She’d had full cheeks and creamy shoulders and kind eyes. She’d been the type of person to make a son pull his shoulders back and respect others.


  Well, so he’d been told.


  So, even though she’d died giving birth to him, Scout couldn’t quite gather the gumption to be cruel—at least not to a woman who’d just lost a husband.


  He settled on honesty. “Name’s Scout Proffitt, ma’am. I’m sorry for your loss.” And he was sorry. That was true. If that Ben Cousins had stayed alive, he wouldn’t be reduced to standing next to a worn-out post, claiming the property like the worst sort of scavenger.


  Her back stiffened. Obviously she, too, had heard of his name. Fear entered her eyes. Just as if she expected him to start raping and pillaging any moment. “Mr. Proffitt, what is your business? We have no food to spare for you.”


  For him. She had no food for him.


  The words found their mark like a sharp arrow to his heart. Though he made sure he remained motionless, Scout felt his temper start to flare. “I didn’t come here for food, ma’am.”


  The door to the house opened again. Raising his head slightly, he looked to see Rosemarie walking toward them with a purposeful stride. For a moment, he stood in awe, unable to tear his eyes away from her. Her auburn hair was now completely unpinned. It hung in curls around her shoulders, flowing down to almost her waist. It was beautiful. And Scout knew he wasn’t immune to its appeal.


  Mrs. Cousins cleared her throat. “We are also in no position to entertain today. And I’m sure we have nothing here that you’d like. So, therefore, it would be best for everyone concerned if you’d best be moving on.”


  “I’m afraid that won’t be happening.” From the corner of his eye, Scout continued to watch the young lady’s approach. Noticed that a hint of a delicate figure was hidden in the ugly brown sack of a dress.


  It was truly the ugliest dress he’d ever laid eyes on.


  Next to him, the woman was getting more agitated by the second. “Mr. Proffitt, if you didn’t come here for food, and you don’t want to leave . . . may I ask what you have come here for?”


  “Mr. Proffitt says Pa bet our home and lost,” the lady—Rosemarie—blurted just as plain as day.


  “Bet?”


  “Pa gambled our house and farm away, Momma.”


  Her lack of emotion and obvious lack of surprise made Scout a bit uncomfortable, and he hadn’t thought he could ever get that way.


  He kept his silence as Rosemarie made her way to stand in between him and her mother, her petite frame and glorious hair drawing his eye in spite of his best intentions.


  Little by little, Rose’s words seemed to register with her mother. Some of the visible fear seeped out of her expression as she obviously attempted to wrap her head around the news.


  “This is yours?”


  Scout looked at the pitiful house and the beat up barn. Yes, this was all his. Such that it was. He nodded.


  When she continued to eye him, he cleared his throat. “It was back in Shawnee, ma’am. In Oklahoma.”


  Rosemarie now stood close enough for him to smell the hint of lavender on her hair. He wondered why she was so close. Was it to protect her mother from him . . . or the other way around?


  Mrs. Cousins frowned. “He was there two months ago. I recall he was mighty quiet when he returned. You’d a thought he could have told me about that. Of course, he was feeling rather poorly by then. He was ill, Mr. Proffitt.”


  “So it would seem.” Given that the man had just died and all.


  Beside him, Rose closed her eyes.


  Scout searched for something to say. “It took me some time to get here. I had to wrap up a couple of pieces of business first.”


  Actually, he’d had to find a way to deal with a young girl’s death. Somehow, in the midst of Kansas, a girl named Kitty had asked for his protection. Feeling sorry for her, he’d reluctantly given her aid. When she’d died, he’d mourned deeply for her. Both for her loss and the fact that the only person he’d taken it upon himself to care for instead of kill had committed suicide.


  But that mourning time had also done some good. For the first time ever, he’d begun to see himself as something other than a hired gun. That maybe there was more to him of worth than a steady hand and a lack of conscience.


  And so he’d made a choice to become a different person. If it was at all possible.


  A look of distaste crossed the older lady’s features. “I imagine you had all kinds of business to finish up, Mr. Proffitt,” Mrs. Cousins said. “Even I have heard of your taste for blood.”


  “I don’t have a taste for blood, ma’am. Just trying to make a living.”


  “With the Walton Gang?” Her voice was thick with derision.


  “We all make our choices, ma’am. I’m not about to start defending mine.”


  There was nothing he could add or explain, anyway. Nothing that was worth explaining to a pair of women who had no idea what he’d been through, at least.


  Instead, he concentrated on the women in front of him. The lithe woman with the attractive auburn hair and smooth pale skin. Her mother’s barely concealed anger.


  And both women’s complete lack of tears for Ben Cousins's death . . . and only sadness, not true surprise by the man’s penchant for giving away the only thing in their lives of value.


  Was she surprised at all? Perhaps . . . or perhaps not. Maybe his first impressions hadn’t been far off the mark. Ben Cousins hadn’t been worth much to his kin.


  Not even the knowledge that he’d left a family without property in death didn’t look like it came as a surprise. He was just about to try to explain away the poker game—which, by the by, really didn’t need explaining—when the girl started speaking again.


  “We need to let Mr. Proffitt get settled, Mother. Need to let him water his horse.”


  Finally after a good long minute, Mrs. Cousins looked worn down. “Do you have any proof of this acquisition, Mr. Proffitt?”


  “I do.” Carefully, he unfolded the paper Ben Cousins had given him. Well, had tossed into the pile of chips and assorted worldly goods. As he handed the paper to the widow, he wondered if maybe he should have just walked away. He didn’t need the land, and these folks looked to already be fallen on hard times.


  It was downright sinful to be taking their home, too.


  Behind the women, men were already carting the body into a wagon. The dead man’s weight seemed to weigh them down—there was a fair bit of grunting and such as they shuffled him across the parched ground.


  Seconds later, the wagon groaned under the new weight. Bridles jangled as two horses were hitched up.


  Neither woman in front of him turned to watch.


  Strange, but, in a way, somewhat impressive. Most folks liked to take their time before depositing loved ones into the earth.


  Mrs. Cousins made quick work of examining the paper, then nodded. “That is my husband’s handwriting,” she said. “Such as it was.” Handing it back to him, she met his gaze. “I reckon this place is yours, all right.”


  Rosemarie looked horrified. “Momma? You’re not thinking of just letting this man have our home . . . are you?”


  “What am I going to do with this place without your Pa, Rosemarie?” The woman’s voice was as hard and brittle as the circumstances. “Till the soil every morning?”


  “No, ma’am. But what should we—”


  “Hush now.”


  Behind them, an almost fine-looking quarter horse whinnied as its bridle was adjusted. Wind swirled around them as fine red dust flew into pores and settled in.


  “May?” one of the men called out. “We’re ready for ya.”


  Scout noticed not a one acknowledged the girl.


  The air stilled with expectation. Finally Mrs. Cousins swallowed. “Mr. Proffitt, I hope you’ll excuse us for a moment. Why don’t you find a stall for your horse in the barn and water him? Then we’ll discuss when I can leave.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  She turned and started walking. When Rose still stared at Scout, lost, and almost defiant, her mother’s voice turned hard again. “Rosemarie, come with me. We best go bury your father. No more dawdling. People are waiting.”


  “And they’ve sure waited long enough,” the girl muttered. Turning a wide blue gaze to him, she said, “Will you still be here when we get back?”


  “I will.” He kept his voice hard. Clipped. Did his best to hide any misgivings he had, and the truth—that he had nowhere else to go.


  Something resonated in the girl’s eyes. “Then I suppose I’ll see you then.”


  Slowly, he nodded. Just as another woman exited the ramshackle home. “Rose!” she called out, raising her chin enough that tightly curled blond ringlets bounced around her shoulders. “Rose, come on. You’re making us wait.”


  The woman’s voice was shrill and strident. He’d never gotten used to a woman’s need for order in a disorderly world. Perhaps that was why he’d made certain to only keep company with women who didn’t care for order. Or perhaps they’d just given up on the idea of it long ago.


  Kind of like the slip of a woman standing not five feet away from him. Everything in her posture spoke of better days and a sadness that couldn’t be erased.


  And since he was well acquainted with that sort of feeling, he gentled his voice. Even though there was little in his body that was gentle. “You’d best get on now.”


  Rosemarie Cousins shot a look his way. Before his eyes, her lips parted and her wide eyes turned languid. For a moment, he thought she was about to speak, then abruptly, she shook her head and scampered to meet her family.


  Around them, the sun sank another few inches as twilight approached. The wind picked up.


  And a funeral procession began.


  Scout kept his place by Rio and looked on. He tipped his hat as the motley crew walked past him—Mrs. Cousins riding on the wagon beside the pastor, and Rosemarie, the blond lady, and two others walking slowly behind—each of them hardly seeming to notice the ruts in the dirt or the pebbles kicking up from the wagon wheels and hitting their shins.


  [image: image]


  The prayers were short and to the point. “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want . . . ,” Pastor Colson intoned as her pa was lowered into the ground, his body already fitted into the plain pine casket that had been waiting in the barn’s loft for weeks.


  “Even though I walk through—”


  Rosemarie seemed to be the only one to have been bothered by the idea that a casket had been waiting for her pa. The hole had already been dug, too.


  The preacher’s beautiful, even voice continued on. “You prepare a table for me in the presence of my enemies—”


  Quietly, without skipping a beat, her mother tossed a handful of dirt on the pine box. Her sister followed suit. Obligingly, Rose tossed some on, too.


  Ten minutes later, it was done.


  As the doctor and preacher nodded to each other and then went on their way, Annalise turned to their mother. “Of course you can stay with us, Mother. I’ll help you get your things together. We should be on our way in no time.”


  Rosemarie raised a brow. Waited. But no invitation came. After too much time passed, she looked at her sister. “What about me?”


  Her sister’s cheeks flushed, but she didn’t look away. “I don’t know what to tell you. Carson and I can’t feed two more mouths, Rose. We have a baby.”


  As the words sank in, true dismay overtook her. “But what am I going to do?”


  Annalise shrugged. “Maybe Mr. Proffitt will give you a day or two to figure out where you can go.”


  “That’s it?” Panic brought the tears that grief hadn’t allowed. She grabbed at her mother’s hand. “Ma—”


  “There’s nothing I can do, Rose,” she said as she pulled her hand away. “You turned down two marriage proposals last year. I told you then that I was washing my hands of you.”


  The men had been friends of her father’s. Old. Almost as worthless. Of course, unsaid was the tragedy that always separated her from the rest of the family.


  Her part in Pete’s death.


  But even living alone was worse than being ignored. What would she do? Where would she go? Desperate, she pushed down what little pride she still possessed and reached for her mother’s hand again. “But, Mother. You know I—”


  “That’s enough, Rose,” Annalise interrupted harshly. “It’s time you grew up. It’s time you realized that life isn’t full of dreams and wishes. A woman has to look out for herself. Once more, she needs to do what needs to be done, no matter what. You should’ve accepted one of those offers. Or you should have made other plans. But you didn’t.”


  Dismay held Rose motionless as she watched her sister curve an arm around her mother’s shoulders and guide her home.


  Pride held her captive as she wiped the last of her tears from her cheeks.


  Only the sense that she wasn’t alone gave her the strength to breathe deeply. To turn. And to walk toward the man who still stood alone in their field. Watching.


  
3



  Russell Andrew Champion stabbed his father on a Saturday afternoon in the middle of July. The day had been warm, his father’s temper far hotter.


  But it didn’t matter. Russell had had enough.


  When Russell raised his bowie knife and his father saw the blade coming his way, they’d both known there was no going back. Russell intended to do justice, and that intention had nothing to do with the sun beating down on them.


  Instead, it had everything to do with his father forcing himself on Russell’s girl in the front parlor. Nora had cried out, which had made him come running. And when he’d seen what his father had intended, Russell knew it was time to take matters into his own hands.


  After a lifetime of beatings and skipped suppers, some things just couldn’t be forgiven.


  Pushing the knife into the soft skin of his father’s chest had been surprisingly easy. The blood that had stained his hand and clothes hadn’t bothered him a bit.


  His only surprise had been his lack of regret or shame.


  Or guilt. He hadn’t felt guilty at all.


  That event—such that it was—had surely been the tipping point in Russell’s life. With little compunction, he’d pushed his father’s bleeding body to the ground, told Nora his pa wouldn’t be bothering her no more . . . and then faced his future like a man.


  He’d been fifteen.


  After Nora had left in a haze of tears, Russell turned to face his mother. His father—her husband—had been a cheater and a philanderer and had taken great pride in bullying anyone weaker than himself.


  Russell had been more than ready to accept his mother’s thanks, then profess to take care of her forever. He’d been prepared to treat her with the dignity that she deserved. To promise that no one would ever lay a hand on any of them again. He’d been prepared to shoulder the responsibilities of his actions, knowing that whatever punishment he received or pain he suffered would be worth it.


  Because he’d saved his girl and helped his mother.


  But instead of embracing him and offering her sympathy and undying gratitude, his mother had backed away in fear. “Russell Andrew! You’re a murderer.”


  He knew that was true. “He was forcing himself on Nora, Ma. He was going to harm her. He was going to take her innocence.”


  When that didn’t get much of a response, he added, “Ma, he beat me something awful almost every day of my life. He beat you, too.” What he didn’t add was that there hadn’t been a doubt in his mind that his pa would do it all again, if given the opportunity. And again.


  He’d had to take matters into his own hands because sometimes pure evil had to be fought with evil.


  But his mother had glared at him like he was a stranger . . . or maybe even something worse. “You need to leave this house, Russell.”


  Her cold tone stung. It had scared him, too. “Ma, we’ll think of something to tell people . . . and I promise, I’ll go tell the sheriff.” Almost desperately, he added, “Ma, I’ll even go turn myself in.”


  “You’ll do no such thing. Just go. I don’t want you here.”


  He’d been so taken aback, he’d been practically struck dumb. “But, Ma . . .”


  Her eyes turned flinty. “Don’t call me your mother. Look at you! You’re standing before me, covered in blood. Talking about what you did without a lick of shame. You killed your father, Russell!”


  “He . . . he was hurting Nora.”


  “You are a true sinner. I’m sure God will punish you the rest of your days.”


  He flinched. Feeling hurt and betrayed, he’d been tempted to tell her that from his point of view, God had already been punishing him well and good his whole life. And though Russell figured he’d done plenty lately to deserve it, he knew he’d hadn’t deserved a slew of terrible whippings when he’d been four.


  His mother pointed to the door. “Get what you need, get your horse, and leave. And don’t ever come back.”


  He hadn’t hesitated. After washing the blood off as best he could in the spigot out by the barn, he packed up a saddlebag, took his father’s best horse, and went.


  Forty minutes later, he was in Nora’s front yard. His heart skipped a beat when she threw open her home’s front door and ran out to see him. An ache had rushed through him at the sight of her, at the sight of her hurrying to him. Welcoming him with open arms.


  At least he’d done one thing right in his life. He’d saved her. She was unharmed. Just seeing her smile made him sure that everything was going to be fine.


  He was filled with so much emotion, it almost hurt to talk. “Nora, it’s so good to see you, honey,” he said, his husky voice hardly sounding like his own.


  She halted a good five feet from him. “What’s going on?”


  “My ma kicked me out.” There was no other way to talk about it.


  Her pretty brown eyes widened as her step faltered. “What happened with your pa? Did he really die, Russell?”


  Something in her expression made him temper his words. Made him try to sugarcoat things. “Everything is fine. I promise you, honey, he won’t bother you ever again.”


  But instead of dissolving into tears of relief or running to hug him, she took one step back. “Did he die?”


  “He did.”


  “You murdered him. Russell, you took another life.”


  Her eyes were wide with fear. He’d been tempted to comfort her. To ease her mind. To promise her that everything was going to be just fine.


  Then he realized she wasn’t concerned about his father. No, this time, he was the one who frightened her. Russell swallowed hard and tried to think of soft words to ease her worries.


  But all that came up was the awful truth. “I killed him for you, Nora. And I don’t regret it, neither. Fact is, I’d do it again.” His words weren’t the complete truth. He’d killed his pa for a whole lot of reasons.


  Him roughly pawing Nora had simply been the final straw.


  She looked devastated. “Russell, you shouldn’t have done that.”


  “He shouldn’t have touched you. He shouldn’t have come near you. But it’s okay now, right? Justice was served.”


  “What are you going to do? Are you leaving town?”


  He hadn’t thought that far. He hadn’t thought about what he was going to do—beyond seeing Nora and reveling in her goodness and love. “I don’t know.”


  Actually, he’d kind of thought she’d offer him shelter. He’d imagined she would have been so grateful for his interference and so eager to show her love for him, too, that she’d want to reach out to him in any way she could.


  But instead of welcoming him, she turned and slowly walked back inside. Never saying another word.


  He’d stood, watching her retreating back in shock.


  He’d killed his father, left his home, and ruined his life . . . all for the love of a girl who didn’t love him back.


  Shoot, maybe she never had loved him. Maybe he’d been so desperate for love, so desperate to be loved, that he’d been willing to imagine another person cared for him more than any other.


  While that all spun around in his head, he turned his horse and rode west.


  That day, he’d become a little bit harder. A little bit tougher and a whole lot smarter, too.


  Seven months later, Mr. James Walton offered him a place in the Walton Gang. Russell accepted gratefully.


  It had been hard, living on his own. Harder than he’d ever imagined. He’d been forced to do things he’d never done, forced to steal and lie and hurt in order to survive.


  That first night, when he’d sat in the back of a saloon, next to the great Mr. Walton and staring at Addison Kent, Will McMillan, and the notoriously infamous Scout Proffitt, Russell had known he’d finally made something of himself.


  And that he’d finally been accepted. Finally, after a whole lot of hardship, someone else cared whether he lived or died.


  He’d realized then that it hadn’t been all that hard to do, either. Matter of fact, it had been real simple.


  All he’d had to do was become the type of man he’d never wanted to be.


  [image: image]


  The chilly evening air was starting to take a toll on Rosemarie’s bare feet, but that pain was insignificant to what was happening to her heart. Little by little, layers were getting peeled away as she watched her mother and sister prepare to leave her.


  Their movements were methodical and even. Not rushed. Actually, it kind of looked like they were spring cleaning—and it took everything she had to pretend that their final betrayal wasn’t killing her inside.


  When she’d entered the house a few minutes earlier, she’d been dismayed to find her mother and sister packing up belongings like locusts were on their heels. “I can’t believe you’re packing so fast.”


  “It’s time we got on our way,” her mother stated as she folded a quilt. “That Mr. Proffitt might have swindled your father out of our home, but he’s not entitled to everything inside, too. And furthermore, I have no desire to remain in his company for longer than I have to.”


  The dresser was now practically empty. What was she going to do if she had nothing but the threadbare clothes on her back? “You two can’t take everything.”


  Annalise paused long enough to stare at her curiously. “We’ve left plenty for you. There’s a nightgown and another calico, too. What more could you possibly need?”


  Besides a loving family, Rosemarie thought her needs were pretty obvious. “I need something to sleep on.”


  “The bed is still made up.”


  The bed was made up with the sheets and quilts her father had slept in. Had died in.


  Feeling like she was two steps away from falling off the edge of a cliff, Rosemarie said, “I deserve some of the items in this house as much as anyone. I didn’t gamble away the house, and I didn’t kill Pa. I’m not even stopping you from leaving me. But I deserve more than just the clothes on my back.”


  Annalise sniffed. “Rosemarie, as far as I’m concerned, you deserve nothing. You killed Pete. You’re lucky we didn’t send the law after you.”


  It always came to that, didn’t it? When she’d been eleven, Pete had drowned under her care. Though his death had surely been an accident, no one in the family had ever forgiven her for it.


  Far from it.


  Now, she was too tired and too desperate to once again try to tell her side of things. “I know you think so,” she said quietly. “But I’ve lived with you for ten years since Pete passed away. I don’t deserve to be left without even a means to cover myself when it gets cold. Mama, even if you don’t like me, I still am your daughter.”


  For the first time in her life, her mother seemed too ashamed to look at her. “I’ll leave you some bedding, Rose. All the kitchen things and dishes, too.”


  “Thank you for that.” She didn’t even try to hide her sarcasm.


  When neither spoke another word, Rose left and took up her current spot on the porch, watching the shadows of their bodies, hearing the low murmurs of their voices. Keeping her company was her firm resolve.


  There was no going back. All she could do was stand to one side and pretend their abandonment wasn’t the final straw to an already bad day. To an already bad life. She needed a new plan, a new direction, or she was going to drive herself crazy.


  That is, crazier than she already was.


  But, of course, for a woman like herself, there weren’t a whole lot of options, no matter how many twists and turns she tried to give her situation.


  Actually, there was only one thing to do, and it didn’t matter if it made her quake in her boots.


  She needed to throw out the last bits of pride she still possessed and go ask Mr. Proffitt for a job. The sharp, bitter taste of regret stung her mouth. Humiliation threatened to curve her spine. But she forced herself to walk forward, shoulders back, chin up.


  She forced herself to do what had to be done. Because the only thing worse than working for a scary outlaw was going out into the world by herself. Chances were very good that she wouldn’t last more than a day or two on her own, especially in the company of strange men. She’d rather take her chances with just one man. She wasn’t blessed with a whole lot of smarts, but she certainly wasn’t a fool.
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