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For everyone who escaped.
And to those still stuck; we’ll be here to welcome you on the other side.
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Follow the rail tracks eastward and cut south at the deepest bend of the canyon.
It had sounded simple enough. Sensible. In practice, however, it was dark and storming and Abby was finding it utterly impossible to see much farther than the end of her nose, never mind down into the depths of the canyon.
How was one supposed to determine the depth of a giant earthen tear in the middle of the night? What was she supposed to do—drop rocks over the side and count? Actually…that wasn’t a terrible idea. But when she tried at various points along the way, the rocks never made a sound. At least not one that she could hear, which meant that the entire canyon was staggeringly deep and she was grateful to Frex, really, she was, but couldn’t he have slipped her a map instead?
The horse was patient with her, stopping without complaint to let her dismount and assess the landscape, waiting for pulses of lightning to flash so she could get fleeting glimpses of the chasm below. She was slowly realizing the impossibility of finding the deepest point without riding along the entire canyon—it was the only way to know for sure.
Flash. Cluster of dried brush. Flash. Red rocks. Flash. Canyon. Everything was starting to look the same. The desert was never much warmer than freezing at night, but the storm that had settled over the plateau days earlier had insulated the land with its thick clouds, making the days stagnant and the nights lukewarm and heavy. The storm had also brought with it a strange energy, a frenetic tension that thrummed in the air like a tuning fork and buzzed unpleasantly along Abby’s nerves.
It took hours to reach the other end. The place where the desert floor began to dip and gradually descend into a great valley. Across the plateau there were other rock formations, possibly even another canyon—between the darkness and the distance it was impossible to determine.
Every time she was confronted with the reality of the desert’s unfathomable magnitude her stomach would twinge and her heart would clench and her pulse would skip because she was wasting precious time looking for Wry and the men could already be halfway there. It was getting harder and harder to ignore the slinking hiss of doubt that had begun to slither around the edges of her mind. It was possible she was on a fool’s errand. It all looked the same. There was a reason people hired Frex for this sort of thing—the desert was vast and empty and confusing and dangerous and it could easily swallow a person whole.
The poor horse had foam at her mouth and looked fit to collapse. There was a large canteen that had come strapped to the side of the saddle and Abby unbelted it, pouring handfuls of water into her cupped palm and letting the horse drink her fill.
“I’m Abby, by the way,” she said softly, stroking the mare’s nose once she’d finished drinking. “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself properly before. Also, I’m really sorry that we might both die out here.”
She led the horse on foot for a while, skirting back along the edge of the canyon, retracing their steps. Peering over. Looking for the deepest bend. The sky was black and stagnant but Abby could still sense the night passing them by. Her feet hurt, stuffed as they still were into the heeled boots Silas had bought her. There were blisters now, a number of them, covering her toes and heels. She ignored them. Kept walking.
She tried to calculate it in her head: first Silas would’ve had to wake the others, then they would have had to get dressed. It would’ve taken some time for them to locate the two men from the tavern—surely they wouldn’t have gone looking for Wry without them. Then they would’ve had to wait for the stable boy to ready their horses…
It all added up to a sizable head start. Or it would have, if she hadn’t already spent most of the night trying to decipher Frex’s directions as if they were some sort of riddle. Which, now that she considered it, she couldn’t definitively rule out.
Eventually, morning arrived.
The sky stayed dark but she’d been in the desert long enough now to recognize the early calls of the wrens and thrashers.
All night. She’d been at it all night. The idea of just cutting south, giving up on finding the deepest bend of the canyon, had begun to tempt her. But the more she thought about it the more foolish the notion proved to be. Leaving the canyon’s rim would mean wandering into the open wilderness, and the canteen was nearly dry.
Abby began to lose her grip. She could feel it slipping away. All night it had felt as though she’d been fighting desperately against a phantom—an entity that had always existed inside of her but one that had quieted during her two weeks at Wry. But as day dawned, barely brighter than the night, she found she hadn’t any more strength to keep the phantom at bay.
Weak, it hissed. Stupid. Incompetent. Helpless. Naïve. Too late. Too late. Too late.
She was out of water. She was out of time. She couldn’t save them. She probably couldn’t even save herself. Gauntlet’s Landing was hours and hours away, and she could barely stand on her blistered feet anymore, never mind walk.
The horse was foaming again, thirsty and stressed.
Abby stopped, resting her forehead against the mare’s sweaty neck. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
One night alone with JT London.
A sudden barrage of images ambushed her, horrific and revolting, and she stumbled toward the edge of the canyon thinking she might be sick. She couldn’t stop seeing it—Joey, tied and held down by that festering goblin of a man. Joey, who’d once risked it all to save others from exactly the same fate. Joey, who would be hung from gallows built tall enough to ensure everyone in town had a decent view.
In the end, Abby didn’t vomit, she screamed. She hurled everything within her over the side of the cliff—frustration and fear and anger at a world that seemed unbothered by her despair. Her scream reverberated in the chasm below, echoing over and over until it finally faded, and as it did, so too did the phantom.
She was exhausted. She turned away from the edge, took several steps and collapsed. It wasn’t just blisters anymore—there was something else in her boots, something warm and wet. Blood, maybe. Her lips were cracked and dry from a night of nibbling at them. A night of giving the horse water and saving none for herself. Lightning pulsed and from where she sat, pathetic and exhausted on the ground, the desert looked even bigger. Endless. And she was so small. How stupid to think she could’ve found them. She blinked back against angry tears, hot and sudden.
Another lifetime.
She’d hated Joey for saying it. For giving up on something before being brave enough to even try. But she was starting to understand. Sometimes it was wiser to accept the hopelessness of a thing. Accept that there were impossibilities. That there were absolutes. The world was not rigged in their favor.
Another lifetime. Another lifetime. Another lifetime.
The ground shuddered with another rolling boom of thunder. The sky lit up with another jagged bolt. There was something on the ground just in front of her. A strip of fabric stuck to a sharp little rock poking up from the ground. Abby reached for it. It was silk, and when the sky lit up again, she could make out a pattern—brown stripes.
Her heart began to pound in her ears.
It was her own shirt. Or a piece of it, rather. Torn when Joey had lassoed her from Totem’s back the night she’d nearly ridden off the edge. There were hoof prints and boot prints too—hers and Joey’s.
That night she’d ridden in a straight line from Wry to the canyon.
The next pulse of lightning hit the ground in the near distance with a bright zap and a loud sizzle, but it felt like she’d taken the strike herself. In an instant she was up and on the horse, riding for all she was worth, urging the mare straight ahead with an apologetic promise that there was water to drink in Wry.
Wry. Wry was straight ahead.

She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting.
Well. Honestly, she’d let herself imagine that perhaps they’d all come running to greet her. Perhaps Olive would call out and cheer, perhaps Jack would run to her, racing to beat his sister. Maybe Lewis would look her right in the eye and smile. And maybe Joey…
But Wry was silent. No one came running. Not when she first saw the little town in the distance ahead; a murky oasis against the gunmetal sky, and not when she rode the mare right up the center street, the hairs on the back of her neck tingling at the stillness.
There was a bonfire blazing in the central fire pit that someone had tended to recently; the flames were high. But the saloon was dark as she rode slowly by. The jam jars weren’t lit.
The men hadn’t arrived yet, Abby was suddenly certain—there would be evidence if they’d already come and gone. Proof of a skirmish. She let out a relieved sigh that did nothing to ease the tension in her shoulders.
If Joey had taken the others and left it was good, she kept reminding herself. An empty Wry meant they were safe.
She led the mare to the stable for water and feed, expecting it to be empty, but when she pulled open the doors there they were—Totem, Silver, Hooper and Moon. Ben and Esther’s chestnut horses were there too. All happily munching. Tails swishing. Abby glanced back out to the street, thoroughly confused. They wouldn’t leave the horses. Where was everyone?
She filled a bucket with feed and brought it to the mare, who was gratefully gulping water at the trough.
“Abby?”
The voice from the stable door had Abby’s hand flying to her heart, whirling around.
“Ben! Oh, I was so worried you’d all gone but then I saw the horses and—”
“Abby—”
“Is Joey here? I need to speak to her, there’s so much—there are people coming for her—men—my father and—”
“Abby—”
“Silas and some councilmen from my father’s church and also these two—what is it?” She’d finally noticed the lines on his brow. The worry in his voice. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s Olive.”
The blood in Abby’s veins froze over.
“She’s not well,” Ben was saying, “when Joey didn’t come back right away, she panicked. She had one of her attacks. It’s never been this bad before—Joey’s got her down in the caves, I just went to get more linens.” He shrugged the pile of towels in his arms.
Abby shook her head. “But they’re coming—the men are coming, Joey needs to run, you all need to run—”
“She knew. She knew they’d come. When she made it back, we packed to leave, she wanted to run immediately, but then Olive…” He shook his head helplessly. “How soon?”
“I don’t know. I had a head start but it took all night to find my way. They could be here very soon.”
Ben nodded. Turned to look down the empty street, still nodding. “Best tell her yourself, then. Shall we?”
Abby’s stomach flipped. “Okay.”
She followed Ben up the road and into the cave.
Jack was sitting beside Esther on the stone stairs by the hot spring.
“Mrs. Proctor!” He was up in a flash, flying down the stairs and hugging Abby’s waist. “Have you come back to help Olive?”  
Abby smiled down at him as Ben leaned in to Esther, whispering in her ear.
“In a way she has,” Esther said, nodding at Abby with a somber smile.
In the chamber beyond, Abby could see Olive, impossibly tiny and tucked into Joey’s cave bed, the blankets pulled up to her chin.
One of the chairs from the saloon had been brought down, and when they entered the room Esther positioned it closer to the bedside and sat down, smoothing the covers and brushing a hand over Olive’s sweaty forehead.
“We’ve been keeping a warm cloth from the springs on her chest, and Joey’s fixing up another concoction with her plants,” Esther said with a little sigh, “she’s been trying everything.”
Olive stirred. “Mrs. Proctor?” Her little voice was soft and laced with confusion.
“Hi sweet girl,” Abby sat on the edge of the bed, “you’re not feeling very well, huh?”
A small shake of her head. “It’s the goddamn desert air,” she quoted Joey weakly, and Abby would’ve chuckled if Olive hadn’t immediately followed it with a burst of painfully dry coughs.
Esther lifted the cover to pull out a folded cloth. “Cold again,” she said, setting it aside. “Ben, would you—?”
“I’ll do it,” Abby heard herself say, reaching for a fresh towel and heading for the door. She wanted to be helpful. She wanted to find Joey. They needed to run whether Olive was sick or not.
You need to run and I’m coming with you, don’t argue. Too pushy. I can’t live with the thought of you going to the gallows and— Too selfish. Please run. Please do whatever it takes to—
Her eyes had been on the uneven stone steps, but halfway down she looked up to find Joey standing there at the bottom, watching her. She was wearing a brown shirt, several top buttons undone, suspenders hanging by her sides. She looked ragged. Exhausted. And she didn’t seem particularly surprised to see Abby. She didn’t seem particularly happy to see her either.
“Hi.” The smile on Abby’s face was unavoidable, if a bit inappropriate considering the dire circumstances. But when it wasn’t returned, she quickly put it away.
A muscle worked in Joey’s jaw. “Hello.”
“I—um. I came back.” Obviously. Stupid.
“I see that. Why?”
There was dry distaste in Joey’s voice, and it was making Abby feel like a total fool for having thought Joey might be glad to see her. The imminent embarrassment of it all loomed overhead, and for a moment she couldn’t remember the answer to Joey’s question.  
“I just—I,” she looked down at her blood-filled boots and remembered, “because you have to run! They’re coming, my father and the—the men, all these men and you have to—”
“How many?”
She counted quickly in her head. “Six.”
“When?”
“Now. Any minute. I don’t—”
A nod, all business. “’S that all?” Joey pushed by her up the stairs.
“What—” Abby spun to follow her, “what do you mean is that all?”
She followed her back into the little chamber, feeling like an idiot all over again when Ben gently took the dry linen from her hand and went down the steps to dip it in the spring himself.
Joey was standing at Olive’s side, smearing a salve onto her chest and then touching her forehead with the back of her hand, shaking her head.
“Fuckin’ fever’s worse.”
Ben reappeared a minute later and Joey put the steaming linen over Olive’s chest. The scent of eucalyptus filled the room.
Ben cleared his throat. “What’s the plan here?”
Joey was staring down at Olive, her jaw tense. “I’m thinkin’.”
“Maybe we could hide out here,” Ben shrugged tentatively, “bring the horses down and—?”
“And what? Live the rest of our lives in a fuckin’ cave?”
“Just until they—” Ben splayed his hands, “until they go, until they give up.”
“Don’t be daft. They’re not goin’ to give up. Not til I’m swayin’ in the breeze.”
Abby had to look away. Joey’s smile was all wrong and it was setting her teeth on edge.
“What’s happening?” Jack was alert, looking around at them.
“Nothing for you to worry over, love,” Esther pulled him close and he let her pet his hair, but there were worried lines in his brow.
Joey turned back to Olive. Stared at the little girl’s face, pale and sweaty beneath the gas lamp’s glow.
Long moments ticked by and Abby realized she was tugging her thumbs into the palm of each hand, pulling hard enough to threaten the sockets. Run. Please run. They needed to go now. Before it was too late.
Finally, Joey glanced over her shoulder at Ben. “Saddle your two horses, yeah? Bring them down to the turn off and we’ll meet you there. Don’t fancy goin’ out the front gate and runnin’ into a firefight.”
Abby’s heart expanded with a surge of relief as Ben nodded and hurried off.
“We could bundle her in the quilt…” Joey was looking at Olive.
“Ben can ride with her, he’ll have the easiest time with it,” Esther said softly. “And if we take the salve, we may be able to ward off another attack during the journey.”
Joey was nodding. “You’ll ride with Jack?”
Esther smiled at the boy, still cuddled into her. “Oh, it would be a privilege to ride with this handsome young man. The rest of you will bring up the rear?”
Joey nodded.
“Ride where?” Jack asked.
“Away. Told you days ago we’d be leavin’.”
“For Bloom Town?”
Joey’s eyes slid closed for a beat. “Sure, mate.”
Jack beamed. “I’ll go get my things, I’ll fetch Olive’s too—”
“No.” Joey’s voice was sharp and Jack stopped in his tracks. “No time for that.”
“But—”
“Don’t argue with me,” her eyes were burning, “not today.”
She went to the cave wall by the vanity and pulled at a loose stone Abby had never noticed before. There was a little opening behind it, just big enough for the yellowed envelope Joey pulled out and stuffed into her trouser pocket. Then she and Esther bundled Olive as best they could. When Joey picked her up her eyes fluttered open.
“Goin’ to take a little ride,” Joey said softly.
Olive nodded, too weak and feverish to question it.
Ben was waiting by the turn off with a gas lamp and the chestnut horses when they climbed back up to the cave’s main level.
There was a stretch of tunnel beyond the stone stair opening that Abby hadn’t given much thought to before, but apparently it offered an exit. Wry’s back door, made by miners long ago. Abby followed the others mutely, feeling anxious and altogether awkward, as if despite the favor she’d done by warning them, she was somehow a bother. A pebble in Joey’s boot.
Ben climbed into the saddle before reaching down for Olive. Joey kissed the girl’s forehead, rested her cheek against the top of her sweaty head, and then finally passed her up to Ben, who situated her in his arms carefully, cradling her close. Joey nodded for Jack so she could hoist him up to join Esther atop the other horse. When he was in the saddle, Joey reached into her pocket and pulled out the envelope, handing it up to Esther.
Esther didn’t reach for it right away, and Abby watched as the woman’s face changed from placid to suspicious.
“Take it already, would you?” Joey shook the envelope at her.
Esther took it hesitantly. “Joey…”
“Already decided.”
“Oh, love. It’s the wrong choice.”
“Don’t.” Joey shook her head at Esther and something unspoken passed between them. “Saved what I could, should be plenty there for her treatments,” she gestured at the envelope Esther was sliding into her vest. “Make sure she sees someone who knows what the fuck they’re doin’. A specialist, maybe. Tell them her mother had consumption, that she died of it, I don’t know if that’s—” Joey shook her head. “Don’t let her fuckin’ die.” Her eyes flicked from Esther’s to Ben’s then back again. “Please. Don’t let her die.”
Esther’s eyes were watery, and it was Ben who cleared his throat to answer. “We’ll find her the best care we can. They’ll be safe with us, Joey.”
Joey nodded at the ground. Abby was pulling at her thumbs again, she couldn’t stop. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. They were all supposed to run together. Jack was glaring down at Joey, seemingly having the same thought.
“But—aren’t you coming with us?”
“Not now, mate. Have some loose ends to tie.”
“But you promised,” Jack’s eyes narrowed. “You said we’d go together.”
“’S no time to argue over it. Bad people are comin’ and I want you two far away.”
“But what about you?” His voice was getting louder. “Where will you go?”
“Where’s Lewis?” The question burst from Abby because she’d suddenly realized no one had said a word about him since she’d arrived.
“Water tower. Been keepin’ an eye out while we tended to Olive,” Joey said without looking at her. “I’ll send Lewis after you, Abby can ride with him,” she said to Esther, “they’ll catch up, but you shouldn’t wait.”
“There’s no one on the water tower,” Abby said. “There’s no one up there, the entire town is dead quiet.”
Joey shook her head. “Must’ve gotten distracted then, the way he does. Find him in the saloon, I reckon.” But there was a strange uncertainty in her voice. “You should go,” she looked from Ben to Esther. “I’ll find Lewis, send him after—”
“I don’t want to go!” Jack said, starting to panic. “You said it would be all of us, you—and I need to get Hooper, I’ll ride Hooper, I can’t leave him behind—” Esther had an arm squeezed around his middle but he was struggling against her grip, frantic to climb down.
“Jack, there isn’t time,” Joey was saying, and Abby had never heard her sound so tortured.
“But he’ll worry without me, he’s my friend, he’s mine!”
“Hooper will be safe, you need to go,” Joey was urging Esther with her eyes but Esther was barely in control, Jack was fighting with all his might to break free.
“I won’t go—Joey! I’m not going, let go of me!” He scratched at Esther’s arm but she didn’t relent, even when his nails drew blood. “You promised, you promised us!” He spit the words at Joey like venom. “You said we’d go to Bloom Town together, all of us!”
“I know I did, I know, but Jack the bad—”
“I want to go to Bloom Town and I want to go now!” He pulled the dagger from his belt and twisted around to hold it beneath Esther’s chin.
“JACK!” They all said it in horrified unison.
Esther hadn’t even flinched. “I don’t know who you think you are, young man, but I am not afraid of a child’s tantrum.” Her voice was low like thunder.
“Give me the fuckin’ knife,” Joey reached up, demanding, but it was obvious she wasn’t as unaffected as Esther. “Jack, give me the knife.”
He shook his head slowly, still pointing it at Esther. “Not until you say it. We’re going to Bloom Town. Say it! SAY IT!”
“There is no Bloom Town.” The words rushed out of Joey like a long-held breath. “It’s not a real place. It’s made up. Like a fairytale.”
For a moment there wasn’t a thing but pure silence. Then,
“That’s not true,” Jack said. “You’re—you’re just saying that. You’re tricking me, you’re all trying to trick me!”
“Not a trick, mate. It’s a story. Just a story. Somethin’ for you and Olive to have hope in.”
“I don’t believe you.” But he did, it was there in the way his face had fallen. The way he was lowering the knife, watching Joey with careful eyes.
Joey moved to take his knife and he let it happen, slowly shaking his head.
“You’re a liar.” He said it with quiet wonder, like it was a horrible discovery he’d just made. “You lied to us. You told us it was real.”
“I’m not perfect. Far fuckin’ from it. But I’ve kept you alive for five bloody years doin’ whatever I had to, and I’m doin’ the same now. Esther, please—”
Esther nodded, tightening her fist around the reins, preparing to leave.
“No—no, I don’t want to go,” Jack was panicking again, his eyes welling as he looked from Esther to Joey, “you’re a liar! You’re a liar and I hate you!”
“Go,” Joey said softly, then she slapped the backside of Ben’s horse and it launched forward. Esther’s horse followed, and Jack twisted around.
“Wait—wait, no! Joey!” He was reaching out for her with both arms, tears streaming down his face. “Don’t leave us, don’t make us go—Joey!”
Joey was just staring at the cave’s floor, her jaw set.
“Joey! JOEY! I hate you! I hope I never see you again!” Jack screamed as the horses disappeared down the cave’s dark corridor. “I hope you die! Do you hear me? I HATE YOU!”
For long moments, Joey just stared at the floor.
Abby swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “Are you alright?”
Joey startled at the sound of Abby’s voice, blinking like she was just then realizing that Abby was really there and hadn’t been some sort of apparition.
“You need to go,” Joey said, snapping back into herself. “You’ll take Moon, follow the others. Wait here,” she started toward the cave’s mouth.
“I’m not leaving.”
Joey looked back. “Not time to play the fuckin’ hero.”
“I could say the same,” Abby stepped toward her. “They won’t hurt me. I’m not the one they’re looking to hang.”
“What, then?” Joey turned, arms spread wide in a snide shrug. “You want to fight them off as a team? Side by side? You and your truly terrible aim?”
“I want you to run. I want you to find Lewis and—no, I’ll find Lewis, you run—”
“Oh sure, I’ll just leave Lewis—”
“They’re not going to hang Lewis! You’re the one—"
“I’m not goin’ to run.”
But she had to, Abby needed her to understand. “The two men from before—the one without the finger, he made a deal with my father, he—the deal is you, Joey, for an entire night and—”
Half of Joey’s mouth curled up, an unexpected flash of teeth that had Abby shaking her head because clearly Joey wasn’t hearing her properly.
“Bested him before when he had all ten fingers.” A little shrug. “Be alright.”
“You’d be more alright if you stopped being so goddamn proud.”
“I’m not goin’ to run!”
“Why not?!”
“You’ll ride Moon out the back like the others.” There was steel in her voice. “You’ll ride out and you won’t look back.”
“No.” Abby shook her head. “You’re coming with me.”
“They won’t stop chasin’ me. If not your father, someone else. There’ll always be somebody after me, lookin’ to cash in. Least this way the children are safe. You’ll be safe. And Lewis—” She glanced anxiously at the cave’s exit.
Abby shook her head again, harder. “We can figure it out, we can—I don’t know, disguise ourselves or disappear into the mountains or—Joey, right now you need to run—”
“I’ve been runnin’! My whole life I’ve been runnin’!” Joey lifted a shoulder. Shook her head. “I’m so fuckin’ tired of livin’ with my eyes peeled over my shoulder. Walkin’ backwards like, starin’ at the past. ‘S no way to live, Abby, and I can’t do it anymore. I’m done.”
“So that’s it? You’re just—you’re giving up?” She could taste the venom in her voice. “You’re just going to let them take you?”
“And bring as many down with me as I can.”
“Then find me a gun.”
“For fuck’s sake—”
“I’m not going anywhere. So either you arm me and I’ll do my best, or you use me as a shield, but I’m not going anywhere.” She crossed her arms for good measure.
Joey let out an aggravated snarl, spinning away and punching the cave’s wall. “If you get fuckin’ shot on account of me I swear to Christ I’ll—” She looked down at her hand, flexing and clenching the fist she’d just slammed against solid rock. “Ow. Fuck. If you get shot I’ll kill you myself, I swear it.” She was shaking her hand by her side. She looked down again. “Jesus, that hurts.”
Abby closed the distance, took Joey’s hand and kissed it, bleeding knuckles and all. “I know why you took me. I know it was about Olive and her cough. What did my father promise you?”
Joey swallowed. “Said he’d doublehead the bounty. Somethin’ only elected officials can do—mayors, sheriffs, town leaders like your father. Pay twice my head to clear my name.” She shrugged, like it embarrassed her. “Thought if I was free, I could take her to a city, somewhere with a doctor. Fuckin’ stupid of me, thinkin’—”
“No. No, it was good of you, Joey.”
“All turned to shite though, didn’t it?” She let out a humorless laugh, then frowned, swiping her thumb gently over Abby’s cheekbone. “Did he—did your father do this? Got a bruise.”
“Oh—no, it—Silas did it. My father told him I needed to be bridled, so he—” She shook her head. “And I came back here.”
A muscle tensed in Joey’s jaw and she let out a careful breath, moving her hand to the back of Abby’s neck and pulling her in, close enough to brush her lips over the mark on Abby’s face.
“You’ve got bruises too,” Abby said softly. Two brown smudges marred Joey’s right cheek and Abby hated her father even more, seeing them there. She let her eyes close for a moment, just one stolen moment, and turned her face into Joey’s neck.
“Need to find Lewis,” Joey whispered against Abby’s cheek. “Should send him on his way before the others get too far ahead.”
Abby nodded and Joey rested against her, forehead to forehead.
“I want you to go,” Joey said. “I don’t want you here when it happens.”
“I know,” Abby breathed. “But I’m staying.”
Joey closed her eyes. Nodded. “Wish it was different. All of it. Wish it was two-hundred years from now and we were meetin’ an ocean away from all this shite.”
“Think it would be easier?”
“Think it would be different. Think I’d be different.”
“I don’t want you different.”
Joey pulled back with a ghost of a smile. “Flirt.”
“Yeah.” Abby smiled despite herself. “It’s true, though. I—”
A gunshot rang out in the distance. For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. And in that blink of an instant where they stood frozen, Abby felt it—the Before and the After. That one defining moment, curling around them like the first tendrils of smoke from a devastating fire. Then—
“Rest of the guns are in the saloon,” Joey wrenched away, pulling out her revolver, keeping her eyes on the mouth of the cave. It was like she’d transformed into someone else altogether, suddenly rigid and thrumming with caution. “Have to come round from the back, keep off the street. Stay behind me.”
“Joey…” She wanted to say something comforting, something kind, something good, before they faced what was coming.
But Joey was already in the After, halfway to the yawning cave door, the black day waiting just beyond.
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They made their way, slowly, cautiously, meandering around ruined clapboard houses and clusters of brush to the saloon’s back door. Abby forced herself to keep pace with Joey despite her throbbing feet, falling behind only when Joey stopped her here and there to check that the coast was clear.
By the time they reached the second story hallway there were tears in Abby’s eyes, it felt like every last blister had opened on the walk from the cave and the thought of taking another solitary step made her nauseous.
Joey was buzzing around, gathering weapons, checking all the rooms, calling for Lewis.
Neither of them had mentioned the gunshot they’d heard from the caves. It felt like an unspoken agreement—find Lewis, don’t imagine the worst, don’t despair.
“Piss poor time for him to go fuckin’ off for a mornin’ jaunt,” she grumbled, piling guns in Abby’s arms, the stack growing higher and higher each time she passed by.
Abby stared at the growing pile in her arms. “Are you going to—”
“Hang on.” Joey held up a finger. She raced up the little stairway to the roof, returning not ten seconds later. “Fuckin’ Christ I’m gonna throttle him. Where the fuck is he?” She ducked into her own room, pulling something off her door—a bandolier of bullets which she strapped around herself once she was back in the hall. She glanced at Abby. “Sorry, you were sayin’?”
“This is a lot of guns.”
Joey nodded, still fiddling with the bandolier. “Not loaded yet, you can stop holdin’ your arms out like that, they’re not gonna—here,” she took several from Abby and started loading them.
“Are you going to kill all of them?” Abby asked quietly.
Joey stopped to glance at her. “Askin’ if I’m goin’ to kill your husband?”
“My father.”
“If it’s me or him.”
Abby gave a slight nod.
“Or if it’s you or him.”
Abby looked at her. “He wouldn’t hurt me.”
Joey arched an eyebrow and gestured at her own cheek. “Tellin’ me you’ve never been on the wrong end of his temper?”
“He’s an old man who doesn’t know how to shoot a gun.”
“Inherited trait, that.” Joey nodded for Abby to follow her into the front room. “Rest of the ammunition’s in here,” she said, pulling several boxes of bullets down from a shelf in the room’s small closet. “Reckon we should take the skybridge over to the water tower and scope out how close they are—sound travels easy out here but still can’t be farther than a couple miles, so we—what are you doin’?”
Abby hadn’t been able to stand it one more minute. She’d sat down in the middle of the room and peeled off her left boot. Half the skin on her foot came off with it.
“Fuck, Abby!”
“It’s fine,” she said, which was patently untrue, but the last thing they needed was another obstacle. “Can I borrow boots? I just need a bigger size.”
“Bandages and bed rest, more like. Fuck, if shite goes south and you need to run—”
“Joey.” Abby fixed her with a look.
Joey clenched her jaw. “The brown boots you like?”
Abby nodded and Joey disappeared across the hall to retrieve them.
The right boot was even more difficult to remove and Abby winced, her foot shredded and shining, stinging when it met the air.
Joey had wrapped her wounded back in cheesecloth that time. The kitchen was right downstairs, maybe it was worth trying.
“Joey?”
“Still lookin’,” she called back. “Lewis’s been buryin’ boots lately, might be shite outta luck.”
“I think I need to wrap them anyway, I don’t—” She’d been examining her ruined feet in the dim light coming in from the window when suddenly the lighting changed, and she looked up to see what was casting the sudden shadow.
It was odd that she didn’t panic. Odd to just stare back at the wiry man leering in at her from the balcony, standing there with a long-barreled gun and strange looking tubes strapped at his waist. But then he raised his gun, smiling that awful, rotten-toothed smile, and finally Abby screamed.
“JOEY!”
If Joey answered it was lost to the blast of the shotgun as it obliterated the window and blew a hole in the room’s wall less than three feet from Abby’s head.
Abby’s ears were ringing and the man was climbing inside and she scrambled backward, hitting the wall and all the while he was smiling that garish smile and then suddenly Joey was there, barking an order in Abby’s direction.
“Close your eyes!”
Abby did. There was a blast, and when she opened them, the man was gone and the air was thick with gunpowder. There were red droplets dripping like rain from the jagged remnants of the window’s glass. Abby couldn’t tear her eyes away.
“Are you—Abby, look at me,” Joey was squatting down in front of her, “are you alright?”
“Mmhmm.” It sounded too bright, even to her own ears. “They’re here. The—the men. They’re—they’re already here.”
“We need to go somewhere else, higher ground. Can you stand?”
“Hmm?”
“Stand up? Can you—”
“Oh, no I’m fine, he didn’t shoot me.”
“Your feet—”
“My—oh! I think—” She stood, swaying a bit, dizzy and feeling strange. Had—had Joey just killed that man?
“We’re goin’ out the window,” Joey said, nodding toward the only other front-facing window that was still intact. “Need to get to the water tower.” She was strapping guns to every part of her—two at her waist, one on each leg, a long one strapped across her back.
She handed Abby a small revolver. “For Christ’s sake, don’t fuckin’ use this unless there’s not a solitary other thing you can do.”
Abby’s eyes caught on Joey’s as she took the gun. They were red, and just a little bit watery.
“Joey? What’s—”
“They’ve killed him.” Joey shook her head. “I know they’ve killed him. Fuckin’ came up on him somewhere down there. Bein’ Lewis he probably smiled at them, was probably happy to have visitors.” She swiped at her eyes.
“They mean to sell him,” Abby remembered suddenly. “Not that—that isn’t better, I know, but they won’t shoot him. I heard them talk about selling him to the laborers.”
“Then where is he?” Joey growled. She pushed past Abby and opened the window, slowly scanning the street with her rifle before stepping out onto the balcony. “C’mon.”
Barefoot, she followed Joey out the window, and when Joey muttered don’t look, Abby kept her eyes on the water tower across the way instead. Joey had killed him. She’d killed the thin man with the brown teeth. And maybe Abby should’ve been horrified or shocked or even a little fearful at how Joey hadn’t even hesitated, but she felt none of those things. One down, five to go. It was the only thought she had as they darted across the skybridge, the jam jars dangling beneath, swaying in the strange and quiet breeze while the charcoal sky loomed overhead.
“Where are they?” Abby whispered, once they were on the far side of the water tower’s rotunda. She was using the telescope to scan the area, but all was silent and still.
Joey just shook her head, busy counting bullets on her bandolier, seeming to calculate something in her head.
Just then, there was a noise—a squeak—the saloon window they’d just climbed out of sliding open wider. Side by side they pressed their backs against the wooden planks of the tower, breathing quietly. There was a man’s voice cursing, muttering shit, Donovan, followed by a low whistle and a rough laugh.
Abby’s heart sped up.
Joey was curling away, aiming her rifle and peeking around the side of the tower. Abby turned toward the other side, pressed her hands against the planks and moved breathlessly until she could see the man still crouched over his friend.
He stood and picked something up—a jug, it seemed, and began pouring the contents all over the balcony. He stepped toward the skybridge, the jug still spilling liquid, and Abby had the horrifying realization that he could cross it and be on them in seconds. But something caught the man’s attention back inside the saloon and he turned back, disappearing into the window.
“Didn’t take the shot,” Joey whispered, leaning back against the rotunda again, her eyes squeezed shut like she was mad at herself. “Didn’t want to let the others know we’re up here.”
Abby nodded. “He was pouring something all over the—”
“Kerosene,” Joey said. “They’re gonna torch it. Maybe worse—the other fucker had dynamite strapped to him. We need to get to the ridge.” She jerked her head in the direction of the rocky cliffs overlooking Wry.
They used the ladder to get down to the ground. Joey went first then kept her rifle pointed and ready as she waited for Abby to climb after her. They’d made hushed plans—stick to the outskirts, the ruined buildings and the brush. Point to point, like connecting the dots. One safe spot to the next. Joey would lead. She’d do a sweep and signal for Abby to join. On and on until they reached the dirt path that led up the ridge. Once they were up, they’d have a clear view of Wry. An advantage. Like fish in a fuckin’ barrel, Joey had said.
From the water tower Joey darted to the ruins of an empty storehouse set back just a little way from the shops. She signaled, Abby followed. A loud crack of thunder split the sky directly overhead. Next, they were crouched behind a cluster of bushes. Then a little shack, scarcely more than three dilapidated walls. They were getting closer. Joey crossed to the stable, scanned either side of the building with her rifle and then crouched in the corner where the giant wooden box of feed was attached to the back of the building. She signaled for Abby. Abby ran to her. This time she stumbled over something—a small cactus, low to the ground and hidden by brush. Fuck. There were needles in her foot now, stabbed deep into the already raw flesh. She swallowed down a sob of pain. Mind over matter. She forced herself to keep going, attempting to use only the heel of that foot but it was entirely awkward and in the end she just pushed through the pain, each stride forcing the cactus needles deeper.
Joey hadn’t noticed, she’d been busy training her rifle down the near side of the building, covering Abby as she ran.
“You see the path?” Joey whispered, nodding at the little opening in the brush at the base of the ridge.
Abby nodded.
“Wait til I’m halfway up—can cover you better if I have some height.”
Abby nodded again. Her foot was in agony.
Joey was off a second later, and Abby should’ve watched her so she knew when to run, she should’ve ignored the pain in her foot, pushed through for just a few more minutes and dealt with it on the safety of the ridge. Should’ve held on to the revolver, shouldn’t have set it down beside her. But her foot was throbbing. And if she could just get the needles out—she could see the ends of them poking out by the base of her toes—maybe she could get up to the ridge even faster.
She managed to pull one out and was going in for another when someone rounded the side of the stable, reached down and clamped a hand over her mouth, hauling her up by her arm. The fat man with the missing finger. Pulling her like she weighed nothing, into the wide alley on the side of the building where he pulled the knife from his belt.
“Got a nice face,” he said, “don’t scream and you can keep it that way.”
He was waiting, so Abby gave a curt nod and he stepped back, dropping his hand from her mouth. She couldn’t stop looking at the large knife in his hand. Easily the biggest knife she’d ever seen.
If she screamed for Joey, he’d know she was coming. He’d be ready for her. If she just waited, Joey would figure it out. That something was wrong. Hopefully sooner rather than later.  
“We have your lanky fool tied up and sitting pretty. Found him burying his little toy in the desert and I said we oughta put him down right there like the defective dog he is, but leverage, the Reverend says. The idiot for the woman. So where is she? Where’s London?”
“I don’t know.”
“I think you do.” His eyes bulged as he said it, all yellow and bloodshot. “Supposed to find you and return you to your husband, you know. He’s waiting just yonder by the gate. He’s waiting there so he doesn’t have to bear the sight of you with JT.”
“He’s waiting there because he’s afraid of her.”
The man whistled the way he had when he’d found his friend’s corpse. “Fiery little bitch, ain’t you?” He tutted. “Long ride from Gauntlet’s Landing. Men get to talking. And boy howdy, did I overhear some things about you, pretty thing,” he sneered. “Unnatural inclinations, was the way the Reverend put it, talking with your poor husband. But see,” he said, smiling with every stained tooth as he stepped toward her, “I don’t believe that. Good looking girl like you? I don’t believe it one bit.” He took one step closer, then another.
“Stay the hell away from me.”
“See, I think maybe your husband just wasn’t putting it to you proper. Can’t help but wonder if a real man could pump those inclinations right outta you.”
“Fuck you.”
“Choice words, little slut—” He lunged, grabbing Abby around the waist, spinning with her, clamping his bandaged hand over her mouth.
She gagged at the smell of rotting flesh, struggling like mad as he pawed at her with his knife still in hand, grabbing her breast and then reaching lower.
Suddenly he was yanked backward, and Abby broke free, whirling around to witness the moment Joey pulled the knife from his grasp. The man was panicking, scrambling to get away, but Joey caught him around the wrist, slammed his hand flat against the stable wall, lifted the knife and cleaved off his three remaining fingers, leaving only his thumb.
There was blood, a ferocious amount, and Abby stared in shock as it ran rivers down the knife, Joey’s hand, the man’s arm.
He was screaming, cradling what was left of his hand, letting out long, agonized howls. When he fell to his knees Joey took her revolver and shot him in the back of the head, sending a great spray of red gore onto the dusty ground, bits of it catching on Abby’s white dress. The man fell forward and all went quiet.
Abby looked at Joey. Joey’s lips were moving, she was saying something but Abby couldn’t hear her, she couldn’t hear anything around the ringing in her ears.  
Joey had just…she’d shot him. Right there in front of her.
Abby looked down just in time to see the puddle of carnage from the man’s head grow large enough to touch the edge of her big toe, warm and wet. She jumped back but the puddle grew larger still and there was so much blood inside a person, she’d never known, never thought to wonder about such a thing.
She couldn’t tear her eyes away from it. The way the man had crumpled, face first, his arms folded awkwardly beneath him. The bullet had exited through his face, and it seemed to have taken half his face with it. She couldn’t reconcile it; his crumpled form—he’d been alive not a minute earlier and now he was dead.
“Abby,” Joey was stepping in front of her, wiping her hand on her trousers before touching Abby’s cheek, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, are you okay? No, don’t look at it—did he hurt you?”
Abby swallowed and shook her head and tried to focus on Joey’s eyes. “Lewis is alive.” She blinked, desperate to ward off the shock, keep it from all catching up to her. “They have him by the gate. They want to trade him for you.”
“’S a trap.”
“Most likely.” They wouldn’t let either of them go if they could make money by taking both. “So what do we do?”
Joey wiped her revolver on her trouser leg then spun it around her finger before holstering it. “We get him back.”
The saloon roof was the safest option to attempt negotiations, Joey decided. If they could lure Abby’s father and the others to the center circle they’d be able to barter for Lewis, and she’d have a clear shot if anything went wrong.
They stayed together, carefully making their way back to the center of Wry, Joey muttering about how it’d been bloody stupid to let Abby out of her sight in the first place and Abby arguing that she was a grown woman and didn’t need a chaperone. To which Joey had responded with a pointed look, which was fair because, when left alone, it had taken all of a minute for Abby to be ambushed.
With two men gone—and presumably the two most revolver-savvy men at that—something akin to hope began to light in Abby’s chest.
Perhaps it was the unspoken assumption that the rest of the men were all waiting by the gate together that had allowed them to let their guard down. Joey, walking a bit lighter. Abby, breathing a bit easier. After all, none of the other men save for Silas had any working knowledge of firearms, and they had to know Joey would quickly best them. Perhaps that was why they barged into the saloon without attempting to silence their steps. Perhaps that was why, when they ran straight into Deacon Wilson by the stairs, their initial reaction was just to stand there, dumbfounded.
“Oh, goodness,” Deacon Wilson clutched his heart, laughing jovially, “you gave me a start!” His revolver was out and pointed at Joey, who had moved to stand in front of Abby.
“Well, look who it is!” Councilman Foy said, appearing at the top of the stairs with a shotgun in one hand, shaking out the last drops of kerosene from yet another jug with the other. “Might not have to smoke you out after all,” he chuckled, tossing the jug aside. “Ask and ye shall receive.”
“Tell you what, mate,” Joey said to Deacon Wilson, raising her hands about as high as her waist—not a surrender, just a show of pacifism, “put your gun away and we can talk. No one gets hurt, yeah?”
Councilman Foy laughed, loud and hearty. “I have half a mind to believe you, little miss! Or I would, if I hadn’t just seen what you did to our new friend Donovan,” he gestured in the direction of the balcony and chuckled. “No, I think we’ll keep our guns out today.” He squinted down the barrel, and Abby’s stomach twinged because it rather looked like he knew what he was doing with the gun after all.
“She’s doing you a favor,” Abby thought to say suddenly, stepping to the side and glaring up at the men. “She’s giving you the chance to walk out of here alive.” It sounded true at least.
Councilman Foy made a show of being impressed. “Generous.”
“You tell Silas and the Rev to come to the circle,” Joey nodded in the direction of the bonfire, “we’ll be on the roof. We can discuss terms.” As she said it her pinky twitched and Abby knew she was itching for her gun.
“No need,” Deacon Wilson said. “Terms are simple—you, in exchange for the idiot.”
Joey flashed a grin. “Last time I trusted you fine Christian blokes I ended up bound and gagged. Sorry boys, learned my lesson. I want Lewis free and clear before I surrender.”
“Surrender?” Councilman Foy pulled a face at the word. “We’re supposed to believe you’re just going to,” he swirled a finger, smirking, “give all this up?”
“Tired of runnin’. Simple as that.”
Councilman Foy chuckled, and Deacon Wilson made a fatal error then, in that next moment. Lunging past Joey to get to Abby, grabbing Abby’s arm and pulling her several feet in the direction of the saloon door, his revolver trained on Joey.
Joey’s own gun was out and pointed back at him in a flash, but then Councilman Foy cleared his throat loudly, poking his shotgun over the railing. Two guns pointed at Joey from either direction. Abby swallowed heavily because Joey would risk being shot in the back to shoot Deacon Wilson for grabbing her, she was certain. Deacon Wilson seemed to arrive at the same conclusion and suddenly he was pulling Abby in front of him, a human shield, his revolver pressed to her temple.
“Wait—” Joey panicked, arms outstretched, revolver dangling, “don’t—don’t hurt her, I’m not—my gun’s down, I won’t—for fuck’s sake man, lower your fuckin’ weapon!”
“I’m taking her back to her husband,” Deacon Wilson said importantly, “where she belongs.”
“So desperate to be my father’s loyal dog,” Abby ground out. Her skin was tingling where the cold barrel was pressed against it. One little slip of his finger was all it would take. Still, anger burned more brightly than fear. Pressed back against him she could feel the thin length of something digging into her hip. A quick glance at Councilman Foy confirmed it—they had knives at their belts. They’d come ready for war.
“If I’m your father’s dog, so be it,” Deacon Wilson was saying. “The Lord rewards the faithful and my treasures are stored in heaven.”
“But Deacon,” Abby said, and as she did, she reached behind herself and grabbed the knife from his waist, spinning and pressing the tip of it into the soft flesh beneath his bearded chin, “my father hates dogs.” She felt a maniacal grin crack across her face at his stunned expression.
He dropped the revolver. He wouldn’t shoot her anyway, not the Reverend’s daughter. She was in control.
“That story he likes to tell, the one about the puppies? A winter sickness didn’t take them, Deacon, he drowned them. I saw him from my window one night, back by the shed with a barrel of water, holding them under. One by one by one. I tried to stop him, I screamed and screamed, but my mother held me down. She told me he was doing them a kindness, that Jesus would take care of them in heaven. It wasn’t a kindness—they were thriving, I’d cared for them well. It was their barking. He couldn’t stand their happy little yowls, the yelps they made when they were playing. When it was all over, he walked inside with a smile on his face, laughing and telling my mother what a peaceful night it would be.”
Deacon Wilson’s eyes were flicking back and forth, looking at Abby like he was searching her, trying to figure out where this was going.
She smiled again. “My father is a fucking monster. So if you’re his faithful servant, what does that make you?”
It was accidental, what happened then. The knife was sharp, sharper than Abby realized, and when she pressed just a little harder it broke his skin like teeth sinking into ripe fruit. Deacon Wilson panicked and grabbed Abby’s wrist, throwing her to the ground with enough force to push her backward several feet, the blood-tipped knife clattering across the floor. Joey was crossing the room, hellbent on ending him—it was there in her eyes, fire and focus and in that moment she’d clearly forgotten all about Councilman Foy, who was still behind her with his shotgun.
“Joey!” Abby screamed, and Joey spun just in time to see Foy take aim and shoot.
Joey dove out of the way before he could hit her and the buckshot tore through the wood floor, blasting a hole the size of Olive. Joey returned fire from where she was still sprawled on the floor, nearly hitting Foy in the stomach—he moved at the last second, running up the stairs. Joey was up and after him, taking aim at the bottom of the stairs and shooting twice. There was a groan and a loud thump as he fell. Deacon Wilson was panicking all over again, lunging for Abby’s arm, dragging her across the floor and heading toward the door.
Joey bent to pick up his knife, cool as a summer’s breeze. Just as Deacon Wilson made it to the saloon’s doorway, Abby in tow, Joey flung the knife, sent it spinning through the air, landing perfectly as it buried itself in the flesh behind his left knee. He shouted in surprise and barely managed to stay upright, grasping the doorframe and straining to peer down at the blade protruding from the back of his leg. Joey was on him in an instant, retrieving the weapon with a great yank, drawing a scream from the man. She pulled him to the floor, an easy task with his new injury, and then the knife was poised to cut his throat, Joey leaning into him from behind.
“Apologize,” she hissed at him.
“The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want,” he sputtered, closing his frantic eyes. “He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake—”
“Apologize,” Joey said again, pressing the knife tighter against his neck.
“For—for what?”
“All of it. Puttin’ your hands on her. Helpin’ her fuckin’ father with her kidnappin’. Shamin’ her in front of the whole town, you small, pathetic fuck.”
“S-sorry.”
“Not to me, idiot. Apologize to her.”
His eyes flicked to Abby’s. For a moment it seemed he would—he looked terrified, like he’d do anything to stay alive. But then, he went back to his prayer.
“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death—”
“You deaf?”
“I won’t apologize for righteousness. For doing as the Lord commanded.”
“The Lord commanded you to be an enormous twat?”
“One day every knee shall bow and every tongue confess—”
“Apologize! Swear it, mate, I’m not fuckin’ round, I’ll give you the count of three—”
“Joey—” Abby’s stomach twinged. He was on the ground incapacitated—Joey had already bested him. There was no need for this. But there was a fire in Joey’s eyes, and it was like she hadn’t even heard Abby say her name.
“One,” Joey said.
“I will fear no evil, for thou art with me,” Deacon Wilson’s voice grew louder, “thy rod and thy staff they comfort me—”
“Two.”
“I will not apologize!” He shouted suddenly. “Not to her, not to that—that abomination! The devil wears a pretty face but the heart inside is rotten, riddled with maggots, infesting everything around it.” He spat his next words at Abby, rage in every syllable, “Your father should have spared the puppies and drowned you.”
Suddenly Joey had her free arm around his neck, squeezing just below the knife, drawing a choked noise from his throat. “Reckon your God’s proud of the shite you’ve pulled down here? Think he’s well and truly pleased with you? Better hope so,” she leaned in to his ear, “because you’re about to find out.”
“Let it be known; today He will say unto me well done, good and faithful servant,” Deacon Wilson grinned, staring off somewhere past Abby, “enter thou into the joy of the Lord.” He reached up, grabbing Joey’s hand with both of his, slicing the knife across his throat, deep and purposeful. Joey’s eyes went wide and Abby watched in horror as he opened an artery in his own neck, blood fountaining forth for an endless and awful moment as he gurgled, then finally slumped and went still.
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A long moment slid by, silent and heavy.
Finally, Joey dropped the knife, her eyes still wide. “I didn’t—”
“I know,” Abby whispered, watching the growing river of blood meander its way across the floor, spilling down into the massive shotgun hole.
“Why did he—?”
“I don’t know—Joey, you—” Abby had just watched her brush her curls back with her forearm, streaking Deacon Wilson’s blood across her cheek and forehead.
Abby went behind the bar, searching for a towel. She found one crumpled on a shelf, and when she turned Joey was standing there behind her, looking shell-shocked and weary.
Abby took her time cleaning Joey’s face. “I’m sorry that happened to you.” She nodded in the direction of Deacon Wilson’s body.
It took a moment before Joey blinked, her eyes shifting into focus. “’S fine.” Joey blinked again. “Was gonna do it myself. Saved me the trouble.”
“No, you weren’t.”
“No. I wasn’t,” Joey admitted softly. “But I’m not sorry he’s gone.”
Something suddenly occurred to Abby. “We might win.” It was just Silas and her father now.
But Joey was shaking her head. “Told you, there’s no winnin’. If not them it’ll be somebody else comin’ for me.”
“Then why even fight?” Abby felt her anger flaring. If the entire day was some grandiose suicide mission… “If you’re going to get Lewis back just so you can skip merrily to the gallows then why—”
Joey’s forehead furrowed. She was doing that thing she did, looking at the floor. Avoiding Abby’s eyes.
Abby felt the realization dawn in her like a little gasp, and then she was shaking her head. “I’m so stupid.”
Joey looked up at her.
“You were never planning to surrender. You want Lewis back so you can send him after Ben and Esther. Make sure he’s safe. So you can feel good about it when you take off and never look back.” Abby nodded, certain. “That’s what this is. Jack knew it in the caves, but to be fair he’s had longer to figure you out.”
“That’s what you’ve done, is it? Figured me out?”
“I have. You’re not tired of running, you’re tired of running with baggage.”
Joey took a moment to answer, seeming to choose her words carefully. “It will be safer for all of you if I—”
There was an explosive bang and the kitchen door frame behind them splintered, wooden shrapnel flying everywhere. Councilman Foy was standing on the stairway, dazed and bleeding but alive, loading his smoking shotgun for a second shot. Before Abby could think to duck, Joey yanked her down behind the bar. Then, with a short running start, Joey launched herself onto the bar top, sliding the length of the smooth wood surface and simultaneously pulling the gun from the holster on her thigh. She’d shot him twice before she ran out of bar top, hitting him in the chest and again in his beefy neck, an arching pulse of blood showering the wall behind him. Abby didn’t even look away this time. She watched his eyes go wide as he fell, coming to rest at the bottom of the stairs.
Joey went over and nudged his leg with her boot. Satisfied, she holstered her gun and spun to face Abby.
“As I was sayin’, safer if shite like this,” Joey gestured, sounding only slightly rattled, “doesn’t happen to the people I—I mean, can you imagine? Jack and Olive livin’ the rest of their lives runnin’ from people like this?”
Abby tore her eyes away from Councilman Foy’s body, forcing herself to stay present. It was so much death. So much horror. Later. She would process it later.
Joey’s words caught up with her. “There are other ways, Joey. You said so yourself, someone could doublehead the bounty.”
“No town official’s willin’ to risk their reputation, maybe even their lives, speakin’ for a foreign murderer spent the last five years totin’ kidnapped children round the territory. And if no one will speak for me, there sure as fuck isn’t a soul willin’ to pay twice my head.”
“I would.”
“Grand, how much have you got?” Joey tilted her head. “Seem to recall you beggin’ me for pocket change at the Drifter’s, so you’ll forgive me if I’m skeptical.”
“I’m just saying, there must be another—Joey!” She grabbed Joey’s wrist before she could walk away. “Can you just—”
“Just what?”
“Just look at me for a minute, just—”
Joey met her eyes and Abby waited, watching as the stoniness softened into something dangerously akin to affection.
“I’m lookin’.” She reached out, cradling the side of Abby’s face with her hand. “I still can’t believe you came back.”
A laugh burst from Abby. “I can’t believe I found you.” She’d meant Wry, but the sentence settled between them, heavier than Abby had intended. “Joey,” she stepped closer and rested her forehead against hers, laying her own hand atop the one Joey still had pressed to her cheek. “We can figure it out. One day at a time. Please don’t cut and run. Please.”
Joey pulled away. “Wastin’ time talkin’ bout this shite.” She started toward the stairs.
Abby followed her up the steps, trying not to think too hard about the needles in her foot and the way she had to skip the first two in order to avoid Councilman Foy’s legs.
She found Joey in the front bedroom.
“What are you doing?”
“Water tower,” Joey said, already halfway out the window, “get an idea of what’s waitin’ for us at the gate.”
They were halfway across the skybridge when Joey suddenly dropped down with a whispered fuck, pulling Abby down beside her. Silas and the Reverend were riding up the dusty road, headed toward the circle. Headed right for them.
“A conversation is all we’re looking for,” the Reverend called, sounding nearly cheerful.
Joey rose slowly—the sides of the skybridge were rope, ducking had been instinctive but pointless. Her revolver was in her hand but she didn’t raise it. Not yet.
“Lewis?” Joey called down. “All right, mate?”
Lewis was sitting in front of Abby’s father in the saddle, his hands tied behind his back. He looked smaller, slumped and defeated while the Reverend sat tall and proud behind him.
“He’s a fine boy, fine man,” the Reverend clapped a hand on Lewis’s shoulder, smiling. “We’ll be happy to set him free once you’re in our custody.”
“He goes free first.”
“No,” the Reverend let out a hearty laugh, “gracious, no. You’ve killed the others, I gather?”
Joey confirmed it, jutting her chin.
“My, Miss London.” He tutted, looking downright amused as he leaned back in the saddle. “Such bloodlust. You understand then, why we’ll be doing this my way?”
“Lewis goes free first.”
“I see,” he sighed. “An impasse, then.”
“Send Abigail down,” Silas said suddenly. He’d been glaring up at Joey the entire time, practically vibrating with silent rage. “Send my wife down to me. And then you can have your fool back.”
It was clear he’d deviated from the script. The Reverend took his eyes off Joey’s revolver for a split-second to glance at him.
“Not gonna send your wife anywhere, you fuckin’ imbecile,” Joey said, the corner of her mouth ticking up. “She can make her own bloody choice. Her hands aren’t tied.”
“Like hell they’re not. Maybe not with rope, but I know all about you, I know what you did to her, you twisted fucking—”
“Language, my boy,” the Reverend said, “my goodness.”
“I know all about you,” he growled at Joey. Abby had never heard him so angry. “I know you’re a filthy gutter rat. Tenement scum. A whore’s daughter and a whore yourself. And I know you put your vile hands all over my—”
“Ah.” Joey nodded thoughtfully. “You’re jealous.”
“Jealous? I’m disgusted! Sickened! Repulsed by the notion that my innocent, faithful wife could be swindled by your—your—”
“Charm?”
“No! Your—by your—”
“Indecently good looks?”
Abby did a double take. Joey was…well, it rather seemed she was enjoying herself.
“Abigail, come down here at once,” Silas said.
Abby looked at him. Held in a laugh. “Absolutely not.”
“You are my wife, come down to me. Right now.”
“No.”
“Abigail!” His face was red, his cheeks puffing. “You’re embarrassing yourself—”
“Can’t swing your fist from down there, can you, Si?” Joey said. “However will you bridle her?”
Silas’s jaw hung open as he wound himself up to answer. “How dare you speak to me—”
“No,” Joey was shaking her head, “how dare you?” She spun her revolver around and around her finger, considering him with a tilted head. “Should shoot your ear off for hittin’ her. Or maybe your hand. If your right hand offends, cut it off. ‘S what the good book says, innit Father?”
“Reverend.”
“Same thing.” She narrowed her eyes at Silas. “Seems like Abby’s made her choice.” Her lips twitched. “Women sure are slippery when the church isn’t there to force them into submission.”
“Fuck you,” Silas hissed.
The Reverend made a disapproving noise.
Joey smirked. “Feel better now you got that out?”
“I’ll feel better when I hear your neck snap.” He smiled. “They’ve rebuilt the gallows in Gauntlet’s Landing, you know. They’re not on the outskirts anymore. No, the public demanded they be built right there in the center of the town. You’ll have an audience, and I’ll be in the front row.”
Abby was moving before she knew why. Her fingers wrapped around the smooth wooden grip of the gun strapped to Joey’s thigh. She pulled it free and pointed it at Silas, her hands shaking.
“I told you I’d shoot you. I warned you.”
“Abby…” Joey reached out as if to calm her.
A loud crack of thunder sounded overhead and Abby’s father seemed to lose his patience. He cocked the hammer of his revolver and pressed the barrel to Lewis’s temple.
“No!” Joey shouted, aiming her own revolver at the Reverend. “Put it down, don’t you fuckin’ hurt him.”
“Then unarm yourself and take his place.”
“Put your fuckin’ gun down.” There was more thunder in Joey’s voice than in the whole of the sky. She was going to shoot him, she had a clear shot of his head, and suddenly Abby felt sick.
“Joey—he won’t—he won’t shoot him, wait—wait—don’t—”
Joey side-eyed her. “He brought this on himself. He came here knowin’ there’d be a fight. He brought a gun. And now he’s fuckin’ pointin’ it at Lewis.”
“I know, I know, just—just wait—” Abby stepped around Joey to look down at her father. “Don’t make her shoot you. Please.” She looked at Joey. “Please don’t kill him.” She couldn’t explain it, couldn’t understand it herself, but some hidden, primal part of her had flared to life in that instant. He was a monster. A madman. She hated him. And yet, she didn’t want to see him slain.
Joey kept glancing at her from the corner of her eye, blinking and readjusting her stance like she couldn’t decide what to do.
Silas decided for all of them. He pulled a large shotgun over his shoulder from his back, training it on Joey, finger already starting to squeeze the trigger.
“No!” Abby screamed, remembering just then that she had a gun in her hand. She pointed it at Silas’s head and took the shot.
She missed.
The bullet hit the ground and the horse reared up, just as Silas pulled the shotgun’s trigger. There was a deafening blast and then Abby was falling, weightless, hitting the ground at a painful angle, her elbow screaming in pain.
Before she could figure out what had happened Silas was pulling her from the ground, hauling her up into the saddle with him.
Half of the skybridge was dangling uselessly from the water tower, the other half hanging from the saloon’s balcony. He’d shot out the bridge. Snapped it in half like scissors to a taut cord.
Joey had managed to pull herself back up onto the balcony but her face was bleeding and she looked dazed. Still, when she saw Abby on his horse she immediately fumbled for her gun.
Silas reached down to grab one of the logs from the bonfire, unburnt at one end and flaming at the other. As Joey took aim he hurled the log at the balcony and for a split-second, in her jumbled mind, Abby was almost bemused at the idea of Silas fighting an outlaw gunslinger with a hunk of wood.
Then the balcony exploded, taking half the saloon into the air with it. A million splintered pieces erupted in every direction.
Abby didn’t scream. She didn’t panic. She just stared and stared and stared at the empty space where the balcony used to be. Where Joey had been. There were little fires now, burning here and there in the remains of the saloon, and the air was heavy with smoke and sulfur. All was silent, except for the horses huffing and pawing, frantic in the wake of the loud boom and scalding heat.
Then Lewis started whining. Rocking back and forth and humming loudly to himself.
“W-what happened?” Abby whispered, and was ignored. It made no sense for the building to explode—why—what would make it do that? It made no sense, and if it made no sense then it couldn’t be real, and Joey couldn’t be hurt. She wasn’t hurt. She was in there somewhere, in that burning mess and she had to find her, she had to help her. She wriggled and pushed against Silas’s grip.
“Let’s go,” her father was saying.
“What happened?!” Abby had begun clawing at Silas’s arm, wrapped tight around her waist.
Silas swatted her hand away. “But Reverend, the woman—the bounty! She—”
“Is dead, Silas!” He shouted. “Don’t be a fool, the bounty isn’t worth our heads, boy.” He nodded at the trembling black sky. “We’ll take what we can get with this one.” He shook Lewis’s shoulder with a rough hand.
“Answer me—somebody answer me!” Abby said, tearing at Silas’s arm. “What happened!?”
“Kerosene and dynamite,” Silas said with a chuckle, and Abby had a vague flash of a memory—the thin man’s body on the balcony, dynamite strapped to his waist, the jugs of kerosene. “Your lover got blown to bits,” he hissed in her ear.
“No—” Abby strained around, screaming Joey’s name at the smoldering saloon as Silas reached down to grab another burning log from the bonfire.
He lobbed the wood through the window of the haberdashery, and with a great crash and sudden whoosh the building caught fire, flames licking up the walls, devouring the children’s writing.
Joey. Joey. Joey. Joey. Joey.
“Is dead,” Silas said, and Abby realized then that she’d been saying it out loud, over and over and over because it was the only thought in her entire head—Joey couldn’t be dead, she was the most alive person on the planet, she wasn’t able to die.
Several great bangs startled Abby back into her body then—Silas, turning in the saddle to send a volley of shots at the water tower as they galloped out of town. An enormous cascade of water rushed from the newly made holes. The last of the water supply. No way to put out the fire now, even if someone was alive to try.
Joey. Joey. Joey.
She had to be alive. It was all that mattered—if she was alive everything else was fixable. Abby would keep Lewis safe, somehow she’d keep him from the laborers, and she’d find a way to get them both back to Joey. It was all fixable and her heart leapt at the notion. It was fixable. Joey had to be alive.
Her arms hung limp at her sides as they galloped across the desert. She started to slip sideways in the saddle and Silas hauled her back upright, inadvertently twisting her injured elbow in the process but she didn’t even flinch. It was as if she was watching herself from above. Hovering somewhere between heaven and earth, a million miles away.
The impending downpour seemed to incite her father to push the horses hard and fast across the land, racing to beat the rain. Silas’s arm was clamped around her middle like a giant shackle, his grip growing tighter the farther on they rode.
“You’re hurting me,” she finally said.
“And you’ve hurt me,” he snarled.
Abby fell silent again, staring straight ahead. Joey. Joey. Joey.  
The winds had arrived, sweeping in like a tempest, whipping dust around them.
If the air is calm the storm’ll be dry as bone, Olive had said once in a rather impressive settler accent that made Abby laugh aloud, but when the winds come you can be plumb certain it’s fixin’ to pour.
The desert was even darker now, the black clouds lower, an eerie green hue at the horizon, sickly and strange. It was hard to make sense of the land, the darkness and the dust storm wholly disorienting, but Silas seemed to be leading with purpose and the horses hadn’t slowed.  
Every now and then she strained around to see Lewis, meeting his eyes for a brief moment, trying to reassure him with subtle nods. It will be okay. And it would—she was sure of it now. They could take her wherever they wanted, she’d just turn right around and go back to Wry. Find Joey.
Joey. Her stomach clenched. But no. It was impossible. Joey was alive. She had to be alive.
Abby fanned the thought into a flame. She needed it to keep herself going. Because if Joey wasn’t alive…
She shook the thought away.
Joey wouldn’t do something as stupid as dying. She wouldn’t leave her like that, not when Abby was finally free, the roof ripped off of her cell. The walls were still there, clamped around her middle, but God save the poor fool who tried to keep her from climbing out. She wasn’t afraid of them anymore. She wasn’t afraid of anything.
The whipping winds were loud, battering against her ears, but just then a sound pierced through the din, haunting and hollow and long.
The train.
“STOP!” It was a throat-shredding scream but Silas ignored her, so she began grappling at the reins, trying to stop the horse herself. “It’s the canyon! It’s just ahead, Silas, STOP!”
“We’re nowhere near the canyon,” Silas shouted back over the whipping wind, “let go of the reins, Abigail, let go!”
“It’s right there! Silas, it’s there! You’re going to kill us! STOP!” She was tearing at Silas’s arm, delirious and desperate.
But the dark day and the dusty haze had rendered an illusion, concealing the chasm like camouflage, making the ground ahead appear seamless and safe. When the canyon opened up before them, when the plunge was inevitable, Abby’s last thought was that perhaps Silas had planned for this from the start.
Then he gasped, horror-struck, finally realizing.
But it was already too late.
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It happened in flashes.
The horse braying, trying to stop, skidding, stumbling, mere feet from the edge. Abby, ejected from the saddle, disoriented and airborne, no sense of direction like turning somersaults underwater. Fingers grasping at dirt, nails breaking under the force of her desperate clawing. A small piece of brush, a skinny rope of root, just enough to ground her, to keep her from going over. Eyes opening. Looking up to see the horse above her, falling and—but no, the horse wasn’t falling, the horse was standing, the horse had stopped itself in time and it was Abby who had—
Her throat closed around a sudden rasp of air that had forced itself from her chest on a sickening heave. She’d hyperventilated once before, walking back to town the day Isabel had caught her with Susannah. Knowing what would follow. That her life as she knew it was over. It was the only time in her life she’d not been able to quell the panic.
That day had been child’s play, Abby realized, her shoulders shuddering from trying not to breathe and trying to gulp great breaths all at once. She was frozen in place, staring up at the horse. Then, inch by incremental inch, she lowered her head to peer down. She could see all the way to the bottom now, the train was still passing through; the light from its windows was casting a warm glow as it clacked along. It looked like a caterpillar. A toy. Impossibly small.
“Abigail?” Silas’s voice, tentative and weak, coming from below. He was somehow latched onto the rockface, hanging desperately several feet down and over to Abby’s left.
She blinked at him. His face was bleeding, his spectacles were gone. She didn’t answer. She just kept taking tiny measured breaths.
Don’t panic. Don’t move.
It was starting to settle into her, the reality of the situation. Her bare right foot had found a sliver of a crevice in the rock, and either by fate or by instinct she’d shoved her toes in. That crevice and the scrawny bush root were the only things keeping her from hurtling downward to her doom. Tiny, even breaths.
Don’t panic. Don’t move.
“Oh, Lord, oh God—” Her father, off his own horse and peering over the edge. “Alright, it’s alright, we’re going to get you back up,” he was saying, rambling about having a rope in his satchel, letting out random exclamations of Lord give them strength and spirit of death, I rebuke thee.
Abby raised her head slowly, again moving inch by inch. She was only about five or six feet from the top—Silas was at least ten. But dangling precariously as they were, it wouldn’t have mattered if they’d been inches from the top—there was nothing to grasp onto, no way to climb up. Even if there’d been a ladder, the mere thought of moving a solitary muscle, of risking the miraculous hold she had on the root—it almost made more sense to just live the rest of her life right there. Never move again.  
Her eyes caught on Lewis’s. He was just barely visible, still sitting astride her father’s horse, his arms bound behind his back. He was blinking rapidly, his head twitching to one side. He was making noises too, a loud hum that he’d punctuate with random vocalizations, sharp and loud. He was terrified. Panicking. If his hands weren’t tied he would’ve been hitting himself, Abby was certain.
“You just hang on now,” her father was saying, rummaging through the satchel at the horse’s side. “I have the rope, I’ve got it here, now you just stay calm and we’re going to get you—SHUT UP!” He shouted at Lewis after a particularly loud vocalization, only causing him to hum louder.
It’d caused Abby to wince involuntarily, adrenaline surging. Leave him alone. He can’t help it. Save us. Oh my God, get us out, help us, we’re going to—
She took a breath. Then another.
Don’t panic. Don’t move.
Her father came back to the edge. “I’m going to lower this rope and you’re going to tie it around yourself—the other end is tied to the horse, we’ll have you up in no time. You should be able to manage a square knot one-handed. Can you do that for me?”
Abigail nodded, small and careful, only to then realize he hadn’t been speaking to her. He was lowering the rope to Silas, who had begun making pitiful whimpering noises that were grating at the edge of Abby’s nerves. It made sense that he was hauling Silas up first. Silas’s situation seemed more urgent—he didn’t have a root to hang onto. Besides, with Silas’s help the two of them could haul Abby up without incident. She’d wait.
Don’t move. Don’t panic.
Lewis was looking right at her now, eye contact unbreaking, and she strongly suspected it was physically painful for him to do so, like holding in a sneeze. But there he was, staring at her with an intense urgency, tears in his eyes, and suddenly Abby could hear him clear as day. Hang on, his eyes were pleading, you have to hang on.
Silas was still whimpering as he fumbled with the rope below.
“That’s it, son,” her father said softly, “easy does it. I’m proud of you, boy,” he smiled down over the ledge, “it’s a miracle, you managing to hang on like that. The Almighty wasn’t ready to call you home, that’s for sure. That’s right, just pull it tight now.” He nodded down at whatever Silas was doing. “What a testimony this will be, Silas—the devil tried to drag you down but the Lord said no, not my faithful servant, I’m still using him for my glory. Praise God. Alright then, bit by bit I’m going to start tugging.”
Silas made a sound, something halfway between agreement and terror.
“For I know the plans I have for you declares the Lord, Jeremiah 29:11,” her father said, his voice growing more and more confident as he began moving the horse, pulling Silas up. “Plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a—”
There was a sudden gasp beneath her. A breathless curse. Then, Silas screamed, loud and raw. Abby watched her father lurch forward, his face twisting in horror before overcompensating to right himself, stumbling and falling backward to the ground.
Abby felt the still silence, the sudden absence of Silas beneath her, before it was confirmed with a careful downward glance. The circle of rope that had been tied around his waist dangled like a stretched noose. He’d slipped out of it.
The train was long gone and the chasm was once again black below. The darkness had swallowed him whole, and after his first horrible scream he hadn’t made another sound. Almost like he’d accepted it. She hadn’t even heard him hit the ground. Too far. Too far to hear it. Too far for him to survive it. The adrenaline was back, her pulse surging in her ears. She was gulping for air, holding onto the root with fingers turned bloodless and numb.
Silas was dead. Silas was dead. Silas was dead.
And she was next.
No. She wouldn’t make the same mistake. She’d tie the rope tighter. She’d hang on to it, she wouldn’t let go until she was all the way up and half a mile from the canyon’s rim.
She waited for her father to do something. To say something. Anything.
But the only sound from above was Lewis’s panicked humming as he tried to calm himself. Louder and louder and louder he hummed, other yelps and noises making their way out too.
“L-Lewis,” Abby called, far too softly to be heard. Terrified that even just the volume of her voice might be enough to shake her from the rock.
What’s got you so scared? Joey’s voice was suddenly there inside her mind, and Abby choked back a sob. But it was immediately followed by a flash of annoyance because Imaginary Joey had sounded just this side of jovial.
What’s got me scared?
Quite obviously death by fucking canyon, Abby’s mind hissed.
But you’re brave enough to leap off cliffs and soar, seen it myself, imaginary Joey said, and Abby’s heart clenched because she could see the smirk, the scrunched eye as Joey said it.
With a flying contraption built for such a thing, yes, Abby shot back.
Imaginary Joey shook her head, suddenly far more serious. ‘S not what I meant and you know it.
Lewis was still yelping.
Okay. Okay, she could do this. “Lewis,” she called, loudly this time. “Lewis, it’s okay, it’s all going to be okay, do you have Silver?”
Lewis nodded, still frantic, his eyes darting down to where Silver was likely slipped beneath his belt.
“Good, that’s good! Silver’s right there, just focus on Silver, it’s all going to be alright!”
Beside her the rope began to move, pulled back up by her father, who appeared at the ledge directly above.
He stared down at her. “Bet you’re praying now, aren’t you?”  
“If—if you lower the rope I can tie it, I can hold on—”
“The rope?” He asked, and Abby had the sudden and horrifying thought that perhaps Silas’s fall had rattled him enough to disorient him, to confuse him.
“Please hurry,” she said, “my foot is numb and this root is starting to come loose, I don’t think it can hold much longer.”
“Are you asking for help, Abigail?”
She looked up at him, his blue eyes sharp and his white hair slightly disheveled. She nodded. Of course she was asking for help—
“Oh, but Abigail, you don’t need help, remember? You’ve been rejecting the Lord and all of his blessings since you first opened that wretched mouth of yours to question Him.” He leaned down. “Why would He help you now?”
“But you can help me—”
“Why on earth would I do that?”
“Because—because you’re my father—”
“You were born early, did you know?” He crouched down, resting his elbows on his knees like he was settling in for a story. “You weren’t expected for another week or so, but the Sunday you came into this world the choir was singing Nearer My God to Thee, and just as the final chorus swelled your mother let out a tremendous shout and went into labor right there, as if the joyful worship had been too much for you to resist.” He smiled then, as if remembering the very day. “We named you Abigail, which means God will be my judge, have I ever told you that?”
“You named me for Daniel’s mother,” she said, speaking around her clenched teeth, her entire body cramping from the strain of hanging on. She didn’t even know why she was answering him. What the point was. “Daniel in the lion’s den, that’s what you always said.”
“Perhaps,” he said, “but you don’t deserve the honor. Look at you after a fortnight in the lion’s den! Daniel tamed the beasts, but you? You’ve become one.”
There was a soft snapping. The root, pulling farther away from the cliff.
“I’m going to fall—please—”
“It’s wickedness, Abigail, don’t you see? Your soul is sick, and you don’t want to be healed. I’ve never wished you harm, never, never that. But I cannot in good faith step between you and what the Lord has ordained, and it seems He’s seen fit to rid the earth of you.”
“But you’re—you’re my father—”
Hope had drained and given way to numb disbelief. He was going to let her fall. He was choosing to let her fall.
“S-Silas,” her father seemed to stumble over the name, as if by saying it he’d reminded himself of his son-in-law’s fate, “your poor husband told me what you did with that woman. And I want you to know I won’t be telling your mother any of it. Her heart couldn’t take it. No, I’ll tell her you died instead, and she’ll be so relieved. She’d never admit it, of course—no, she’ll play the part of mourning mother well, I expect. But she’s been mourning you since the day you proved yourself to be a godless whore and secretly she’ll be overjoyed to finally, at last, be granted the chance to forget you.”
Another sickening snap. A moment of panic as the root loosened farther and Abby grabbed at it, readjusting and inadvertently pulling it all the more. She didn’t want to die, she didn’t want to fall, it was so far. So terribly far and would it hurt? To hit the ground from a million miles up? Would she survive it long enough to feel the pain?
Another crack of thunder shook the ground. She looked up at her father.
“Please,” she said, tears falling freely down her cheeks as she gulped at the air, expecting the root to snap once and for all at any moment, “please help me.”
He shook his head slowly, painfully, looking for all the world like he believed himself a martyr, letting his lost child go.
“I’ve been reaching out a hand to haul you up and out of the darkness your entire life,” he said, “and now?” He shook his head. “Now my arm is just about tired enough to fall clean off. Say a prayer, ask the Almighty for forgiveness. Prepare the way for your soul to go join your beloved husband in the hereafter. And do it soon, Abigail—that little vine won’t hold much longer.” He stood and climbed back onto his horse.
Lightning flashed and with it came an image, a memory. Abby, six years old and singing in the first row of the church choir, her father beaming at her from the front pew. Afterward, they’d walked home together, hand in hand, taking the long way so Abby could collect wildflowers. The clouds had shifted as they walked, the sun’s rays were a vision in the sky and her father had pointed, saying see that? And Abby saw, and he said the sky had done the same thing that morning during the choir’s song. Your singing did that,
Abigail, he’d said. You sang, and heaven got a little bit brighter.
He was leaving. Turning the horse to go while Lewis sat in front of him, catatonic, staring straight ahead. He was leaving her to die. Her own father was leaving her to die.
“Papa—” Abby’s voice caught. She hadn’t called him that in eighteen years. Maybe longer. “Please don’t leave me, please don’t go, I’m—I’m scared.” The tears were blurring her vision, she dragged in a breath through her nose, clogged and pouring as she sobbed. “Please, I’m your daughter!”
He didn’t look back, he just paused momentarily, staring at the desert beyond. 
“I have no daughter.”
Thunder rumbled, lightning flashed.
And then he was gone.
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Abby’s panicked breaths were little puffs of air, deafening in the heavy silence that followed his departure. He’d left her to die. She was going to die. She was going to lose the strength to hang on, the root would finally break, she was going to fall to her death with safety taunting from several feet above.
Don’t move. Don’t panic. Think.
Without moving her head, she cast her eyes up, down. Right left. Looking for something, anything that could help her climb out. There were small irregularities on the cliff face, little bumps and divots that held some potential to be used as footholds, but there wasn’t a thing to grasp onto. There were fissures in the rock, plenty of them, but they were narrow, far too narrow for even her fingers, never mind her hand.
Her strength was fading. Her hands were shaking with the effort of holding on and she’d lost feeling in her toes long ago.
More thunderclaps resounded; more bolts of lightning strobed. The storm finally seemed to be coming to a head. The sky would split any moment and the rain would come, and if by some miracle Abby was still there on that cliff, still somehow hanging on, the rain would wash her away. He’s seen fit to rid the earth of you. Maybe it was true.
Don’t be fuckin’ daft, you twit.
A sob bubbled up. Joey was dead. She had to be. No one could survive a blast like that. And the last thing she saw was Abby, riding off with Silas. Abby should’ve fought harder. She should’ve run into that smoldering saloon and torn through the wreckage to find Joey. Even if it was just—just part of her. What was left. Abby suddenly retched, overcome with what she was considering. What she was picturing.
It wasn’t supposed to end this way—Wry destroyed, Abby riding off with Silas like a coward. Maybe that was Joey’s last thought—that Abby was a coward.
It was what she’d thought of herself just the day prior, standing in front of that hallway mirror at the rowhouse in Gauntlet’s Landing, frowning at the reflection of a stranger. A fraud in Abigail Proctor’s clothing.
Not a fraud, Imaginary Joey’s voice whispered, a façade. A disguise.
Abby thought about it. Maybe Abby of Wry had always been there, just under the surface, like the knife she’d strapped to her thigh that day, hidden just beneath.
Oh my God.
The knife. She still had the knife; it was still there on her leg. The revelation seared into her like the Iowa sun in August, bright and dizzying in its brilliance. Her mind was racing—how could she use it? Her eyes darting here and there, it had to be of use somehow—
The crevices. It was insane, the idea. But she was out of options and the knife’s blade was just slender enough to slip between the narrow fissures. It was possible—it seemed possible, at least—that she could slip the blade into a crevice above and use the knife’s handle as leverage, balancing carefully on the footholds below—seeking out bumps and ridges with her toes. It was an insane idea. And the more she thought about it the sicker she felt, because it was too insane, attempting to scale a rockface like a squirrel on a tree. It was impossible.
But it was her only chance.
So before she could look at it any harder, she unclenched her left fist and slowly removed it from the root, grasping all the more tightly with her right. Slowly, painfully slowly, she lowered her left hand to her thigh and began drawing up her dress with little scrunches and pulls of her finger like an inchworm, terrified that any larger movement would send her to her doom.  
It was easy, pulling the knife from the leather sheath. Harder to get a feel for slipping it into the rockface. Most of the fissures weren’t deep enough to secure the knife. Others were just a bit too wide, making the blade shaky when she tested it with her weight. But then she found a perfect fit a foot or so overhead—the knife slid in with a nice little slink and held.
Okay. She let out a breath. Footholds.
Her left foot had been uselessly braced against the smooth rock so she used it to feel around, raising her knee and then—there! A little ridge, barely more than a smooth indent where part of the cliff had cleaved off hundreds of years ago. But enough. Enough for her toes to hang onto.
It took long minutes to build up the courage to let go of the root. She had no choice, but when she tried to convince her hand, it just stayed clenched. She closed her eyes. She could do this. She had to. She let go, one finger at a time.
The knife held fast, both her hands wrapped around its handle as she pulled herself up, slowly shifting her weight onto her left foot, secure on the rocky indent.
It had worked. She let out a bewildered huff. She was a good half foot closer to the top—it had worked.
It was impossible to say how long it took, testing fissures, finding footholds, closing her eyes and dredging up the courage to pull the knife out and stab it in again higher up. The courage to face those horrible seconds in between, when pulling it out and stabbing it into the next crevice meant that for a moment the only thing keeping her from certain death was a dimple in the rockface.
She felt dizzier, sicker, the higher she climbed, because if she fell now, she’d die knowing she’d almost made it out.
She was two, maybe three feet from the top when the knife slipped. She’d misjudged the width of a crevice and when she’d put her weight on the knife it slid down the length of the crack with a sickening grate, the sudden jolt of it throwing Abby off-balance, and for one insurmountably horrifying second her weight shifted and her entire left side swung open like a door. It was pure instinct to look down and face the gaping black chasm below.
Her senses slammed back into her and she scrambled to grasp the knife’s handle with both hands, tight and unflinching, resting her forehead against the rock for long seconds. Her heart had just nearly exploded so she waited for it to calm.
It was getting harder to keep her feet anchored. Far past the point of pain. They were bleeding and numb, slippery and useless. She looked up. She was so close. And she was so exhausted.
The adrenaline had been fueling her, but it was as if it had burned itself off in a fireball when she’d slipped. She didn’t want to fall, she didn’t want to die, but she didn’t have anything left to give. And maybe…maybe it wouldn’t be the worst way to go. She could pretend she was on the flyer, the children and Joey cheering her on from below. Maybe Joey would be there waiting to greet her in whatever came next. Maybe she didn’t really want to climb back up to the world if it was a world without Joey. Maybe she should just…let go.
Don’t you fucking dare. It wasn’t Joey’s voice in her head this time, it was her own. Low and measured and certain. Not when you’ve come this far.
Her eyes flew open. She fixed them on the ledge above. Clenched her jaw. There was a little fissure just above and to her right. Before she could lose her nerve, she went for it. 
Slink. The knife held. She inched closer to the top. 
Everything hurt; the shock and adrenaline beginning to give way to sharp and screaming pain. Another fissure waited just to the left. She hated this part. The letting go. But there was nothing for it, so she let out a scream that was fear and determination and anger all at once as she pulled the knife out and stabbed it into the waiting crevice.
Slink. It held.
It was as if that scream had unleashed something within her. Unchained everything from that dark corner of her mind where unwanted thoughts had been piling for years and years and years. Thirteen-years-old and her best friend Lydia kissing Edward Browning in the woods behind the parish, making all the other girls jealous. Thirteen-years-old and realizing with sinking horror that she was different. That unlike the other girls, she wasn’t jealous of Lydia, she was jealous of Edward. Slink. Seventeen-years-old and trying so hard, so very hard, to feel something, anything, for the boys who came to court her. Eighteen-years-old and turning down marriage proposals. Losing friends over it. Thinks she’s better than everyone, the gossip went. Slink. Twenty-two and suddenly feeling everything for a beautiful newcomer in town and having it stolen away. Being publicly shamed for it. Slink. Twenty-two and being forced to marry Silas, chosen by the church to cure her of her inclinations. Enduring his attempts at curing her. Slink. Twenty-three, twenty-four—lonely years without a single friend, without a single person willing to risk their own reputation to befriend her. Slink. Twenty-five and having her own father arrange for her to be kidnapped from a train. Twenty-five and Joey. Twenty-five and being left for dead by her own father. Slink.
She was there. Just below the rim, her eyes parallel with blessed solid ground. Every muscle was shaking from overuse and exhaustion. She had nothing left to give. I have no daughter. She also had nothing left to lose.
So, with a final scream dredged from the very depths of her being, she reached up and dug her fingers into the ground, hauling herself up over the edge, feet scrambling against the rockface for desperate purchase, tears in her eyes, tasting blood in her mouth, tearing her hands as she grasped at dirt and brush and little cacti, anything to anchor herself.
She felt it the minute she was safe—the very instant the laws of gravity shifted in her favor, when there was more of her on solid ground than there was dangling off the cliff. She crawled as far as she could before collapsing—four, maybe five feet from the edge.
She lay there on the cool packed dirt of the canyon’s rim, the ground shuddering with each thunderous boom from above. She lay there, flat on her stomach with her cheek pressed to the earth, catching her breath. Silas’s spectacles were there on the ground, frame bent, glass cracked.
Twice she started to cry, only to stop out of pure exhaustion. Through closed eyes she could see the sky’s strobing flashes.
The last coherent thought she had was that the air smelled strange.
Rain, she realized. The desert smelled like rain.
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Abby woke sometime later and found that she was walking, taking slow and painful steps, with scarcely more than a vague memory of having hauled herself up from the ground, stumbling in what she thought was the direction of Wry. She had to find her. She had to know.
There was someone on horseback in the distance. Maybe they had water. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d been thirstier, and whoever the rider was, she’d give her life for a sip of water so long as they let her drink before pulling the trigger.
It was a brown horse. White markings. Unfamiliar. Closer and closer. The rider was dark-skinned, face painted with streaks of red. One of the Newe. A friend.
She was safe now.
The ground rose up to meet her as the world tilted sideways, her cheek once again against the ground, the pounding hooves drawing nearer. The person dismounted and Abby tried to lift her head but she had no more strength. They hauled her up, hands under her armpits, and Abby was trying to explain it all—that she was a friend of the Newe, that this person could trust her, that please, she needed to get back to Wry immediately. But it was all coming out as breathy noise, so Abby turned to face her savior to point in the direction of Wry and pantomime begging.
It was like falling off the edge of the canyon all over again.
“How?” This time Abby’s words were loud and clear. “How are you alive?”
Joey shook her head. Her gloriously alive head. “I don’t know.”
“I thought you were dead, I saw you die—” Abby was shaking, she couldn’t stop.
“Blast threw me back, ended up behind the saloon.” Her voice was a rasp, like the explosion had stripped her throat raw. “There was a pocket, like. Debris and shite. Came to and dug my way out.”
Abby let out a sound, awe and disbelief. “And you’re alive?”
“Shouldn’t be. Saloon turned to kindlin’, I should’ve been fucked. Not built to survive dynamite, people aren’t.”
“But—you’re alive?”
Joey looked at her then. Really looked. And Abby looked back, still disbelieving. Joey’s face was a horror—black soot and red scrapes, bits of wood clinging to her hair, some of her curls matted to her head with blood. But she was alive.
Joey nodded slowly. “Think so. And you—?”
“I—I thought—I—” Abby burst into tears.
“Hey, hey. C’mere,” Joey finally pulled her into her arms and Abby could smell the dynamite’s sulfur on her torn clothes. She smelled like the aftermath of a fire. Even her hair smelled singed and Abby suddenly latched onto her with what was left of her might because she’d come so close to never seeing her again.
“We were riding toward the canyon but they didn’t know,” Abby mumbled into Joey’s shoulder. “There was an accident, a—a fall.”
Joey stiffened. “Lewis?”
“No—no, he—I couldn’t—my father took him, they rode off and I couldn’t—I’m sorry—”
“’S not your fault. It’s my fault, all of this. Dragged you into my fuckin’ disastrous world. Dragged Lewis and the children into it knowin’ full well what I was damnin’ them to.”
“None of this is your fault.”
“It is though, innit? It is. When you get down to it.” She softened. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”
“I’m—I’m thirsty.” Anything else was too much at the moment.
Joey nodded and unbelted a canteen from the saddle.
Abby took several long gulps before stopping to breathe. “Silas is dead. He—he died, he fell.”
Joey brushed a lock of hair behind Abby’s ear and slipped a knuckle under her chin. “I’m sorry,” she said, so genuine it hurt. “I’m so sorry you had to see that. All of it, everythin’ today.”
“I nearly—” died too. She wanted to tell her what happened. How terrified she’d been. How her father had abandoned her. How Joey had given her the knife, and the knife had saved her life. But all Joey would hear was that Abby had nearly died because there was a bounty on Joey’s head.
If you never met me you wouldn’t have needed the knife in the first, she’d say.
So instead, Abby handed the canteen back and asked perhaps the most pointless thing. “Whose horse is this?”
A shrug. “Belongs to one of the other men. Used to, rather.”
And then, another pointless thing. “My knife—I left it in the canyon—” She turned, looking back the way she’d come. “I should get it.”
Joey caught her wrist. “I’ll get you another one. You can have one of mine, if you like. Come on.” She patted the saddle.
“What do we do now?” Abby asked when she was seated, looking down at Joey.
“Have to figure out about Lewis. Come up with somethin’.”
“My father’s selling him to the laborers.”
“You mentioned.”
“So he’s safe, and maybe we can buy him back? It would take time to raise the money, but he’s safe, at least he’s safe, so—”
“They use people like Lewis—people easily tricked—for the worst of it.” Joey’s jaw clenched. “Down in the mines, the bits of work likely to go bad. Section of cave about to collapse, send in someone like Lewis to set the beams. If he never walks out, no skin off their back.”
Abby closed her eyes. Shook her head. She didn’t have the energy to do much else.
“For now,” Joey said, drawing a deep breath and settling into the saddle behind Abby, “we go to the caves and fix your feet. Not bein’ rude, but they look like shite.”
“You should see your face.”
The smallest of smiles passed between them. It was going to be okay, Abby realized. Just like she’d been telling herself before the canyon. They were free of her father, free of Silas. Everything else was fixable, she was certain.
“Don’t run,” Abby said suddenly. “We’ll figure it out. Lewis, the children. All of it. We’re alive Joey, that has to mean something.”
Joey’s forearms were resting on Abby’s thighs and she shifted the reins to one hand, flipping her free palm so Abby could slide her hand over top, linking their fingers.
After a long while, Joey sighed. A surrender, it seemed. “One day at a time, I suppose,” she said.
And Abby’s heart soared.
Wry was burning. The inferno was visible from a mile away, an orange beacon, thick black smoke mirroring the clouds.
“Fuck, whole town’s caught,” Joey said under her breath before kicking the horse into a gallop, her free arm moving to hold Abby against her.
Wry was a stranger; dusty streets dark with smoke, hazy with ashen debris. The saloon was in ruins, the haberdashery was a smoldering pile of burnt boards. The skybridges had burned, the jam jars lay shattered here and there on the street. The other buildings were still blazing. The air around them wavered, glassy and dizzying and hot. A horse whinnied nearby and suddenly Hooper streaked past them down the street. Joey whistled to him but he ignored her, running toward the open desert.
“Fuck,” Joey swore again. “Horses broke out of the stable.”
“Good thing,” Abby said, pointing up the street. The stable was on fire too, black smoke billowing.
“They’re panicking,” Joey shook her head when Totem ran across the street up ahead. “Gonna end up miles away, no food, no water. Gotta round them up. The caves’ll suit for tonight.”
In any other circumstance it would’ve been comical, the annoyance in Joey’s voice, as if bringing the horses into the caves was a bother. But if Abby knew Joey at all, Moon would be sleeping in the bed that night while the rest of them curled up on the floor.
They brought the horse they were riding deep into the caves, tethering him to a rock as best they could before grabbing two lengths of rope and hurrying back to rally the rest.
Abby squinted in the strange light. There was an orange glare cast by the flames, reflected by the thick smoke hanging heavily in the air. It hurt to keep her eyes open. It hurt to breathe.
Joey was shoving a bandana at her; she’d untied it from her own neck. “Wrap it round,” she said, pointing at Abby’s face before pulling her own shirt from her trousers and lifting it to cover her nose and mouth.  
There was a horse pacing the length of fence at the western edge of Wry. Maybe Silver. Impossible to tell.
Abby pointed. Joey nodded.
“I’ll get the ones panickin’ out front,” Joey said. “You stick close to the caves, keep an eye on them once they’re in. And if the fire spreads to the brush you go down to the spring, yeah?”
“But the horses—”
“Not fuckin’ round, once the brush catches the only safe spot will be underground.”
Abby nodded, then they parted ways. There were nine horses to account for, including the ones the dead men had ridden.
It was easier to breathe by the edges of Wry, and five of the horses had congregated there, all huddled together. Abby brought them to the caves one by one.
Joey came back with Hooper, left again then came back with Totem and the little black mare Abby had ridden from Gauntlet’s Landing.
“Seen Moon?” Joey asked, swiping an arm across her face, the sweat from her forehead coming off onto her shirtsleeve and taking some of the caked soot with it. Thunder boomed, and from inside the caves it sounded different. Distorted.
Abby shook her head. “These were all at the western edge by the fence, maybe try the east side?”
Joey nodded. “Maybe.”
There were no other horses to wrangle, so they secured the eight and went together to find Moon. But the east side of Wry was empty, save for the clouds of smoke blowing off the fire. Joey spun around to face the burning town, raising a hand to her head. A sudden snapping drew their eyes to the jailhouse. With a loud crash it collapsed in on itself. The whole town would be gone by nightfall.
There was a wild look in Joey’s eye then, like she was suddenly frantic. “You didn’t see her at all?”
Abby shook her head. “Isn’t it possible she went looking for you? Out there somewhere?” Abby glanced beyond the fence. “You know how loyal she is."
Joey’s eyes snapped to hers, filled to the brim with dawning horror.
A memory floated into Abby’s ear. She won’t leave the stable unless Joey tells her she can, Olive had said. Loyal to a fault, Joey had agreed.
Joey was running. Tearing across the scorched ground in the direction of the blazing stable.
Abby screamed Joey’s name, sprinting after her, the heat coming off the inferno stunning them both, halting them in their tracks in front of the building. The stable was engulfed.
And then, a horse brayed from inside. A tortured sound, panicked and pained.
Abby grabbed Joey’s arm because she knew what she was about to do before she’d even moved, but Joey tore out of her grasp, pitching forward, determined, practically marching into the heat.
“No—no you can’t—JOEY!”
Abby screamed and screamed as Joey disappeared into the flames. She tried to go after her, got as close as she could, but the heat was impossible and even standing ten feet back she could feel the effect of it on her eyes, her skin. She forced herself within arm’s length of the building, but it was no use—her eyes didn’t even work properly this close to the flames, she could barely open them, and her lungs were filling with smoke and heat. She backed away, powerless and horror-struck. Helpless.
Joey had survived dynamite only to walk willingly into hellfire. Abby looked around frantically—toward the caves, down the ashen road—but there was nothing, not a solitary thing she could do to stop the blaze.
More noise from inside—a weaker bellowing. Possibly even Joey, calling for help. Abby tried again—running this time, straight toward the fire. It was like hitting an invisible wall. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t push past the heat. She screamed for Joey. Screamed and screamed. The only answer was the fire’s roar.
Her scalp hurt and distantly she realized it was because she was pulling at her hair, yanking at the roots, hard enough to tear out great clumps because she couldn’t do anything, it burned just to look at the stable, and she was just standing there screaming and screaming while Joey was being eaten alive by the fire.
She stared at the black hole in the wall where Joey had disappeared.
Come on. Come on. Come on.
A section of roof towards the back collapsed, sending a volley of sparks into the air which the wind caught and carried to the dry grass scattered behind. A bush erupted in flames. By morning, Wry would be nothing more than a scorched scar.
There was a loud snapping in the distance. The water tower, crashing to the ground, succumbing to the flames. A great crack of thunder split the sky overhead and lightning ripped a jagged tear through the black clouds. It felt like the end of the world. The apocalypse arriving to end them all.
It had been too long. She’d been in there for minutes now, and even from the outside Abby hadn’t been able to withstand the heat for more than a few seconds.
There was another enormous crash of thunder, as if heaven and earth had collided, and the sky lit up with one bolt after another. Then, with a great groan, the stable’s roof began to bend, shift, and fall.
Abby screamed Joey’s name a final time, but it was lost to the noise of the stable collapsing.
It was the most horrific thing she’d ever seen, the way the roof crumbled in on itself, knowing Joey was in there beneath the boards and flames. It was the most horrific thing she’d ever seen and Abby had nothing left to give. The world had been tossing her like a rowboat in a hurricane since she’d fled Gauntlet’s Landing the night before. She wasn’t exhausted, she was empty. Hollow. Incapable of doing a thing more than sinking to her knees to wait. To wait for the fire to burn out.  
I love you. The thought came unbidden. She never got to say it, Joey had stopped her when she’d tried. She wanted to shout it now. Let it be the last thing Joey heard. But the words barely reached a whisper, rasping from lips that were chapped and bleeding.
“I love you.”
Her vision started to swim. Her head felt light. Passing out was imminent, so she lay back, eyes closed and arms spread wide on the dirt road.
Take me too. If you’re real, take me too. Do me this one kindness. Please.
A drop of water hit her cheek and splattered, cold and jarring. Another splashed against her forehead.
She opened her eyes just as a third drop hit her nose. She tilted her head to the side. The droplets were everywhere, bouncing against the packed dirt, coming harder and faster. She fixed her eyes back on the sky above as it opened at long last, finally unleashing the rain.
It was a deluge, a cascade that had already made a muddy river of the dusty road. Abby sat up. The remains of the stable were still smoking but the flames were lessening, bowing to the force of the downpour. The storm was putting out the fire. Too late.
She stood in front of the stable’s wreckage, scared to go further. Terrified that Joey would be gone, burnt to nothing. That she wouldn’t find any trace of her. Perhaps the only thought more terrifying was that she would find her.
Everything was scorched and black, embers still smoldering, and it was hard to make her way across the ruined planks turned slippery with the rain. The center of the stable was still standing, one single vertical beam still in place. The rest had collapsed around that point creating a bit of a refuge; Abby had to duck under fallen planks to step inside.
And there she found Moon. Lying on her side, untouched by the fire except for the soot that clung heavily to her lovely coat. Her eyes were closed and there was something about the stillness in her flanks. Abby knew at once that she was dead. The heavy rain was making its way through the wreckage, washing her clean. A white bloom in a midnight garden.
It was a staggering sight, horrific and strangely serene, and it took Abby a moment to comprehend that Joey was there, right there, kneeling at Moon’s side, a hand on her soft belly.
Her shirt was torn and hanging off her shoulder; it looked like she’d suffered a burn there, too. But she was alive, blessedly and inexplicably, and Abby could have sobbed with the relief.
She wanted to go to her, hold her, comfort her, hang on and not let go. But there was a significance to the scene that didn’t belong to her, so she stood and watched. Waited and waited, droplets collecting at the tips of her hair, the end of her nose. Then suddenly, softly,
“I killed Sam.”
Abby had been staring at the ground, watching the rising rainwater steadily flooding the stable wreckage. Another beat passed before she blinked up, realizing that Joey had spoken.
“Your—your brother?”
Joey’s head bobbed in a barely-there nod. “Told you about gettin’ out of prison. Goin’ to meet him on the docks. Tellin’ him I’d be back in a week. Promised him. Just needed time to figure out a plan. Told you how he looked that day—empty, like. Crown had gotten to him. Told you all that.”
“I remember,” Abby said softly.
“Was a lie. What I told Sam was. I didn’t need time to figure a plan, I’d been plannin’ every day in my cell. I already knew what I was gonna do. Said I needed a week because I was selfish.” She was stroking Moon’s wet fur, staring at nothing as she spoke. “There was a girl. Some street rat like me who I’d met right after I got out. I lied to Sam so I could spend a week fuckin’ some gutter whore, knowin’ full well what Crown was doin’ to him at that brothel.” A slight wrinkle appeared in her forehead, like she could scarcely believe herself. “A week later I went back and broke in at night. Crept upstairs. Looked everywhere. Finally found him in the attic bedroom. The attic was reserved for the worst customers. The ones who paid extra for Crown to turn a blind eye. The dodgy ones. The vicious ones. There was a man in the bed with him. Some sweaty old fuck, naked and disgustin’. Snorin’ like he was tryin’ to inhale the curtains. Tried to wake Sam. Said his name. Shook him. Panicked. Slapped him. Still wouldn’t wake up. He was dead. Man had killed him. Gotten a little too rough. I was too late.”
All across Wry the flames had succumbed to the rain, even the lingering embers had gone dark beneath the deluge. All that remained was the acrid scent of smoke, latching onto the ruins of the little town like an unwanted memory.  
“I went and got a knife from the kitchen,” Joey was saying. “And I fuckin’ butchered that man. When he was good and dead, I carved my initials in the headboard. Carved them big, so Crown would know that Sam mattered to someone. That he was a person, a fuckin’ child, who was smart and funny and would’ve risen to so much more if he hadn’t been born to a slag in a brothel.” Joey shook her head. “I don’t even remember her name. The girl I got him killed for. I can’t even remember her fuckin’ name.”
“I’m sorry.” Abby shivered, maybe it was cold. “I’m so sorry. What happened to Sam was evil, it was so wholly and horribly wrong. But Joey…it wasn’t your fault.”
“It was, though.” Joey nodded, still staring off. Still stroking Moon. “I poison things.”
“That isn’t true.”
“Don’t coddle me.” Suddenly Joey’s eyes were on her, black and angry. “You think I’m tellin’ you this shite so you can pour me a glass of warm milk and tell me I’ll do better tomorrow? I’m not lookin’ for whatever it is you’re offerin’. Not interested. I’m tellin’ you plain and simple—I’m no fuckin’ good.”
Abby was tugging on her thumbs but she managed to keep her chin up. “You’re not interested in my empathy? Well, I’m not interested in your self-pity. Think what you want of yourself, it has no hold over my own opinion.”
“Then you’re a fuckin’ idiot.”
Abby nodded. “Go on. Say more.”
Joey narrowed her eyes.
“Get it all out. All the meanness. If that’s what it’s going to take to get you through.”
But Joey just shook her head. “I’m already through.” She looked down at Moon then, watching her own hand slowly gliding over her wet fur. “Why didn’t you leave the stable?” She whispered. “Why didn’t you run? You could’ve run, the others ran.” She shook her head, angrily this time. “I don’t understand, I don’t fuckin’ understand why she’d stay in a burnin’ barn waitin’ for me to get her, it’s stupid, it’s so stupid, why would she do that?”
“Because she loved you.” It was the wrong thing to say, Abby knew even as she said it.
Joey’s eyes snapped to hers. “Tell me again I don’t poison things.”
“You don’t, it was a fire, an accident, and it’s horrible and I’m so, so sorry, I’m so sorry that Moon—but it wasn’t your fault, those men poured kerosene and—what are you doing?”
Joey had stood on wobbly legs, stumbling around to Moon’s tail, freeing it from beneath a burned plank, threading her fingers through it, arranging it nicely on the ground. Then she went to her mane, picking out bits of ash and soot, combing it gently. There was a dark splotch of soot on Moon’s neck and Joey rubbed at it.
“’S not right to leave her like this, place is a mess and it’s all over her, look at her face, she’s got stuff all over her.” She brushed something off Moon’s nose. “’S not right, I want to—to bury her proper, but I don’t—I don’t know how I’d—and there are no flowers, not even in the caves, I’d have to find some, wouldn’t be right without them, I’d have to—”
“Joey.”
“And the rain is collectin’, so I need to—” She reached for a piece of wood and propped it beneath Moon’s head. “I can’t just leave her nose underwater like that, and this fuckin’ stain on her fur—” She bent back down, rubbing at the soot mark again. Gently at first, then more firmly when the spot refused to fade. “Maybe—maybe if the feed box didn’t burn, I could bring her some oats—just—it could be symbolic, maybe, just like—”
Joey’s voice was catching now, tripping over itself, and Abby stood there watching, hot tears mixing with the cold rain.
“But this stain, I don’t—it won’t come out, and I don’t—” Joey rubbed at the spot, increasingly frantic, her words tumbling over and over until they became shuddering breaths and then, finally, wracking sobs.
Abby went to her. Stopped her hands, still desperately trying to clean Moon’s coat. She sunk down behind her, ready at any minute for Joey to lash out, to tell her to stop.
But Joey let Abby wrap her arms around her. Let herself be held. Not for the comfort, Abby realized, but because she was so far away she didn’t even know it was happening. Abby clung on anyway. So that some part of Joey would know that someone cared.
They stayed that way for some time. Joey, hollowing herself out with haunting cries. Heaving, mournful sounds that shook her entire body. Abby held tighter. Even after Joey had poured out everything inside of her the silence was still disrupted every now and then with smaller, sharper cries like aftershocks. As if she was taking a blade to scrape the sides. Getting rid of all of it.  
When she’d been quiet for a long time, Abby asked if she would go to the caves. Just for a little while. Joey’s burn looked deep. Abby wanted Joey to show her which plants to use on the wound. How to help. Moon would be okay, she was at peace now, she told her.
It was probably due to exhaustion that Joey agreed. Halfway to the cave’s mouth she turned back.
“She’ll be cold,” she said softly. “Freezin’ already, the rain and all. She’ll be cold.”
“We can bring a blanket,” Abby said. “Okay? We’ll get a blanket for her.”
Joey’s eyes were wide as she nodded, and Abby thought she caught a glimpse of what she must’ve looked like twenty years and an ocean ago, standing on the docks, wondering about the other side of the sea.
They retrieved a blanket from the caves together. Abby stepped back and let Joey cover Moon’s body, gracefully and reverently. She knelt one last time, pressing her forehead to the horse’s covered face. When she stood, her eyes were a thousand miles away.
Time passed strangely. Abby sat at the edge of the cavern’s bed, finally plucking the cactus needles from her foot. When Joey realized what she was doing she stopped her and took over. She made a salve from some plants, treated Abby’s feet. Then Abby cleaned the burn on Joey’s shoulder. It was bad. It would scar. But as she tended to it Joey never flinched.
Abby’s lace dress was caked in mud and blood and ash and Joey used her knife to help her out of it. They went to the spring to wash the ash and filth away.
Joey lit the jam jars. Sat at the water’s edge with her violin, halfheartedly drawing out a melancholy tune as Abby floated, too exhausted to do much else.
Afterward, Abby fell asleep in the bed to the music’s lonely cry. She woke when Joey joined her sometime later. Joey didn’t reach for her, didn’t say anything, but there were fresh tear tracks on her cheeks.
They slept for a long time.
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S,
You would have been twenty today. Christ, that makes me feel old. You should be here to see twenty. Isn’t fair. Should’ve been me instead. For one thing you would’ve done a better job at all this. You wouldn’t have lost the fucking coins. You wouldn’t have dragged them to the desert. You wouldn’t snap every time Jack plays up because you’d know he was hurting and scared so you’d be patient with him. You always were kind to them. Kind to everyone, really. And it should’ve been me that night. Wish it had been. Fuck, mate. I really miss you.
-J
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Abby woke to the sound of the vanity drawer closing. She blinked, sitting up. Joey was wearing her hat. She had a satchel over her unburned shoulder and she was wearing boots.
“What are—are you leaving?”
Joey stopped but didn’t turn around.
“Were you even going to say goodbye?” Something bitter worked its way up Abby’s throat when Joey didn’t answer. “Turn around and look at me.”
Joey did, leaning back against the vanity. At least she had the decency to look ashamed.
Abby stood, taking a step toward her. “I was brave enough to come back here, to ride out into the desert by myself to find you. To warn you. And you’re just going to leave while I’m sleeping?”
“Told you,” Joey raised a shoulder. “I’m poison.”
“I’ve known poisonous people. My father is poison. You? You’re a coward.”
“Okay.” Joey’s half-smile cut like broken glass. “Anythin’ else?”
“An idiot. Worse than an idiot. Brainless and willfully miserable. You’re choosing to be unhappy.”
“I’m choosing to protect—”
“Yourself.”
“You! The children! Lost count of how many times you nearly died yesterday.”
“Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare make this about me or the children. It would be a lie and you’d be fooling no one. We love you. I—I love you. There, I said it. I don’t—I don’t even care if that’s crazy, this entire—” she gestured between them, “it’s all been crazy, all of it.” She shook her head. Glanced at Joey, who was staring at the floor. “I’m on your side. If there’s a bounty on your head then there’s a bounty hanging over both of us and we can figure it out together.”
“You remember I told you about life and how all it takes is one horrid thing to shatter a person to pieces?”
Abby nodded slowly.
“’S like I said. Life is about puttin’ the pieces back together, but if horrible things keep happenin’ the pieces are taken away one by one til there’s nothin’ left to work with. Can’t make somethin’ from nothin’.”
“Joey—”
“I shattered a long time ago, and I’ve barely got anythin’ left, Abby. My pieces are almost gone.”
“They’re not. Joey, they’re not.” Abby couldn’t keep from going to her, from cradling her face in her hands. “Maybe you don’t see it, but you have so much to—”
“I’m sorry.” Suddenly she was looking Abby in the eye, reaching out to hold her face too. “Said it before but I need you to know, I’m truly sorry for takin’ you, puttin’ you through what I did. You’re nobody’s fuckin prisoner. You’re transcendent. You should always be free, and you should always be happy. You deserve to be happy. Go be happy.”
Abby closed her eyes. “Don’t do this—you don’t have to do this, we could run together, leave the country—”
Joey suddenly spun them, pressing Abby into the wall, scarcely meeting her eyes before crashing against her, surging into her with her body and her mouth. Her teeth scraped against Abby’s lower lip and then their tongues were tangling together, tasting and stroking and pressing, all of it punctuated by a duet of desperate sounds. Abby grabbed at her, pulled her in, pressed her hips against her, nearly frantic with it all.
“I’ll look for you,” Abby heard herself say. “I won’t stop looking for you.”
But Joey just pulled back to meet her eyes with a ghost of a smile. “You’re so goddamn beautiful. All of you—not just,” she shook her head. “You’re the best person I’ve ever known, and it’s been a fuckin’ wonder gettin’ to know you. A privilege. And in another lifetime,” she leaned in, kissing Abby softly, one last time, “I’d love you with every piece of me left.”
She pulled something from her pocket, but Abby was too focused on holding on to her, trying to convince her to stay, that she didn’t register what was happening before it was too late.
It was the same bottle Olive had pulled from her vest the night she’d been kidnapped. Chloroform.
Abby looked at her in horror, trapped by the wall behind her. “Joey, don’t. Please don’t.”
There were tears spilling down Joey’s cheeks. It was the last thing Abby saw before the world went dark and still.
When Abby woke, she was in the bed, a pillow beneath her head and a blanket pulled up to her shoulders. The jam jar candles had burned to puddles in their glass, their flames extinguished, but a new candle had been set on the vanity, this one only halfway burned. Joey was gone, and in her place was a folded piece of paper. A note.
When Abby unfolded it, part of a plant leaf fell to the floor. Half for me, half for you was all it said.
She picked up the leaf; a simple green thing, torn in two. She folded it back within the note and tucked the paper in the pocket of her trousers, looking around the little room. Joey had left boots and stocking socks for her damaged feet. She’d even left a glass of water beside the candle.
Abby’s head was still swimming from the chloroform. She wanted to hate Joey for it. She did hate her, a little. For drugging her, of all things, because she was too fucking cowardly to look her in the eye and say goodbye. But she knew Joey now, a little bit at least. More than a little, really. And Joey was always making the wrong choice for the right reason. Because Joey, it turned out, really had no idea how incredible she was. For all her bravado. All her swagger, glittering there on the surface. The raised eyebrows and the cocky smirks that had managed to turn Abby mindless with want and hunger by day two of her captivity. For all of it, when Joey looked in that cracked vanity mirror, she saw only badness. Poison. She’d saved Abby’s entire life only to run in the other direction, wholly convinced Abby was better off alone than anywhere near her.
Abby wanted to be angry at her. Chloroform. She’d fucking chloroformed her. She’d find her just to make her pay for that. But Abby had lived a lifetime in a day and it seemed short-sighted to be angry. A waste of energy better spent picking up the pieces. Or maybe she was just too tired.
The horses were still inside the cave’s upper chamber. They’d been fed and watered. There were seven remaining. One of the men’s horses was missing—Joey had taken it, no doubt. And Moon…
There was sunlight streaming in through the mouth of the cave. The storm had passed. And as Abby walked toward the light, she could hear voices. People. Lots of them. Briefly her terror flared—had more men come for Joey? But then she heard children; a shriek and then laughter.
The Kuttuhsippeh. She knew even before she saw them.
She made her way out of the cave, blinking in the bright sun. Wry was gone. Leveled. Black and scorched. The remnants still sodden with rain, large puddles here and there. Several children were splashing nearby and Akoaih, the little one with the missing front teeth, was the first to notice her.
“Abby!” The boy cried out, his face lighting up at the sight of her. “Buini tenkahni!” He shouted to a cluster of adults nearby. “Buini!”
Whatever he’d said got their attention. One by one the entire tribe stopped what they were doing—stopped milling about, carefully picking through the wreckage. And one by one their faces began to change, just like Akoaih’s had.
They’re looking for us, Abby realized. They were looking for their bodies in the ruins.
Cheifess Kima materialized from the crowd, the first to make it to Abby. The stout little woman grasped both of her hands with incredible strength, tears in her soft brown eyes.
“Bu’nni bia koo-nah,” she said, as the others began to gather, forming a semi-circle around Abby at the mouth of the cave. “Mahw’da-pa’i?”
It was a question she’d asked, Abby knew by her tone, by the way she was looking at Abby with such concern, waiting for her to reply.
“I—I don’t—” Abby could only remember one word, so she tried it. “Hakaniyun,” she said. “Hello.”
And Chiefess Kima seemed surprised by it but smiled a watery smile all the same, squeezing Abby’s hands and saying, “Hakaniyun, debizizaa ka’si-tsi.” Then her voice changed. “Mu’nai?” She asked. “Bi’amme?”
Mu’nai. Abby recognized that word, at least. “Safe,” Abby said quickly, smiling and nodding in an attempt to convey. “Gone, but safe. Gone away.” She pointed out to the desert.
The Chiefess nodded. “Bi’amme?” She asked again with great concern, holding out her hand with her palm down, indicating something of short stature. The children.
“Safe, they’re safe too,” she said. “And Lewis, he’s—no one was hurt in the fire.” She glanced over to the stable. “No, that’s not—Moon. Moon was—Moon was killed. Joey’s horse,” Abby said softly, pointing at one of the tribe’s own white horses wandering nearby at the edges of the burnt town.
“Mua’hipingkuppuh?” Chiefess Kima asked, then waited.
Abby shook her head. “I don’t know—I don’t know what that means.” She looked around at the rest of them, the entire semi-circle of friendly faces, all softened with sympathy. “I’m alone here,” she didn’t know what spurred her to say it, other than the realization that their understanding of each other would be limited to gestures and guesswork with no one translating. “It’s only me now.”
“Bendaga-tu,” someone said. A man, stepping through the cluster to come to the Cheifess’ side. He was wearing their traditional deerskin trousers but he wore a buttoned vest on top, settler apparel, complete with a short top hat sitting atop his sleek black hair. It was Dakayivani, the Chiefess’ son, Abby realized at once when she saw the burns marring the side of his face, down the length of his arm. “Oyona nawa-to’ih,” he said, and his mother nodded. He turned to Abby. “Where did Joey go?”
It took a moment to get past the shock of hearing him speak English, crisp and clear save for a slight tint of an accent. 
“I don’t know,” Abby said, shaking her head. “It all—it all went wrong. Men came for her and she sent the children away. Lewis was captured and taken to Gauntlet’s Landing. There was a great fire and Joey tried to save Moon and it all went wrong and now she’s gone.”
He nodded slowly before translating all of it to the crowd. There was silence, and then Chiefess Kima was wrapping Abby in a hug, her head barely reaching Abby’s sternum.
“Ati’iwan ka’si-tsi,” she said firmly, pointing at Abby. “Ati’iwan ka’si-tsi.”
All across the semi-circle the others repeated it quietly. Akoaih shouted it over and over with glee until one of the older children shushed him.
“What does—?” Abby looked at Dakayivani, who was smiling.
“Fearless. That’s what they’re saying.” He nodded then, as if he agreed. “Ati’iwan ka’si-tsi means most brave and powerful woman.”
The men worked most of the afternoon to dig a large grave on the outskirts of the ruined town. They buried Moon at sunset, burning herbs and singing a throaty song, haunted and mighty. It was a ceremony fit for royalty, and at the end, when the others had gone to light a fire in what had once been the center circle, Abby stayed behind. Knelt there on the newly turned earth.
“I know why you didn’t run,” Abby whispered. “You should’ve, but I know why you didn’t. I love her too.”
Someone behind her cleared their throat and she turned. Dakayivani was standing there with a young girl by his side.
“Kaiwani,” Abby smiled. “It’s good to see you again.”
Dakayivani translated and Kaiwani blushed, then held out a cluster of cactus flowers, tied together with a short leather cord.
“These are beautiful,” Abby said, admiring them.
“Fo—” Kaiwani glanced at Dakayivani, who encouraged her with a nod. “Fo—fohr Mon.”
“Moon,” Dakayivani said softly.
Abby placed them atop the grave. “Thank you, Kaiwani. You’ve made her resting place beautiful.”
Dakayivani translated but then Kaiwani was shaking her head, saying something quickly.
“The flowers are not from her,” Dakayivani said. “The flowers were with the horse when we found her.”
Joey. Abby’s heart clenched. She’d gone out into the desert to collect flowers for Moon before she’d left.
“The others are preparing a ceremony,” Dakayivani said, seeming suddenly nervous. “Will you…?”
“Oh—” Abby stood, “I, um. I can go back down to the caves, if—I can just go back down.” Their ceremonies were private, Olive had told her the night of the Round Dance.
To her surprise Dakayivani let out a laugh. “The ceremony is for you, Abby.”
There was an unexpected flash of a smile from Kaiwani, white and stunning. The girl reached out to take Abby’s hand. “Cohm,” she said. “Cohm now.”
Out of politeness Abby didn’t question the ceremony as it unfolded. It felt strange to be celebrated, strange to have beaded baubles hung from her neck with great importance, words chanted that she didn’t understand. It felt strange and just a little bit embarrassing, because Joey was the one who’d walked into flames and lived to walk back out. Joey was the ati’iwan ka’si-tsi. Joey was the one who deserved to be celebrated.
Nah, you’re the one that stayed, Imaginary Joey said, making an appearance across the small bonfire, winking and making Abby’s heart skip with the nostalgia of it. They don’t do ceremonies for twats who cut and run.
Well. At least Imaginary Joey was self-aware.
Two men—shamen, Dakayivani said, leaning closer to explain—began drumming small drums strapped to their waists. In unison they beat them, louder and louder as Chiefess Kima began to recite, her voice strong and weighted despite her small stature. Her twinkling eyes betrayed her look of solemn importance when she turned to face Abby, her cheeks warm and pink from the chanting and the fire.
“Dugumbana mugua, awai ne ni’wai. Egi dabai’yi tupinniah-pohah Abby. Nadebinia-tu Dabai, ta’bi-nai mu’nai.” She lifted her hands and the drummers went quiet. There were murmurs from the children, scattered here and there in the circle of seated Newe around the fire, followed by whispered commands for them to shush.
Chiefess Kima turned slowly to the tribe, her hands still raised as the fire popped and crackled. The night was clear, the clouds of yesterday had vanished and the stars were sparkling by the thousands.
“Dabai,” she said. They echoed her. Dabai. Then, she turned back to Abby, dipping her hand into a pouch at her waist as she approached. There was a brown powder on her thumb as she swiped it down Abby’s nose, across her cheeks—first one, then the other.
“Ne Dabai mai nanihante,” the Chiefess said.
Dakayivani leaned in again. “You’re to repeat her words now,” he said, before nodding at his mother to continue.
“Ne Dabai mai nanihante,” Chiefess Kima repeated, waiting for Abby to echo her.
Abby tried, tripping over the words, but earning a wide smile from the Chiefess. From many others around the fire too.
“Naakan-a eh naa-a.”
Abby echoed her with a bit more confidence this time, and Dakayivani nodded in approval. The circle let out a great cheer and began to sing a joyful song, the drummers picking up a sprightly rhythm and the children dancing wildly.
Chiefess Kima dipped her head to Abby then, a slight bow, and Abby was so stunned all she could do was watch as the Chiefess then backed away, going over to a group of women heating elderberry cakes over the fire.
“She bowed to me—why?” Abby asked Dakayivani.
He smiled. “Her soul spirit was recognizing the soul spirit in you. Dabai.”
“Dabai,” Abby repeated again, “that word—that means soul spirit?”
He smiled again, wider this time, and Abby couldn’t help but wonder what he would look like without the burns. Even with them, he was incredibly handsome.
“The words you repeated, they were great important words to our people. Ne Dabai mai nanihante means I am called Dabai,” he said, “and naakan-a eh naa-a means I exist and I belong.”
Understanding dawned then, staggering and wonderful and almost bright enough to banish the shadows of the day before. Almost. 
“It was a naming ceremony,” Abby looked at him in awe, “she gave me a name.”
He nodded. “Dabai.”
“But why?” It felt like an honor she’d done nothing to earn. “I didn’t save Joey from the fire. I tried but I couldn’t—I didn’t really do anything.”
“You saved yourself,” he said. “My people have lived in this desert for a thousand years. We have mastered this land a great many times over, and yet when the canyon claims one of us, we accept that fate because the canyon is puha, not meant to be conquered. Among my people we do not have a single myth that tells of someone falling into the canyon and climbing back out.”
Abby’s eyes shot to his. “How did you—?”
“Chiefess Kima had a vision. She has many,” he smiled fondly, watching his mother tease his father with an elderberry tart held just out of reach, “and not all of them hold true Sight. But looking at your face, I think perhaps this one did?”
“I—” Abby flushed, inexplicably embarrassed. “I wasn’t ready to die.”
A short nod. “It is fitting then, your name. For one who falls only to rise again.”
“Dabai?” Abby tried it again, feeling the weight of it on her tongue. “What does it mean?”
“Sun,” he said, a child’s shriek stealing his eyes, turning his attention across the fire and away from Abby’s awestruck face as he said it again. “Your name means sun.”
Later, Abby was still sitting beside Dakayivani when Kaiwani appeared, holding a thick pointy sprout in her hand.
“Ah, that time already,” he said, removing his top hat as the girl stepped in to smear a clear substance from the plant across his burns. “Kaiwani is studying medicinal herbs and plants with our elders,” he said. “She’s proven to be a quick study. And every night she insists on treating my burns so the skin doesn’t tighten.” He followed it up with something in his own language that had Kaiwani giggling.
Abby tried not to think about how wide Joey would smile at the notion of Kaiwani studying plants. Maybe she knew. Maybe they’d talked about it before. Abby thought to ask, but Kaiwani was already being pulled away by Huittsuu, the boy who’d made her blush and smile at the Round Dance.
“He’s sweet on her,” Dakayivani whispered, “but he’s afraid of her too. Kaiwani is a force to be reckoned with.”
Abby smiled. “Where did you learn to speak English so remarkably well?”
He looked down and Abby worried that perhaps she’d asked the wrong thing.
“I’m sorry, I—”
“No, no. The question is good, it is the answer that’s bad. When I was a child my sister and I were playing by the river. We strayed too far and white men found us. They tried to grab us. I threw rocks at them so my sister could run. They took me to a place—a room with many beds piled one atop the other, and for every bed a child, all of them stolen from their people and terrified just like me. We were all from different places. Different languages, different customs. Some were even the children of tribes we’d warred with—people we had ancient feuds with. But there, in that place, we were one.” A silent beat passed. “The white men cut my hair, put me in white man’s clothing. Taught me to pray to the white man’s God. Taught me English from the Bible. I didn’t see my family for many, many years.”
“I’m so sorry,” Abby said softly. “And that was before?” She looked at his burns, unsure of how to ask.
He nodded.
“Joey told me what happened,” she said. “She told me the white men came and burned your village. She told me what happened to your sister.”
Dakayivani was silent for some time and Abby shook her head, feeling embarrassed.
“I don’t know why I brought it up, I shouldn’t have, I just—”
“You’ve just experienced a loss of your own,” he said. “It is good to reach out to others in times of loss. There is nothing wrong with what you said.”
Abby looked at him. “My husband died and my father abandoned me. It’s almost shameful that the only loss I’m feeling is the loss of her.”
“Mu’nai.”
Abby nodded. “We,” she glanced at him, “parted poorly. She—well. I suppose it doesn’t matter now, but I miss her and I shouldn’t. I miss her and it hasn’t even been a full day.”
“I see.” Dakayivani sighed deeply, as if it wasn’t just Abby’s heartache but his, too. Then he stood.
“I’m going to stretch my legs a bit. How would you like to join me for a walk up the ridge?”
He offered his hand and Abby took it, standing with a smile.
Two men called after Dakayivani as they headed up the path. They were laughing together, and one said something that had Dakayivani rolling his eyes and waving a hand through the air.
“They’re telling me to be careful,” he chuckled, glancing at Abby. “They’re telling me I better not try to steal Joey’s girl. Warning me she has a nasty right jab,” he mimed a punch in the air, “as if I could forget. We wrestled once,” he said, “our tribe has a day of sport each winter. Your woman is lovely but she cheats at sport, I’ll have you know,” he said, rubbing his cheek like he could still feel her fist.
“Oh—” Abby glanced at the two young men, their eyes glittering with mirth, “it’s not—tell them it’s not like that—” She looked at Dakayivani.
“Between us?” He chuckled. “They know, they’re just teasing.”
“No, I meant—” But Abby stopped, because what had she meant?
Dakayivani was grinning a knowing smile. “Or do you mean it isn’t like that between you and Joey?”
Abby swallowed. “It’s outlawed where I’m from. I’m not used to—” She shrugged, shaking her head.
“It isn’t outlawed here,” he said simply, pointing at the two young men who had walked off. Hand in hand, Abby realized with a jolt.
“It’s allowed?” Abby heard the amazement in her voice.
Dakayivani rolled his eyes again, took off his top hat and slapped it down on Abby’s head with a smile. “My people are wise enough not to make laws about that which cannot be governed.”
Abby gazed at him. She couldn’t imagine it. A place where it was allowed.
“I won that wrestling match,” Dakayivani was saying, leading the way up to the top of the ridge. “It’s true she has an arm on her, but she has a weakness. She’s ticklish,” he said, turning to lean in with a conniving grin, “just below here,” he tapped a spot high on his ribcage, just beneath his armpit. He winked. “You’ll remember that, I trust.”
They settled down at the top of the ridge, side by side, watching the tribe slowly settle around the fire below.
“I don’t think I am Joey’s girl,” Abby said suddenly. “I know I’m not. I thought maybe I’d convinced her to stay. One day at a time, she said. But then Moon—it was like it tore her open. She was different after.”
“Her horse,” Dakayivani nodded. “A gift to her from my people.”
“The others too, yes? Totem, Silver and Hooper?”
“The others too,” he said, “but Joey’s horse was special. My people have a word, suwan-daga, and it means soul twin. A spirit matching yours. That horse was Joey’s suwan-daga.”
“Is that why she and Joey were both named Moon? Well, Mu’nai? Because they’re suwa…suwa-daga?”
He sent her a quizzical look, shaking his head. “The horse’s name was not Moon. Moon is what you say—you say is a nickel name?”
Abby shook her head, unsure.
“Her long name was Mua’hipingkuppuh. Joey cannot see it now, but her beloved friend’s death was just one part of a full and wonderful life. Death happens so that more life can take its place. She’ll come to believe this too, but you must be patient.”
Abby wanted to trust him. Wanted to believe it was true. “What does it mean?”
“Hmm?”
“Mua’hipp—the long name?”
“Ah,” he nodded. “She was named for a plant that only blooms once. Bright and beautiful and fleeting. In English, her name was Moonflower.”
After a comfortable silence, Abby sighed. Looked over at Dakayivani, who was feeling more and more like an old friend.
“I told her I’d look for her. That I’d never stop.”
He whistled then, impressed, and Abby laughed.
“That besotted, are you?” He pushed the brim of the top hat down over Abby’s eyes and she laughed again.
“It’s more than that,” she said, realizing it as she spoke. “She’s all alone.”
“Bullshit, she is.”
Abby looked at him, surprised.
“Not all the English I learned was from the Bible,” he winked. “Look there,” he pointed to the sky, the dusty moon hanging there bright and full. “Does the moon look like it’s up there all alone?”
Abby looked at it, then looked at him. “Yes. Yes, it does.”
“You’re not looking hard enough.”
Abby looked again. “You mean the stars?”
“No, I mean the sun.”
“The sun is on the other side of the world right now,” Abby said dismally.
“So, you’re a besotted teacher and an astronomer now, are you?”
“I don’t need to be an astronomer to know that the sun and the moon hang on opposite sides of the sky.” She scrunched her nose at him. “Not exactly an uplifting metaphor, no offense.”
“Isn’t it though?” He raised an eyebrow, and for a flashing moment Abby missed Joey so hard it was a physical ache in her chest. “The sun may be a million miles away, but still it lights the moon.”
Abby looked at him. She rather wanted to laugh and cry at the exact same time.
“I don’t think you’ve seen the last of your Joey, if that’s what’s got you worried,” he said. “But the sun never forces anyone along a certain route, instead it lights the way for people to choose their own path.”
“What if she doesn’t choose me? What if you’re wrong and I never see her again?”
“Then you’ll continue to light the moon from afar, and each day it will hurt a little less.” He shrugged, not unkindly. “You’ll make a life for yourself with or without her.”  
“But how? I don’t know what to do, I don’t even have a place to go.”
“There’s a story in your people’s book that confuses me. The story of the tribe that wandered in the desert for forty years, seeking a land of plenty. Such a long time, an entire generation sought the land yet didn’t live to see it.”
“Moses,” Abby nodded, “leading his people to the land of milk and honey. The Promised Land.”
“Bloom Town.”
Abby looked at him. She hadn’t expected that.
He smiled. “We’ve told the children many of our natekwinappeh. Our myths and legends. It was only fair they tell us some of theirs.”
“I suppose it is a bit like the Promised Land, isn’t it?” Abby said. “Bloom Town. The idea of it.”
“In your Bible the Promised Land was real.”
“But just like you said, the people who went looking for it died before they found it.”
“That’s what I find confounding. He seems malevolent, this white man’s God, suffering his people to wander when he could have just led them. More confounding still—the people were content to wander, looking to the sky rather than to each other.”
Abby shrugged. “I suppose it’s a question of which is crueler—believing in a false hope or not having any hope at all?”
“Or perhaps it’s a question of which is wiser—to waste your life seeking a promised land, or to spend your life creating one?”  
“Back in Stillwater my tribe thought the purpose of life was to prepare for the next one.”
“And you? What do you think the purpose of life is?”
“I think—” She thought about it. “I think we’re meant do the most we can with the time we’re given.”
“Then we’re in agreement. You’ll build Bloom Town.”
Abby laughed, but Dakayivani wasn’t smiling.
“I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” Abby shook her head. “This world isn’t exactly a friendly place for a widow without a penny to her name.”
“I know all about the unfriendliness of the world,” he said softly.  
A sudden rush of embarrassment burned in Abby’s cheeks. She reached over and squeezed his hand, merely meaning to thank him for his kindness. He didn’t react, and there was a moment where she was sure she’d done the wrong thing—crossed a line or ignorantly impeded some cultural taboo. But then he covered her hand with his other one, patting her fondly.  
“The unfriendliness of the world is all the more reason to build a haven of your own,” he said.
“One day, perhaps.” Abby sighed, watching the last embers of the bonfire below pulse and glow. “But for now, I don’t have a solitary thing to start with. Nothing useful for building a Promised Land.”
“Do you not?” He looked at her then, waiting. 
Then, as if he’d whispered the very words into her mind, she understood. She did have a Promised Land. Hers to do with as she saw fit, inherited just the night prior.  
Promise. She now owned a plot of land called Promise.
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The Newe slept by the fire that night, and Abby slept in the cavern bed one last time. Her dreams were strange and vivid. Twisting visions that wove in and out of one another.
She dreamed she stood before a bonfire, tall as an oak tree, smoke tendrils slinking high into the sky. She dreamed Joey was there, the two of them alone, stalking each other around the great fire. Every time Abby stopped, Joey would stop too. As if their orbits were destined never to meet. As if in meeting they would throw off the balance of the cosmos.
The dream changed and suddenly Joey was a coyote, feral and snarling with orange eyes and hungry teeth.
You know me, Abby pleaded, don’t hurt me, you know who I am, you don’t want to hurt me. And then the smoke wound down from atop the fire, taking the shape of human Joey, curling close to whisper in Abby’s ear.
The coyote’s howl is a fearsome thing but it cowers at the sight of man.
But Abby didn’t know what that meant, and Coyote Joey was snapping her jaws at the air, teeth flashing, closer and closer and Abby tried to run, but everywhere she ran Coyote Joey was right behind her.
She only attacks what she fears, Smoke Joey said, and suddenly Abby knew exactly what she had to do so she turned and faced Coyote Joey, tall and unafraid, and Coyote Joey disappeared and all that was left was Smoke Joey, turning more and more solid until suddenly it was just Joey standing there before her.
The dream changed one last time and they were naked by the fire, a blanket beneath them and the stars overhead. Joey was panting in her ear, her fingers buried deep inside of Abby’s heat, Abby’s hand stroking as Joey thrust into her palm.
I miss you, Abby said, sensing that Joey was close, meeting her thrust for thrust, I think I’ve been missing you my whole life but now that I’ve met you it’s even worse. She moaned, feeling it building in her own heated core. You’re not poison. You’re not.
Joey was looking down the length of herself, watching as she thrust into Abby’s hand, obscene and unrestrained. When she looked at Abby her pupils had swallowed up all the color in her eyes.
I love you, she said, and Abby couldn’t keep from moaning. I love you, Joey repeated, and I lied. My pieces aren’t gone, they’re scattered. Find them for me? Put them back together.
They came then, their cries bouncing off the stars, holding each other, pressed together by the force of their own gravity
Abby woke, shocked and sated. Her pulse was still hammering, her forehead was damp with sweat. The haze cleared and she sat up slowly, blinking in the dark. She knew now. She knew what she had to do.

The Newe brought her as far as the ridge overlooking Gauntlet’s Landing. They wouldn’t risk going any closer, and Abby wouldn’t ask it of them.
“Thank you,” she said to Dakayivani, sliding off the black mare so she could walk her the rest of the way. The other horses would go with the tribe. Until you come for them, Dakayivani had said, and Abby had smiled. One day. When the pieces were back together.
They said their goodbyes and Abby started down the hill, only to stop suddenly and turn back.
“Dakayivani,” she called, “wait, I have—” She fished the note from her pocket. “Do you know what this is? This plant?” She walked back, handing him the half leaf that Joey had left for her. Half for me, half for you.
He frowned at it, shaking his head. “Kaiwani,” he called, “mah-shum-bun-ny?”
The girl took the leaf, looking it over closely before nodding, handing the leaf back to Abby.
“Haw-torn. Napandi puhanai pihwun.” She patted her chest.
Abby looked at Dakayivani.
“It’s a Hawthorn leaf,” he said. “She says it’s used to heal the heart.”
Abby watched them go, a great and mighty horde, kicking up dust as they disappeared into the landscape. She tucked the leaf into her vest pocket and turned to face the sprawling city below. Gauntlet’s Landing was gleaming like a beacon in the bright morning sun.
My pieces aren’t gone, they’re scattered. Find them for me?
She would. She would find every last piece. First Lewis. Then she’d find a friendly tracker to help her locate the Drifter’s Market. To help her find the children. Piece by piece. One day at a time.
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A,
Started this over a thousand times and still I can’t figure what to say. You’re fast asleep beside me looking like something carved from marble, something they keep behind glass in a museum. Something someone like me has no right to look at, never mind touch. In an hour or two you’ll wake up and it’ll be over, whatever this was. Your husband is waiting to take you back and it’s going to take fucking Herculean strength for me to oblige him. If I was a better woman, I wouldn’t bring you back. If I thought you were better off here it wouldn’t even be a choice. Selfish, that. Dreaming about keeping you here with me. Have a lot of thoughts like that lately. Got a million things in my head that weren’t there two weeks ago. Things I can barely understand, never mind give voice to. Reckon I should just go on and tell you here on these pages.
1.
Your sweet cornbread is better than Olive’s, but I’ll sooner die than admit it in front of her. Christ, the tears wouldn’t end.  
2.
You’ve got to stop biting your lip when you’re nervous. And when you’re thinking. And when you’re hungry. You do it all the bloody time and Christ, do you really not know the effect you have, like? Leave your fucking lip alone.
3.
I didn’t say your name out loud because I knew it would take root in me. I didn’t say it out loud, but it was a constant prayer in my head these past weeks.
4.
I dream about you every goddamn night. Every time I even close my eyes. But my dreams blur the edges and I’m driving myself mad thinking that one day that’s all I’ll have left of you. Blurred edges in my dreams.  
5.
I want you to know that I
-J
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There was an enormous black fly lying stone still in the corner of the Inn’s window, long dead.
Abby stared at it. Maybe it had died banging its little head against the glass, over and over, the world outside the window so close and yet impossible to reach.
The floor of the Hanging Lantern was filthy. Grime stuck like tar between the floorboard cracks. The brush’s bristles were likely to disintegrate before Abby made even a square foot of progress. She tossed the brush into the bucket, drops of soapy brown water splashing her flushed face. She pushed her hair back and looked around, groaning at the great surface of unwashed floor awaiting her. By the time she finished it would be morning, and the patrons would be spilling in to dirty it all over again. Just then the door swung open. Nicholas.
“Taking my leave for the night, Miss,” he said. “Anything you need before I go?”
“Not at the moment, but I might need to be carried to my room by the time I’m through.” She shook her head with a wry smile. “I’m fine, have a good night, Nick.”
But the boy hesitated, suddenly nervous. “Did—did Mr. Hawksley not mention?”
Abby’s heart sunk at the look on his face. “Mention what?”
“Your room’s been let to a couple of miners on leave,” he said with a wince. “I thought you’d been told.”
Abby fought down a wave of panic. “But I don’t have anywhere else to go, I don’t have any—” money, she almost said, but Nicholas already knew that. It was why she was cleaning the goddamn floor to begin with. When she’d returned the black mare to the livery there was already a warrant out for her arrest. Horse Thief. Abby supposed it was fair. More than fair that Mr. Hawksley, the owner of the Inn, had offered to let her work off the debt rather than go to jail. Downright generous that he’d also given her a room—cramped and mouse-infested though it was—on the fourth floor of the Inn. Servant’s quarters, but still. A handout she wasn’t sure she deserved, but one she was grateful for all the same—Gauntlet’s Landing turned seedy after a certain hour, she was learning. A woman alone and penniless on the streets wouldn’t last long, which was likely the reason Hawksley had been charitable. But now the room had been rented, and she was homeless.
“There’s a women’s shelter two streets over,” Nicholas was saying, “run by the church.”
“No—”
“Was going to say to steer clear actually, it’s got a name around town. Women turn up looking for help and by week’s end they’re turning tricks for a suck on the molasses stick, if you’ll pardon the term. Better to take your chances on the street.”
Abby nodded. Maybe she could just sleep on the floor. She was certainly tired enough.
Nicholas tipped his hat and bid her goodnight, but she called after him to ask where he spent his nights—surely he wasn’t making enough to rent a private room. If there were cheap lodgings nearby maybe she could charm her way into a night or two on credit.  
But Nicholas looked confused by the question. “I live with my folks, Miss.”
“Oh.” Right. He was barely older than Jack. “Goodnight, Nick.”
Hours later when the floor was finally finished and Abby was nodding off, slumped against the wall, the door banged open. Abby cracked an eye. The cooks, arriving to begin breakfast preparations. Which meant it was about four a.m., and that Abby had to find somewhere else to sleep. They’d already eyed her strangely when they’d passed through.
There were tall gaslights lining the silent main thoroughfare, but the side streets and alleyways were cloaked in darkness, gaping and ominous. Best to keep to the well-lit road.  
Abby had the passing thought that she could sleep in the livery—a pile of hay would be a luxury at this point—but the door was locked and bolted shut. If she had the energy she would’ve laughed. Even the stable was too good for her.
She wandered the square for a bit, back and forth, aimless and exhausted. The gallows loomed at the center of it all, still smelling of freshly cut lumber. There was a stairway up to the platform and she wasn’t likely to be disturbed if she lay down at the top, but it seemed too macabre. Like testing fate.  
Finally, her feet wouldn’t carry her any farther and she collapsed in the doorway of a little hat shop across the square from the Inn. The entryway offered a little alcove, dark and reeking of untold horrors, but Abby was too tired to care. She pulled her boots off to check the bandages—it’d been a week since Wry had burned and still her feet were raw. She’d been cleaning them nightly to avoid infection, but now the best she could hope for was a free minute the next day to slip away to the Inn’s lavatories so she could wash them in the sink.  
A door opened nearby, the sounds of raucous laughing and high-pitched squealing spilling out into the streets. One of the dingier saloons, undoubtedly, spewing its patrons out for the night. Not a minute later a young man, drunk and stumbling, pulled a giggling girl into Abby’s alcove, pawing at her and tripping over Abby in his attempt to kiss the girl against the door.  
“Sorry,” the man muttered when he noticed Abby. He pulled the girl back out onto the street, the sounds of her giggling fading into the night as they disappeared down some alley. Almost as soon as they’d gone another man appeared, this one by himself. He stumbled, righting himself against the shop’s entry and leering down at Abby.  
“Well, well, what have we—”
“Fuck off,” Abby snarled.  
Incredibly, he did.  
Abby piled the boots one atop the other and laid down, resting her head on them. Just before she closed her eyes, she noticed someone sitting on the gallows’ platform, legs dangling, the orange glow of a cigarette hanging from their mouth.  
Abby lifted up on her elbows, squinting. The person had dark curls. A wide-brimmed hat. A half-smile curling their lips. But when Abby blinked, they were gone.  
She woke to the early morning sounds of the city. Vendors bumping along the packed dirt square with their carts, shopkeepers’ keys jangling at the front doors of businesses up and down Main Street. Abby sat up slowly. There was a little girl standing in front of her alcove, all blonde hair and frilly bows and unabashed stares. The child’s mother called her name, coming back to grab the little girl’s wrist when she ignored her in favor of staring at Abby a bit longer.  
The woman sent a glare Abby’s way, murmuring something to the little girl about choices and marrying well.  
Abby sighed. Another night on the street and she’d marry the first person who offered her a warm bath.
The shop owner appeared just as she was pulling on her second boot.
“Madam!” He barked. “There is a sign, plain as day.” He tapped the No Loitering sign beside the door with his cane. “Officer,” he whistled to a sheriff standing near the gallows, “another addict whore for your cages.”
“No,” Abby stood, “please, I’m not—”
“Spent the night on my front stoop,” the man was telling the sheriff, who was all puffed chest and pomposity. “Trespassing,” he sneered.
Abby almost rolled her eyes.
“And,” the man said with finality, “she stinks of the drink.”
Everything in Gauntlet’s Landing stunk of alcohol and smoke and things even fouler, and Abby was trying to explain as much but the Sheriff was pulling her up and into the street with a rough hand around her arm.
“I’m not— please,” panic was bubbling, “I have a job, they’ll vouch for me at the Inn, I just—”
“I have a job too,” the Sheriff was saying, “what’s that got to do with trespassing?”
“I just needed to sleep, I don’t have—”
“There’s cots in the cages, your lucky day.” He tugged her hard and she stumbled, falling to the ground and feeling the exact moment one of the wounds on the bottom of her foot tore open again.  
She’d fallen directly onto a pair of extremely large feet clad in worn leather boots as big as boats, and she mumbled an apology to the person’s tree trunk sized legs.
“Still angry at your wife for leaving you, eh Tom?” The voice above boomed. “It’s been five years man, stop taking it out on every woman you meet.”
Abby blinked up at the enormous person standing over her. The sun was in her eyes but she could make out a bushy beard and a massive hat.  
“You’ll find love again, friend,” the man was saying, an arm now flung around the sheriff’s shoulder, “looks aren’t everything, and one day you’ll find a woman willing to love you despite—oh! Elsie Mae down at the cobblers! She’s blind as an earthworm, it’s perfect!”
“This woman was sleeping on the street,” the sheriff said, “she’s an addict and she’s headed for the cages.”
“Doesn’t look like an addict to me. Girl,” the large man bent down, “are—”
“You!” Abby said, suddenly and brilliantly hopeful, because it was Frex. It was the tracker.  
“Tickle me in a jar and call me jelly,” Frex said with a hoot of laughter, “this ain’t no addict, this here’s the preacher’s daughter from back east!”
“Why is the preacher’s daughter from back east sleeping out on the streets?”
“Did you ask her, you fool?” Frex bellowed. “Christ Almighty, Tom. Not a bit of tact when it comes to the ladies. Elsie Mae might not catch on to your unfortunate face, but the lady’s ears work just fine and you—”
“This is your problem then,” the sheriff said, gesturing like he’d had enough. “Deal with the preacher’s daughter yourself, but you’ll be the one paying the fine if I catch her loitering again.”
Then he was gone, and Abby was taking the bearpaw of a hand Frex was offering her.  
“Well,” he said once she was standing, shaking his head as if tickled by the coincidence. “Mrs. Proctor, isn’t it?”
“Abby.”
He eyed her. “You find JT London?”
“Your directions were shit,” Abby blurted before she could stop herself.  
Frex let out a guffaw, loud enough to turn several heads.  
“But I found her.”
“And?”
“And then I lost her again.”
He eyed her. “What about yer husband?"
“Dead,” Abby said.
Frex raised a bushy brow. "And the preacher man, what about him?”
I have no daughter. “It’s just me now.”
Frex’s arms were crossed over his chest and he was nodding, almost to himself as if thinking something over. “Alrighty.” He jerked his head. “Follow me.”
“What?”  
He was already making his way across the square, great strides that she had to sprint to keep up with.  
“Wait—where?”
“I’m taking you home. You look half-starved, when’s the last time you ate?”
“I—” She thought about it. She couldn’t remember. Yesterday, she was sure. Fairly sure. “I’m fine.” Her stomach growled, betraying her. “I don’t need charity.”
“Isn’t charity,” he said, still marching ahead, “you heard the sheriff—sleep out here again and it’ll be my purse his grubby fingers come fixin’ fer.”
“I have a job. I have a job at the Inn cleaning the dining room at night and they were letting me stay but…”
His steps faltered. “Lady like you, working nights at the Inn?”
“It’s—I had a debt—”
“What kind of debt?” He stopped to eye her.  
“I—well, I suppose I stole a horse.”  
Frex whistled. “Well now I’m really taking you home, and while you help me polish off a pot of stew you can tell me how you went from wife and daughter to horse thief and vagabond in the span of a week. Lord, woman. You’ve been busy.”

Frex lived on the outskirts of Gauntlet’s Landing in a ramshackle house with several pigs roaming freely in the meager front yard.  
Inside, they were greeted by three chickens who clucked and ran excited circles around Frex, who introduced them in turn as Helen, Josephine and Mrs. Beelzebub.
“Most folk don’t keep ‘er hens indoors,” Frex said, as if Abby might be surprised to hear, “cause folk don’t realize they like a soft mattress fer layin’. Lay twice as many eggs if you treat ‘em decent, give ‘em respectable lodgin’s. Watch fer that one though,” he pointed at Mrs. Beelzebub, who cocked her head and clucked as if on cue, “she was a mass murderer in ‘er past life and she’d still be committing atrocities today if she had thumbs.”  
The chickens followed him as he showed Abby around. The doors stuck and the floors creaked and Frex’s hair brushed the sagging ceiling at every turn.  
There were odd tapestries hung here and there depicting horned beasts and floating seraphim with three eyes. And on every surface there were rocks, colorful and glinting in the afternoon sun. He showed her around, a brief tour of the necessities, and Abby caught sight of a crooked piano in the living room, various colored stones arranged on top.  
“Do you play?” She asked, and it seemed to take a moment for him to realize what she was asking.  
“Not anymore.” He said it with a smile but his eyes stayed dim.  
She touched one of the stones, purple and pointy like the sugar candy they gave the children at the church’s Easter luncheon in Stillwater.  
“Amethyst,” Frex pointed at the rock. “Fer serenity.”
Abby looked at him, questioning.
“Spent some time overseas. Some parts of the world believe crystals have special energies.” He let out a little chuckle. “Probably didn’t teach on that in Sunday School.”
Abby smirked. “They teach on it alright. They call it witchcraft.”
“These rocks have been around longer ‘an any manmade religion, I’ll tell you that,” Frex said. “Go on, carry it around with you, it’ll help you align.” He gestured vaguely.  
“Do those help you align?” Abby pointed to the crystals hanging from several lengths of cord around his neck.  
“Help me with all kinda things,” he said. “What’s more, they’re pretty.” He pointed at the amethyst in Abby’s hand. “Not joking, hang onto that. You’ll thank me when yer feeling nice and calm.”  
He set to work heating water for her, making several trips to pour it into a large rusted tub in a sparse bathroom at the end of the hall. Abby wanted to object, wanted to insist that she wouldn’t take handouts, that she could fix everything herself. But truthfully, she wasn’t sure she could. And she really, really wanted a bath.  
Frex made dinner. Some sort of porridge, a creamy sludge with bits of salty meat mixed in, hard enough to break a tooth. Abby pushed her spoon around politely, forcing down a couple bites. Josephine and Helen were asleep on Frex’s lap and every now and then one of them would wake up, let out a loud cluck and stretch their neck to steal a bite from Frex’s bowl. He just chuckled and stroked their feathers. Mrs. Beelzebub was marching around, pecking at the floor for scraps and pecking at their ankles each time she came up empty.  
“So,” he said after a comfortable silence. “JT London.” He waited expectantly.  
Abby sighed. “It’s a long story.”
“Got time.”
She looked at him. There was a twinkle there behind his small eyes, set back in his weathered face. A look of mischief like he already knew and just needed her to confirm.  
“We’re…friends,” she said. “She kidnapped me, but then we became friends and I didn’t want to see her hung.”
Frex stood, the two sleeping chickens flailing to the floor with twin squawks. He walked to a small cupboard and pulled out a bottle of amber liquid. He hummed to himself as he poured two glasses, keeping one and handing the other to Abby.  
“Take a swig of the ol’ firewater,” he said, clinking his glass against Abby’s before swallowing the contents down in a single gulp, “then start your story over.”
Abby suffered through a small swallow. “There isn’t much else to say, I was only with her for two weeks.”
“Lord almighty, blondie. Take another swig.”
Abby eyed him. “Why?”
“Because eventually you’ll be doozled enough to tell it to me plain.” He chuckled. “I can track a bumblebee to its hive following a trail of pollen near invisible to the human eyeball. Waste of time, lying to me. You fell in love with that woman and yer not fooling a soul in this room sayin’ different.”
Abby opened her mouth to deny it but, in the end, she said nothing. There was no point. She downed the rest of her whiskey.
“She love you back?” He raised a bushy eyebrow.  
He asked it so simply, like it was either yes or no, and not if or when. As if Abby hadn’t driven herself mad wondering that very thing.  
She tried playing nonchalant. Rolling her eyes like it was inconsequential, giving him a little shrug.  
He whistled. “Got it bad then, the two of you. So,” he uncorked the whiskey, pouring himself another glass, “what the hell happened?”
Abby told him everything, and he listened with the casual ear of a lifelong friend.  
“Boy howdy, there’s a romance fer the ages,” he chuckled. “Preacher’s daughter and outlaw. Strange pair, wouldn’t you say?”
“I don’t like sleeping with men,” Abby admitted softly, undoubtedly the whiskey kicking in, “being paired with my husband was stranger.”
When Frex laughed his stomach nudged the table like an earthquake. “Fair enough. Fair enough.” He shook his head. “So she’s on the run and yer here pinin’.”
Abby nodded miserably.  
“Any idea where she’s headed?”
Abby perked up, rather expecting Frex to segue into an offer to help track her down. But Abby didn’t know where Joey had gone and Frex didn’t make any such offer.
Abby glanced out the kitchen’s smudged window. The sun was setting.  
She sighed. “I should go.”
“Oh?”
“My job. At the Inn.”
Frex’s face twisted in thought. “Man named Hawksley still own the place?”
Abby nodded and Frex stood abruptly, knocking the table as he did, startling Mrs. Beelzebub, who woke with a squawk and gracelessly flapped to the floor.  
“I’ll walk you to the Inn,” Frex said. “We’ll settle the debt. You brung ‘er horse back, there’s no need for all this. I’ll speak with Hawksley, he’ll listen to me.”
“You know him?”
“Acquainted, at least.” He pulled his hat from the peg by the door. “Was married to his sister fer fifteen years.”
It took twice as long to get to the Inn, townspeople stopping to greet Frex along the way, everyone eager to speak with him. He knew them all by name, seemed to care deeply for each one.  
“Henderson!” He greeted a bent old man. “Has Lulabelle finally started layin’ or is it the kitchen table fer her?”
Further up the road they came upon a tired looking mother who Frex greeted as Mrs. Cooper, three young boys running circles around her as she went.
“Has little Georgia’s arm healed from ‘er fall?” He asked, grinning at her mutter of finally. Frex turned his attention to the boys. “You three keep yer little sister from tree climbin’ til she’s bigger, gotta look out fer ‘er, she’s lookin’ to you fer example.”
“Yes Mr. Frex,” they chorused.
It was no different at the Inn, everyone knew Frex, everyone loved him. He paid off the remaining debt, clearing Abby’s name, and it was a cascade of relief until she saw Nicholas standing in the doorway, looking at her with something akin to disgust. Rather like he suspected Frex was doing something for her because she’d done something for him. There was a twinge in her stomach then, a stab of apprehension. Why was he helping her?  
“You’ll come stay with me fer the night,” he said when they were back on the street.
“No,” Abby shook her head. “I—you’ve already done so much.”
“Swallow yer pride, would you?” He said. “You haven’t got a solitary thing to yer name. It’s not charity, blondie, it’s human decency.”
There were several spare rooms in Frex’s house—several of which he was using for storage, another for the chickens to sleep in, and a room off of the kitchen that he seemed to be strangely unfamiliar with. He rushed about, humming and hawing over whether there was still a bed in the room, whether the mattress was intact.  
“Check fer me, would you?” He said to Abby, piling his arms high with a couple patchwork quilts from a cupboard in the living room. “See if it’s fit fer guests.”
The room was small. A bed, just big enough for one, with a pink quilt finished in lace trim. There was a velvet chair in the corner, also pink, and on it sat a little ragdoll with yarn for hair. There was a gas lamp sitting atop a small bureau and Abby went to turn the knob on the collar. The lamp was dusty—thick with it, really. She looked around. The entire room was covered in at least half an inch of dust, like no one had stepped inside in years.  
“Alright then?” Frex called from the kitchen.  
Abby stepped back out with a smile. “You really don’t need to give me a room, you don’t need to give me anything at—”
“Hush,” he said, handing her the quilts, making her stagger under their unexpected weight, “I’m glad fer the company.”  
The next day she joined Frex in town to run errands.  
“Sundays are busy days in Gauntlet’s,” Frex said over his shoulder on their way into town. He was always at least five feet ahead, even when she ran to keep up. “You have yer vendors all comin’ from near and far to pad ‘er pockets, plus you have yer hangin’s.”
“What?” Abby thought she’d misheard, but Frex just nodded toward the center square as they approached.  
A large crowd was gathered around the gallows, a sheriff making preparations atop the platform, checking the line of nooses.  
“Bit pale, blondie. Ain’t you seen a hangin’ back east?”
Abby shook her head. “There wasn’t any crime in Stillwater.” There hadn’t even been a sheriff.
Frex looked impressed. “Could borrow some of ours if they’re ever lookin’ to stir things up.”
They walked through the outdoor market together, Frex taking his time to pick out various cuts of meat, to select the right size potatoes. Every time they passed an opening between vendor tents, Abby would glance up at the gallows. There were other people there now—a man in all black, and prisoners too, shackled and staring at the ground. Abby’s stomach flipped.  
Frex was leading her down to a tent with fresh fruit when her eyes caught on a smaller sign hung beside a tiny tent. Seeds for sale.  
There were wooden buckets filled to the brim with large bulbs, various burlap sachets labeled red geraniums and yellow tulips and coral roses.  
“Looking to buy, missy?” The ancient woman sitting behind the table asked, flashing a smile short most of its teeth.  
Abby smiled. “Not today, thank you.”
She caught up with Frex by the leatherworker’s tent, chuckling with a thin man he introduced to Abby as Amos.  
“You want one?” Frex gestured around the tent, a hundred hats hanging from hooks hung from the burlap ceiling, the little room thick with the rich scent of leather.  
Abby giggled. “No, I’m—”
“This one suits you, blondie,” he pulled down a chestnut wide-brim, a dark green sash around the middle. He set it down on her head.  
An image flashed. Green felt burning. Brown silk melting. Abby took the hat off, handed it back to Amos quickly.  
“I don’t like hats.”
“Suit yourself,” Frex said. “Me? I don’t leave home without one, freshens me up. Haven’t had to take a comb to my hair since I was twelve.”
They were headed back out of the marketplace, Abby listing off possible dinner suggestions, asking Frex what he liked, what he didn’t.
“Seen the size of me? Haven’t met a dish I’ve turned down.”
“I know a recipe for cornbread—”
That was when it happened. The thwunk of the trapdoors. The chorused snap of five necks. The silence of the crowd that followed.  
Abby whipped around; the gallows were just visible beyond the collection of tents. Most of the vendors had stepped away from their wares to witness the event. The prisoners were dangling there beneath the platform like the dried herbs hanging in Frex’s kitchen. Alive a moment ago, lifeless now.  
She stared and stared. A large hand closed over her shoulder.
“In a better place now, blondie. Best to think of it that way.”  
Abby’s throat felt like she’d swallowed gravel, her tongue felt heavy and strange. She nodded, perhaps a bit frantically, before finally letting Frex guide her away, back toward the quiet outskirts of the town.  

One day with Frex turned into two. Three turned to four turned to a week and then two.
They fell into a rhythm. Frex was an early riser, and it only took a matter of days for Abby to grow accustomed to waking at the hiss of a griddle, the pop of hot oil over the fire as he fixed breakfast for them both. In the evenings Abby made dinner; roasts and breads and fresh fruit salads when the produce vendors came to town.  
Abby filled the days with endless self-appointed tasks—taking vinegar to the windows to make them shine, beating every last rug in the yard until the resulting dust clouds cleared and the carpets had returned to their original bold color.  
She had a plan, she kept telling herself. She wasn’t stalling, she wasn’t floundering, she wasn’t getting so comfortable in her new routine that she’d forgotten she’d made a promise.  
Find them for me?  
She would. She absolutely would. She was going to. She just needed time. A job, perhaps, if she was going to hire Frex for his tracking services. If she was going to find lodgings spacious and safe enough to house Lewis and the children once Frex located them. If she asked now, Frex would likely tell her to keep her money and then help her anyway, but that was part of the problem too—he’d already given her so much. Anything more would tip the scale right off its base.  
So, Abby cleaned Frex’s house. Cooked his meals. Laughed at his jokes and began to regard him as a friend, all the while fighting down anxious pangs. Sweat laced panics that woke her in the dark early hours. Visions of Lewis suffocating in the mines. The Drifter’s Market being raided and the children being recognized, taken back to London or worse.  
She just needed time. Just a little more time to come up with a plan.
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August arrived with its goldenrod dawns and blood orange sunsets. Opulent bookends to the sun’s relentless white sizzle by day. It was the longest summer that Abby had ever known, but just when she’d started to suspect it might never end, hints of change began appearing in the air.
The summer insects had faded and the trees on the city’s outskirts were quieter without their sawing whines. Errands were far more pleasant without the flying pestilence swarming the fruits and salted meats in the marketplace. At night, crickets had begun to sing outside the window of Abby’s little room. A melancholy symphony that was so familiar and nostalgic she’d woken twice to find herself momentarily muddled, blinking at her surroundings, confused that it wasn’t her room in Stillwater.  
Frex had left days prior for a short tracking expedition north, and on the day he was expected to return she went into town for cream and fresh herbs. Henderson was set to bring a fresh chicken by that afternoon and Abby had plans to fix a feast.
Christ, someone said, interrupting her as she hurried down the lane, sure are keepin’ busy.  
Abby stopped in her tracks. She’d been counting the change Frex had left her for the market as she walked, but she pocketed it then, breathing deeply before looking in the direction of the voice. She knew what she’d see, and sure enough—  
Imaginary Joey, leaning against an abandoned shack, cigarette in her mouth and hat angled over her face, casting it in shadow.  
Abby clenched her jaw and kept walking.  
What do you reckon Lewis ’s doin’ right now? Suddenly Imaginary Joey was standing right in front of her, arms crossed, a plume of smoke curling from her mouth. Wonder if Jack thinks we’re both dead. Maybe Olive—
“You left.” Abby said it aloud to the empty street. “You left, not me. I’m trying. It takes time, planning, I can’t just—"
Your brand of plannin’ feels a bit like avoidin, if I’m honest. Imaginary Joey had fallen in step beside her, hands in her pockets, keeping pace.  
“That’s rich,” Abby murmured. “Coming from you.”
Imaginary Joey looked affronted. Don’t air your grievances with me, I’m a fuckin’ figment. Just here because you’re feelin’ guilty.
“I’m not feeling guilty.”
Think you are. Think you’re feelin’ guilty and I think you’re afraid.  
“I’m not afraid of anything anymore.” That much she knew to be true. Not after the fire. Not after the canyon.
Then what’s the fuckin’ hold up? Sittin’ playin’ house with the tracker man when you should be—
“What if they don’t want to come back with me?” Abby faced her head on. She hadn’t even realized it was a thought in her head until it’d flown out of her mouth.  
Rubbish, they love you.  
“They love you.”
You seriously worried Lewis’s gonna be disappointed you’re pullin’ him from the mines?
“No. But once I have them…what am I supposed to tell them? What am I supposed to do?”
Same you did in Wry. Feed them, teach them, make sure they don’t kill each other when they fight. Imaginary Joey eyed her with an arched brow. You already know what to do. What’s the real reason you’re scared?
“I’m not—” But it was ridiculous, denying the truth to her own imagination. Abby set her jaw, staring down the lane past Imaginary Joey. “I’m afraid I’ll find them. I’m afraid I’ll find them without finding you. And I can’t think of a thing crueler than having them and not you.”
That so?
Abby nodded.  
Personally, I can’t think of a thing crueler than Lewis bein’ crushed to death in a fuckin’ mine, or the children growin’ up in the Drifters with the opium addicts and all other manner of scourge—
“I just need time.”
I just needed time once. Sam paid the price.
“I’m not ready yet.”
What’s it gonna take? Hand delivered invitation to do the right thing? What’re you waitin’—
“Leave me alone.” Abby was angry. She’d been numb to it, refused to acknowledge it, but there it was, flooding her veins with fire. She looked Imaginary Joey in the eye, watched green-gold flecks catching in the afternoon sun. “Go away.”  
Imaginary Joey lingered there, looking startled.
“Go away,” Abby growled, and Imaginary Joey did, evaporating in the dusty air.
Abby walked the rest of the way to the marketplace with her fists clenched at her sides, fighting the urge to whisper come back, come back, come back.  
Frex returned that evening just as Abby was hanging linens on a newly erected clothesline in the front yard—there were goats in the back and they’d nibbled holes in the socks she’d hung there the day prior.  
He leaned over the fence, smiling his all-knowing smile. The one she was beginning to associate with the truthful talks that often followed.
“Welcome back,” she said, hanging a shirt from the line. “Successful trip?”
“Successful enough fer a drink at the Ivory Hillside on my way in,” he said. “Tongues are waggin’ in town, you know.”
Abby glanced at him.
“They’re wonderin’ how I managed to find myself a live-in maid on a tracker’s pay,” Frex said.
Abby shook her head. “Just trying to be helpful.”
“Workin’ yerself to the bone’s what yer doin’. Is it cause you think you owe me, or because you think if you keep busy enough you won’t miss ‘er?”
Abby sent him a glare. “I’m just trying to be helpful.”
“Mmm.” He pushed through the gate. “Any more helpful and yer hands’ll plumb fall off.”
They ate in silence that night, candles flickering. Every now and then, Frex would puncture the quiet with a hum or a comment about how delightful the shepherd’s pie was, and how Abby was becoming a regular gourmet chef.  
When they’d eaten, Abby stood, collecting the dishes from the table, piling them high in her arms. She’d have to fill the trough in back. She’d made a holy mess of the kitchen and it was going to take a brush and considerable elbow grease to clean some of the cast iron pans she’d seared bits of this and that onto in the process.  
“Lemme do the cleanin’ up,” Frex said.
“It’s fine,” Abby smiled quickly. “I don’t mind. I want to.”
Frex sighed. “Worse ‘an a hummingbird the way you flit around. You ever stop fer a breath?”
Abby stopped piling dishes. It was far from the first time he’d brought it up—the way she filled her time with mundane tasks from dawn to midnight. You’re a guest here, blondie, he’d said just the other day. Don’t need you starchin’ my underclothes and washin’ my outhouse.  
Abby swallowed. Set the dishes down. Looked at Frex.  
“Why are you helping me?” She’d been wondering for weeks. “I can’t pay you—I have nothing. And if you’re keeping tally, I’d rather know now. If you plan to come collect at some point I—I’d like to know what you’re expecting, because I have no money and I won’t do—there are things I’m not willing to do.”
“Lord almighty.” Frex leaned back in his chair, regarding her. “World’s done a number on you, blondie.”
“Meaning?”
“Don’t you believe in kindness? In someone offerin’ a hand when you need it?”
“If you’d met me two months ago I’d tell you differently,” she said softly. “But if I’ve learned anything out here I’ve learned nothing is free. Everyone wants something from you. And if they’re not willing to voice their price,” her eyes flicked to his, “it’s likely they’re after something you’re not willing to give.”
He nodded slowly like he was considering. “So you keep busy mindin’ my house, hopin’ it’ll be enough. That I won’t come askin’ fer somethin’ yer not willin’ to give.”
Abby gave him a small shrug.  
“I ever give you reason to think poor of my intentions?” His eyes had narrowed to slits.
He hadn’t, and Abby conceded as much.
Frex nodded. “Then save yer judgment fer the folk who done you wrong.” He stood. “If you’d be more comfortable at the Inn it can be arranged,” he said on his way out of the room.
But Abby didn’t want that. She didn’t want any more of his charity and moreover, she wanted to trust him. She wanted to tell him everything—not just about the past but about the future, the one she’d promised to make good on in a dream.  
There was breeze coming off of the desert, blowing in through the open kitchen window. The evenings were getting cooler and cooler, and Abby could feel time slipping through her grasp. Like standing in the shallows with a net, watching dumbly as the fish swam out of reach. She was stalling. Imaginary Joey knew it. Frex knew it, even if he didn’t know exactly what she was avoiding. And she knew it. Some part of her had thought that perhaps Joey would ride into town looking for her. Tell her she’d made a mistake, beg for Abby’s forgiveness, then together they’d find the others. But Joey was far away. Abby wasn’t sure how she knew, but she was certain. It was a feeling in her gut like lead. A clenching in her heart like a fist around clay, distorting and cruel. Joey was far, far away, and Abby was waiting for a fantasy that would never come true.
It was August. She’d been in Gauntlet’s Landing for over a month now, and she could feel the window of opportunity sliding closed; the time for action fading with each passing day. The moment to find the pieces was turning brown in the late summer heat like fruit left to ripen just a little too long.  
Frex had disappeared after dinner with his pipe, and Abby had the sinking feeling she’d strained things between them. And, perhaps because it had become a habit, Abby turned her unsettled mind to the living room, dusting every last one of Frex’s crystals the way she did each week, distracting herself with their colors, their shine. Maybe it wasn’t a distraction, maybe they really worked—their energy, or whatever it was.  
She leaned across the piano to reach a smooth red stone when her hip hit the keys, a jarring twang sounding throughout the room. The piano was dismally out of tune.  
She tried a few other keys, plunking at them with a finger. It was falling apart, the instrument—the ivory of the keys had yellowed and the stain of the wooden exterior had faded and chipped away in parts. Still, it seemed to have good bones.  
There were some tools on a nearby shelf—the same set of tools the choir leader had used to tune the church’s piano in Stillwater. The same set of tools she’d used to teach Abby when Abby was eight and constantly underfoot around the parish.  
An olive branch. She’d tune his piano and then he’d forgive her for doubting him.  
She cleared the crystals off the top and got to work. She moved the candles into the room so she could peer inside the instrument, tightening what needed to be tightened with the hammer, testing the keys with repetitive taps until it started to sound more like music and less like a dying goat.  
“What’re you doin’?”  
Abby turned to find Frex standing in the doorway with his pipe.  
“Tuning your piano. Don’t worry, I was taught properly at my father’s church, there was a large piano there, supposedly it came all the way from Italy originally, before being gifted to someone who donated it to another, I don’t—”
“You leave the piano be.”
It was the first time he’d spoken to her that way. Scolding, brusque.  
“Oh, I—okay.” She put the tuning hammer back on the shelf. “Sorry—I just wanted to—I’m sorry.” She hurried about, putting the crystals back in their places, feeling her cheeks warm. How was she to have known she wasn’t to touch the piano?  
He was watching her scramble to put everything back in place and it just made it worse—the embarrassment, the lingering shock at the harshness in his voice when he’d stopped her. For some godforsaken reason she could feel the threat of tears pricking at her eyes. It was more than the humiliation; it was the reminder that this wasn’t her home. She didn’t have a home. She was Frex’s burden and eventually he’d cut her off and shoo her away just like her father. Just like Joey. A tear spilled over, hot and stupid, so stupid, why had she accepted help from him in the first place, she didn’t even know—
“Blondie.” His voice was still gruff, but softer than it had been. “Hey, blondie, stop fussin’, leave it be, just—come sit fer a spell, would you?”
Abby shook her head without facing him. “I think I’ll turn in, I’m rather tired—” She brushed past him toward her room.  
“I had a daughter.”
She stopped in the doorway of the little bedroom, looked back at him over her shoulder.  
“I had a daughter,” he said again, “and you remind me of ‘er. There’s no ill intent on my account. You needed help and I had help to offer.”
Abby nodded slowly, shame creeping up her neck in warm pulses. “I’m sorry, I—I didn’t know.”
“Could’ve asked. ‘Stead you’ve been closed like a clam outta water.” He waved a hand. “Join me on the porch,” he said, sticking his pipe in his mouth, “and all’s forgiven.”  
“Her name was Nellie,” he said once they’d settled into the twin rocking chairs on the rickety porch. He pulled a soft piece of worn parchment from his pocket. A realistic drawing of a young girl. She had brown hair and a calm smile and he hadn’t been wrong, she did favor Abby, especially around the eyes.  
“She’s lovely,” Abby said, handing the parchment back. “What—what happened?”
He sighed, tucking the picture back into his pocket with great care. “We came down from Oregon territory, had a little cabin up there. Isolated. Could’ve seen myself to the end of my days right there, but Nellie was born ill. Somethin’ with ‘er brain, I suppose. She’d have fits, scare us half to death, but then she’d wake up, spry as springtime. But it got worse when she got older. Then my wife’s brother come down here to build an Inn, and I got my wife in my ear tellin’ me the city’s the best place for Nellie to get some help. So, we move. Hadn’t been here more than three months when Nellie met somebody. A boy named Cole. Man, I suppose. Too old fer her, anyway.”
He rocked back and forth, sucking on his pipe and lacing the air with oaky vanilla plumes.  
“The man had a reputation—he’d blown into town with a gang of gunslingers. People treated ‘em like dime novel heroes, but I saw the truth of it. They were criminals, runnin’ town to town, takin’ what they wanted. Wasn’t love that man wanted with Nellie, and I tried tellin’ ‘er but she wouldn’t hear a lick. They were leavin’ for another city and she wanted to go along. I told her no. Her mother told her no. Still a child at fifteen, least to my mind.”
Abby nodded. She thought so too. She’d been fifteen when her first friend was married. They’d started that summer catching fireflies and sneaking off to swim in the creek, looking for pennies in the road to buy sweet ice from the cart. But by summer’s end Lydia was a wife, and Abby was left looking backward, squinting at the past weeks, trying to pinpoint the exact day that childhood had ended.  
“Begged Cole not to take ‘er. Told him she was sick. Didn’t much matter. He took ‘er. Went after ‘em. Looked and looked. Made my wife angrier and angrier each time I came home without Nellie. Wasn’t a tracker back then. Not yet, anyhow. Year goes by, we get a letter from some do-gooder down near the border of Mexico. Writin’ to let us know he found our Nellie in the brush on the side of a road in the middle of nowhere. What was left of her. She had a letter on ‘er, addressed to us. He included it in the envelope he sent us, along with a few of ‘er effects. She’d been wantin’ to come home fer some time it seemed, she was gettin’ sicker, but Cole wouldn’t give ‘er the fare, wouldn’t help ‘er. Don’t know if she died of the sickness or by his hand, but that son of a bitch left ‘er there like she weren’t worth more ‘an a meal fer the vultures and the coyot’s. Like she didn’t even matter. Wife started havin’ dark nightdreams, bad thoughts and the like. She couldn’t sleep fer fear of closin’ her eyes and seein’ Nellie bein’ picked apart by hungry animals. Wasn’t a month later I found ‘er hangin’ out in the shed.”
He took a drag from his pipe, holding his breath for a long while before exhaling a smoky sigh.
“I’m sorry,” Abby said when it seemed he’d say no more. “To lose your wife and your—losing a child must be…” She looked at him. “It must be the worst thing in the world.”
He nodded, pulling on his beard the way he sometimes did when he was lost to his thoughts. “Way I figure, only thing worse is buryin’ your child while ‘er still alive. Throwin’ them away while ‘er heart’s still beatin’.”
Abby swallowed and looked away.  
“Not all folk are bad, blondie. Yer welcome to stay here long as you need, no strings. And now on, you feel unpeaceable ‘bout somethin’ you come tell me. Quit keepin’ it all to yerself, lettin’ it fester.”
Abby’s throat clenched and she couldn’t quite look him in the eye. “Thank you.”
Come tell me. Quit keepin’ it all to yourself.
It was, perhaps, the most foreign thought she’d entertained yet. She’d spent a lifetime sweeping thoughts into dark corners. She’d survived by keeping it all to herself. How presumptuous to suggest she share her thoughts with him. How startling to realize she wanted to do just that.  
They watched the sky turn from purple to black, the stars coming out in droves, nothing but the creaking chairs and the cricket’s song to fill their ears.  
Finally, Frex heaved himself up with a groan. “Gettin’ late. You comin’ in?”
She looked up at him, at his small twinkling eyes, the deep lines of his face drawn from years of laughter and years of sorrow in equal measure. Not all folk are bad.
“I want to hire you.”  
He looked surprised. “Hire me?”
Abby nodded, and then he was smiling like he understood.  
“You fixin’ to send me after yer woman, eh?” He tsked. “Pesky thing ‘bout love is it usually runs faster when you start givin’ chase.”
“I don’t,” Abby said quickly, shaking her head, “I—not her.” Not yet. “I want to find the others. The children and Lewis. But I don’t have—well. Anything. All I have is a deed sitting in the bank downtown. An empty plot of land. So I need—I don’t know, a job I suppose, so I can pay you in the first place, and then I’ll need a place to stay with them but I don’t even know if—”
“These are the folk lived out yonder in Wry with her?”
Abby nodded. “They were a family and it all got torn apart. My father—” She rubbed at her nose feeling unexpectedly weepy. “I want to put it all back. Fix it. They were a family, we were a family, even if it was just for a little while and I need to get them back for her.”
Frex was nodding. “First, we get that deed from the bank ‘fore someone does. Yer Pa still in town?”
Abby gave a slow shrug. She hadn’t even thought about that. About how her father would be looking to take the land back himself.  
“After we have the deed, well,” Frex shook his head. “It’ll be bad news for the chickens, I’ll tell you that. Only fair yer the one breaks the news to ‘em.”
Abby sniffled. “The chickens?”
“Gonna have a full house. Chickens’ll have to give up their room. Mrs. Beelzebub will be out for blood.”
Abby was hugging him before she realized what she was doing, and he seemed taken aback at first, standing there awkwardly like he wasn’t quite sure what to do with his arms. Eventually, he settled for patting her on the head twice with his massive hand, muttering a soft okay, blondie.
“Thank you,” Abby managed through her tears. “I promise it’s not forever; I just need to get them back before too much time goes by, I’ll find work and we’ll get out of your way as soon as—” She grinned up at him. “Just for a little while, I promise.”
“Hush,” he said. “I’m glad fer the company.”
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The problem was, there were mines everywhere. Hundreds of them. Government owned, privately owned, foreign owned. Some dug by amateur prospectors and still others dug by bored adolescents. There were no less than five-hundred active mines in the twenty-mile radius around Gauntlet’s Landing, and after a week of searching they were no closer to figuring out which mine had Lewis.  
“Yes, Lewis,” Abby had grown accustomed to answering the same questions a thousand times over as she and Frex spent their days frequenting nearby prospecting headquarters. “No, I don’t know his last name—tall, yes, very. I—I don’t know his age. Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight, if I had to guess.”
“Not our policy to hire half-wits,” came the ready answer, or different variations of it, at every desk they stood before.  
And Abby would shake her head. “He wasn’t hired, he was sold by a Reverend Dawson.”
“Not in the habit of taking slaves,” the greasy man behind the desk would always say, his smile slick.
“Hafta stop mentionin’ that last part, blondie,” Frex muttered on the way home after another failed attempt. “They’re not gonna admit usin’ slave labor, not out this way. Specially not a pale skin.”
“How else do I ask? There are so many mines…”
“And us come to question like this is only makin’ mouths close tighter.”
Another week passed, and when they’d spoken to every last foreman in Gauntlet’s Landing without even a hint of hope, doubt began to creep in. It started as a rumble, low in Abby’s gut like stomach pains as they crossed the center square. There were men working on the gallows. Readying them. It was Saturday night and there’d be a hanging in the morning. The rumble turned to nausea and she doubled over in the street.
“Blondie!” Frex’s hand took up nearly the whole of her back. “You sick?”
She straightened, a hand over her mouth until she was sure the nausea had passed.
“We’re not going to find him,” she said. “We’re never going to find him.”
Beside her, Frex sighed. “When’s the last time you ate?” He was always doing that. Checking in on her. “Think we’ve earned ourselves a night on the town, whaddya say?” He nodded in the direction of the Hanging Lantern. “They have a roasted game hen you’d smack an infant fer.”
Abby’s stomach growled. It was entirely possible that she was just really hungry. She let Frex lead her to the Inn.
It was a welcomed change, seeing the Inn’s dining room from a fireside chair and not the floor. There were other diners, the room abuzz with the soft hum of conversation, the clinking of silver against plates.  
“Evening,” Nicholas said, appearing with a loaf of warm bread that Abby felt no shame ripping into immediately. “Your order, sir?” Frex ordered the game hen and Nicholas turned to Abby. “Madam?”
Abby laughed around her mouthful of bread. “Nicholas, it’s me.”
The boy was looking between them. He’d seemed suspicious when Frex had cleared her debt and he seemed suspicious now, the two of them dining together. It was a fair assumption the boy was making—Gauntlet’s Landing was full of dubious arrangements, but it bothered Abby a great deal that the boy suspected such a thing of her. Frex seemed to arrive at the same understanding and he laughed, sudden and jovial.
“Don’t tell me she didn’t mention we was kin?” Frex asked, sending Abby a ridiculously affronted scowl. “My niece,” Frex gestured at Abby, “come to stay with me fer a spell.”
“I thought…” Nicholas looked at Abby again. “I thought your kin was back east?”
“They are, but I, um. I have family here too.”
“Thought you were Mr. Hawksley’s kin?” He looked at Frex.
“My wife was.”
“That’s real terrible,” Nicholas said, shaking his head at Abby and lowering his voice. “Mr. Hawksley making you pay your debt in labor that way when you’re practically kin.” He sent her an apologetic grimace. “All the same, good to see you again.” He smiled and took her order—game hen, because Frex would pile half of his on her plate to get her to try it if she didn’t, so she might as well just order it herself.
They’d made a list of all the prospecting offices near and far, every last one within reasonable distance, and later, when the food had been eaten and the dishes had been cleared, Abby unfolded the parchment atop the table.
“We went to every last one,” she said. “They’re lying, one of them lied.”
“Possible they don’t rightly know who’s down the mine and who isn’t,” Frex said. “They’re topside at a desk crunchin’ sums, could be they just don’t—”
“We have to go to the mines then,” Abby said. “It’s the only way to know for sure.”
“Battlecreek Mine,” Nicholas said, suddenly standing at Abby’s side with a rag, pointing at the parchment. “It’s Battlecreek, not Battlecreed like you’ve got written. There’s a mine called Halfcreed but that’s a fair journey north, anyway.”
“Oh,” Abby said, smiling politely with a little shrug because it didn’t actually matter what any of the mines were called, according to the people running them Lewis might’ve just as well been a ghost.
“Not being nosy or nothing,” Nicholas said, wiping down the table, “just thought I’d mention, because if you mean to go see the mines in person, you’ll want to be careful where you go. Battlecreek’s honest work, but I’d stay clear of Halfcreed.”  
“Mighty fine informant you are,” Frex winked at the boy, tossing him a silver dollar. A bigger tip than he’d probably seen all year.  
“Hang on,” Abby was scanning the parchment, her eyes practically crossing from all the many names scribbled there. Ironside Mine. Bentley Cross Station Camp. Grand Junction Underground. Green Rapids Quarry. “It’s not here—” She checked the list again before looking up. “Halfcreed Mine isn’t listed.”
“Pardon my saying so but if it’s work your looking for I think you could do better than the mines,” Nicholas was saying. “My Pa says only the most desperate of women turn to the mines. Better to turn to the streets first because at least you’ll have a bed.” His eyes went wide. “My Pa’s words, mind. No disrespect.”
Abby was hardly listening. “It’s not on the list, Frex. Halfcreed Mine isn’t on the list.” She looked at Nicholas. “What do you know about Halfcreed?”
“It’s run by crooks,” he said. “Bad people. I wouldn’t go up there if I was—”
“What else do you know?”
“Hear stories of parts caving in from time to time. Hear they don’t dig the people out, they just find new people to keep on mining. They find folk desperate enough and they send them in.” His eyes changed. “My brother went to work at Halfcreed when he was thirteen. They use women and children for the tight spaces, see. When the section he was mining caved in they just abandoned it altogether, started digging somewhere else. We had to buy a new pair of work boots because my Ma insisted on having something to set in the coffin. Didn’t feel right to bury an empty box, I guess.”
Abby squeezed the boy’s hand and he seemed to snap out of it, sending her an embarrassed smile.  
“If someone were to try to sell a person…” She glanced at Frex, then back at Nicholas. “We’re looking for someone. A man who was sold to the mines for slave labor. Do you think Halfcreed is capable of that? Using slaves?”
He was nodding before she finished asking. “Halfcreed’s the first place I’d look.”
They rose early the next morning, Frex atop his own horse and Abby with a horse rented from the Inn’s stable. It took until mid-afternoon to get there.  
Halfcreed Mine was a fortress surrounded by a massive wall of thick posts, each one tall as a tree, their ends sharpened to points like giant spears threatening the sky. The wall stretched endlessly in either direction, and it took a good deal of time to skirt the edge until they found an opening.
“Greetings, friend,” Frex tipped his hat to the man standing guard at the opening. “We’re here to inquire ‘bout gainin’ entry.”
“Private property, says right on the sign.” the man grunted. He was cradling a large gun and eyeing them carefully. When he’d spoken, he’d pointed at a sign hung up on one of the posts, but it didn’t say Private Property, it merely said the name of the mine.
“We’ve no desire to trespass,” Abby said, “we have business with the foreman.”
The guard looked between them. “Foreman know you’re coming?”
Abby swallowed. “Not—not yet.”
Frex shot her a look and Abby shrugged at him. She wasn’t about to lie to someone holding an enormous firearm.  
“Would be worth his while to meet with us,” Frex said, taking his purse from the saddlebag. They’d visited the bank the day prior and Frex had withdrawn an impressive sum from his account. “Don’t know he’d look kindly on you steppin’ between him and a lucrative profit.”
“Foreman don’t know who the fuck you are, he sure as shit ain’t lookin’ to do dealin’s with you.”
Just then, an idea came to Abby from out of the blue. “There’s a warrant out for an employee of yours.” She could feel Frex eyeing her but she pushed on, making it up as she went. “We’re here to collect him.”
The guard looked her up and down. “An’ who the fuck are you?”
“I’m—I’m a clerk. For the—” she glanced at Frex, “we’re clerks, for the, um—the Civil Court in Gauntlet’s Landing.”
“Civil Court?” The guard laughed. “In the territory? Think I’m fucking stupid, do you?”
Time for a gamble. She reached into her vest and drew out the deed to Promise, the one Frex had helped her procure during their bank visit. She unfolded it and held it out.  
“It says right here. Proof of employment by Gauntlet Landing’s Civil Cou—their newly founded Civil Court. See? That’s my signature on the line there, and this man is my clerk’s apprentice.”
The man narrowed his eyes at that.  
“I’m his apprentice,” she corrected quickly, “because I’m a woman, so there’s a lot I don’t understand.”  
Frex shot her a look like she’d overdone it, but the man didn’t notice, he was looking at the deed.
He nodded to himself as he read. Pretended to read. He was illiterate, Abby had recognized it the moment he’d pointed at the sign.  
She hurried on with her story as he handed the paper back to her. “The man we’re looking for was kidnapped by the outlaw JT London long ago and spent a good many years with her. He’s a witness to a number of her crimes, and the courts are looking for him to help put a dangerous criminal away.” Abby watched the guard chewing her words over. “Now, we could go through the proper channels and come back with reinforcements, or you could let us in and we can take care of this now. If I were your foreman, I think I’d prefer to settle the matter quietly, before the law comes poking around.”
The man considered her for a long moment before finally heaving a sigh. “Wait here.”
He disappeared into the fortress, the massive wooden doors slamming shut after him.  
“Scary how easy you lie,” Frex shot her a grin.
“Necessary skill to have in the West, apparently. I learned quick.”
The doors opened again. The guard appeared.  
“Follow me,” he said.  
Abby shot Frex a proud grin and he chuckled, shaking his head.  
There were rows upon rows of tents, stained red with the desert’s dust. The guard led them to a large tent, two beefy dogs barking and tethered out front. There were more guards inside, all holding guns. A man in a ragged, brown top hat sat behind a desk, curling one side of his greasy moustache around his finger.  
“Well?” The first guard barked at Abby. “Tell the foreman what you told me.”
So Abby did, and the man listened carefully, twirling his moustache as he did. She was terrified he was going to ask to see the paper she’d shown the guard—she hadn’t planned that far ahead. But miraculously, the foreman seemed more interested in Frex’s money.   
“How much?” He nodded at the purse.  
“Hundred-fifty seems a generous offer to me, friend,” Frex said jovially, untying the cords.
“Wasn’t asking what seems fair, friend. Asking how much you got on you.” He just kept twirling his moustache.  
“We both know you didn’t pay more than ninety fer him, if that,” Frex said.  
“I do a lot of business,” the foreman said, “I can’t say what I paid but surely if the law is after him then he’s of some value.” There was a glint in the man’s eye, like he was onto their lie. “And if he’s valuable, well.” The man grinned. “He’ll be priced accordingly.”
Abby’s heart sunk. She glanced at Frex. Any minute now. Any minute he was going to throw his hands up and tell her she wasn’t worth all this. All this fuss, all this money. He’d waved away her offer of a contract—a promise to pay him for his tracking services as soon as she could. But she’d known he would, he was generous to a fault, and she had plans to pay him back all the same. But this—if rescuing Lewis alone was to cost a small fortune, she’d be in Frex’s debt forever.  
She swallowed. “What if—” She glanced at Frex before standing tall before the foreman. “What if I work in the mines myself for a time—long enough to pay whatever sum is required for—”
Frex interrupted by slamming his purse on the desk. “Three hundred. It’s all I have and it’s all you’ll get. Take it or leave it.”
The foreman smiled, then counted the money right there, taking his time with it. Finally, he looked up, nodding at the first guard.  
“You’ll be able to recognize this wanted man of yours?” The foreman asked.
Abby nodded.
“The guard will take you down. Pleasure doing business.”
“That was stupid,” Abby hissed at Frex as they followed the guard down the small dusty lane, tents flanking them on either side. “Just gave away all you have.”
“No more stupid than you offerin’ to work here yerself, you loon.” He shook his head at her. “And who says it’s all I have? Just cause I live simply don’t mean I’m poor.”
Abby glared at him. “You could’ve bartered a bit at least. Now I owe you three hundred dollars on top of your tracking—”
“Oh hush. Don’t want yer money. Think of it as backpay, if you like.”
“Backpay for what?”
“Fer cleanin’ my goddamn house so well I have to track mud and spill crumbs just to make it familiar.”
They were coming up on an opening in the earth, a large doorway bracketed by massive wooden beams. There were tracks leading out of the mine, large carts sitting idly, waiting to be used to haul out whatever it was they were digging for.  
The guard led them down, a single lantern in his hand to light the way. The ground sloped treacherously and Abby lost her footing several times, only for Frex to grab her and haul her upright like she was a ragdoll.  
There were voices just ahead. Someone shouting, another answering. Abby could sense movement in the dark, and sure enough the lantern’s glow began to catch on bodies moving at the sides of the wide hall, digging and slicing at the earth, ignoring them as they passed.
When they reached a small antechamber their guard spoke to an overseer, who nodded at whatever he was told and disappeared further into the mine.  
“He’s gone to line up the laborers,” the guard explained. “You can pick yours out and be on your way.”
The overseer returned moments later and they followed him, the guard lighting the way with the lantern. How the others were able to see in the near-blackness—never mind work—Abby couldn’t fathom.  
It was the stench that hit her first, something acrid and sharp mixed with unwashed bodies and sweat. Something worse too, like sickness or rot. She gagged, and Frex shoved a handkerchief at her. He had one over his own nose too, but they did little to stave off the horrid odor.
“Follow me down the line,” the overseer grumbled, taking the lantern from the guard.
The laborers were standing shoulder to shoulder in the darkness. As the lantern’s glow passed over their faces, Abby felt it happening again—the world rearranging itself around her. She’d never seen anything like it.  
Back in Stillwater there’d been whispers of war—talk that President Fillmore’s Compromise had done nothing to quell the unrest between the North and the South. Rumors that tensions were escalating, that the country was a powder keg just waiting for a spark. Iowa was a free state and there’d been no slaves in Stillwater—people there waxed poetic about idle hands and the importance of tending to one’s own household. Truthfully Stillwater was too poor for slavery to be a consideration even if it was legal, but it didn’t stop her father from preaching the necessity of Southern sympathy in the event of a war. Ephesians 6: Slaves, be obedient to your human masters with fear and trembling, her father had proclaimed from the pulpit. The Lord gives his blessing to the slaveowner, he said, and to outlaw such a practice is to make punishable that which our Savior has ordained.
Abby hated the idea of slavery. Hated that her father preached in favor of it. A small part of her hoped there would be a war, that the slaves deserved a battle fought for their freedom.  
But Abby had been headed for Promise, California. A free state. Far from any trouble between the North and South. Far from the fabled plantations and their dark-skinned captives. Far enough for Abby to forget. For her to leave the notion of slavery back east; there to read about in the papers if the powder keg ever did explode.  
How ignorant. How stupid to think slavery adhered to geography. Shame was a hot poker jabbed between her ribs.
Nearly all the laborers were dark-skinned, and they cringed at the light when it passed them by. As if they hadn’t seen the sun in years. Quite a few were young—boys, really, no older than Jack. There were men and women too, people of all different ages, their clothing ragged and their eyes hollow. Slaves. It was the only word for what they were.  
They were nearing the end of the line and there was still no sign of Lewis. Abby’s stomach was sinking. She’d been so certain he’d be here—so certain she’d let Frex pay the foreman three-hundred dollars to—
“Not dead.” The voice came from behind her. “Not dead. Not dead. Not dead.”
She turned and there he was. She’d walked right past him—he was unrecognizable, streaked in mud and filth, his hair quite a bit longer than it had been. A beard had grown in, thick stubble on his face and neck. But he was smiling, clutching Silver beneath his chin.  
She let out a sob she hadn’t realized was lurking in her throat, wrapping him in an enormous hug despite his ghastly smell.  
“Not dead! Not dead! Not dead!” He was shouting it now and Abby heard the guards chuckling at him. At his expense.
“I know, I know, you’re not dead, you survived, you survived the mines and I’m taking you—”
But Lewis was shaking his head and tapping her sternum with his filthy fingertip. “Not dead.”
Of course. The canyon. The last time he’d seen her she’d been hanging off the side of the canyon. Had he been worried for her all this time?
“I’m not dead.” She hugged him again. “And we’re—this is my friend Frex, he’s a good man, and we’re here to bring you home.” She tugged on Lewis’s arm, eager to get out of the mine as fast as possible, eager to get out herself.  
But Lewis wouldn’t budge.
“It’s okay,” Abby said to him, “we paid the foreman and you can come with us, you won’t be in trouble.”
But still, he wouldn’t move. She looked at the guard who gave a half-hearted nod.  
“You can go with her,” the guard said, “fee’s been paid.”
Lewis had begun to shake his head. “No. No, no. No, no, no—”
“Lewis—”
He was frantic, pulling at his hair as Frex came and attempted to strong-arm him into leaving.  
“Come along, friend,” Frex said softly, “there’s a good meal and a warm bed waiting for you at home.”
Abby winced. The other slaves were right there listening. It was so cruel.
Lewis was yanking his arm from Frex’s grip, making high-pitched noises and clutching Silver desperately.  
They should’ve rescued the children first. Jack would’ve been able to talk him out of his meltdown, he was always the one to intervene.
Suddenly Lewis grabbed Abby’s forearm, a tight clamp that had her on edge—he was acting unpredictable, and there were times he didn’t seem to understand his own strength. But he wasn’t pulling on her, he wasn’t squeezing. He was begging her with his eyes. There was something he was trying to say.  
“Okay,” she said softly. “Okay, I’m listening.” She could do this. “Do you want to come with us?” She held up her left fist. “Or stay here?” Her right fist.
Immediately he pointed to her left.  
“Good, Lewis. Good, you want to come with us. But—but you’re scared? Scared you’ll be in trouble with the guards?”
A furious headshake. Okay, not that.  
“Are you—” But Abby was out of questions.  
She stared at him, watching his eyes as he seemed to attempt to gather himself, pulling incredible strength from his own depths to muster his next words.
“Come with us,” he said, and the effort to string even just those meager words seemed to exhaust him.
Abby smiled. “Of course I’m coming with you, that’s the whole—”
“No. No—her. Her. Her.” He turned back to the line of laborers, pulling a slight woman from the ranks. “Her.”
The woman was looking at the ground. She looked to be around Abby’s age perhaps, with brown skin and a filthy rag wrapped around her hair.   
“The two of them are friendly,” the guard grunted. “We’ve had issues with them refusing to be separated.” He stepped toward them and raised his gun. “Come on now,” he barked at Lewis, “time to go, she’s staying here—”
“NO!” Lewis stepped in front of the woman, shoving the muzzle of the man’s gun away with great force.  
“Forget I’m your superior, boy?” The guard said, gripping the gun by the barrel and moving as if to hit Lewis with the heavy butt of it.  
“Wait!” Abby stopped him. “Wait, just—” She looked at Lewis again. There was something there in his eyes. That clarity that was always so present, yet so readily dismissed by everyone not willing to look beyond his peculiarities. His eyes said it all. This woman meant something to him and he wasn’t leaving without her. Abby sighed and nodded to him. Nodded that she understood.
She looked at the woman. “What’s your name?”
The woman’s eyes flicked up to hers for a split-second, then back down to the floor. Abby’s heart stuttered. She—she was familiar, somehow—it made no sense but Abby was certain she’d seen those eyes before.  
“Won’t get an answer from her,” the guard chuckled. “Apples from the same spoiled barrel, both of them. Not a full thought between.”
Abby fought down a wave of anger. “Just because they don’t speak like you or I doesn’t mean they don’t—” Her heart stopped. No. There was no way. The world was far too vast for such coincidences, there was no possible way it could be—
She stepped toward the woman, gently lifted her chin until they were eye to eye.
Oh my God. “Ella?”
The woman’s eyes fluttered, she looked confused.  
Abby peered at her, the lantern barely enough to truly make out her features. It couldn’t be her. It made no sense. This woman was a slave, and Ella had been…Abby shook her head.
“I’m sorry,” she said to the woman, “you look like someone I used to know.”
The woman reached for Abby’s hand, positioning it so Abby’s palm was facing her. Then, as Abby’s heart surged and brimmed to bursting, the woman tapped her fingertips to Abby’s, one at a time before wiggling their fingers together. Their secret handshake, invented one afternoon in the meadow beyond the parish the summer Ella’s family passed through Stillwater.  
“It’s you,” Abby breathed, shock coursing in her veins, “it’s really you!”
“Blondie?”
Abby glanced over her shoulder at Frex. “I know this woman, we were friends in Stillwater! Her family passed through many years ago on their way west and they—” She looked at Ella. What had happened to her parents for her to end up slaving in the mines? Abby glanced at Frex once more. “We can’t leave her here.”
Ella had been smiling at Abby, beaming, seemingly overjoyed at their fateful reunion, but just then she was wracked by a fit of coughs—deep and painful sounding.  
“Olive,” Lewis said softly.
Abby nodded. Ella’s coughs were just like Olive’s.   
“How long has this woman been working here?” Abby asked the guard.  
“Fuck if I know,” he said, “think we’re all pals down here?”
“She’s sick,” Abby whirled on him. “You hear her coughs? She needs a doctor.”
The guard and overseer laughed at that.  
“How much?” Abby asked through clenched teeth. “How much to take her with us?”
“Not an option,” the guard said. “She’s—”
But his words were lost to Ella’s coughing, louder and angrier this time.  
Frex handed Ella his handkerchief and she sent him a grateful look, coughing into it several more times.  
“We can come back with more money,” Abby said, praying Frex would save any argument on that point until after they were out of the guards’ earshot. “How much?”
“Take your boy and go,” the guard said. “We’ve been obliging so far but you’re testing my temper.”
“It’s consumption,” Frex said softly.
“How’s that now?” The overseer peered around Frex to see what he was talking about.  
Frex held up the handkerchief. It was spotted through with large drops of blood. Undeniable.  
Abby’s heart sunk. Ella’s eyes were wide. Lewis was nibbling on Silver’s ear, looking between Ella and the men.  
Frex folded up the handkerchief and pocketed it. “Yer foreman probably makes these poor souls work straight through ‘er sickness til they plumb drop dead. But this sort of sickness,” he pointed to the kerchief in his pocket, “it’ll make its way through the mine in a matter of weeks. Days, even. It’ll come fer you too,” he said to the guard, “you can bet yer sweet sassafras, the lung don’t care if yer a slave or a king.”
The overseer looked terrified. He kept glancing over at the guard.
“Save yer own hides if you let us take ‘er,” Frex said softly, “could just as easily tell yer foreman she succumbed to the sickness.”
Ella started coughing again, rattling and miserable, as the guards watched her with dawning horror.
The guard seemed to snap. “Fine. Take her. You’ll have to leave through the western gate or the foreman’ll hang us all.”
It wasn’t until they’d left Halfcreed in the distance behind them that Abby allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief. They were riding back across the open desert, two to a horse—Lewis with Frex and Ella with Abby.  
Abby was juggling the reins in one hand, trying to keep her shirt pulled up over her nose with the other. Frex pulled his horse up alongside hers and started to say something but stopped when he saw what she was doing.
“This one stinks too,” he nodded at Lewis, “but you get used to it. Little bit rude of you to—”
“It’s not that.” Abby lowered her voice, a pointless nicety when Ella was sitting right there. “I don’t want to risk consumption.”
Frex laughed suddenly, a booming rumble.  
Abby looked at him, surprised.
“Mrs. Beelzebub likes bacon, we was fightin’ over the last piece this mornin’.” He held up his thumb. “Got me good, bled like she’d done butchered me.”
There was a nasty gash on the tip of his thumb, and suddenly Abby realized what he was telling her.  
Her jaw dropped. “You—she doesn’t—so she’s…?”
“In need of fresh air? Sure’s shootin’. Otherwise she’s fit as a forest.” Frex winked at Ella then grinned at Abby. “You can thank Mrs. Beelzebub later,” he laughed, then immediately sobered. “Don’t actually thank ‘er though, she’d consider it a sign of weakness and she’d come fer you in yer sleep.”
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Ella mostly stared at the ground the first day. She’d glance up when Lewis was near, smiling at him before looking back down. But when Abby pulled out a clean skirt and shirt from her own dresser and handed them to Ella telling her they were all hers and they’d buy more at the market that week, Ella caught her hand and squeezed.
Abby looked at her. “What happened? To you, to your parents?”
The warmth drained from Ella’s eyes and she shook her head, one little shake. She had a scar by her jaw that she hadn’t had the last time Abby saw her. There were more on her arms, Abby noticed, trying not to make it obvious she was looking.  
“Were you in the mines a long time?” Abby asked softly.
Ella nodded.  
“Years?”
Another nod.  
“I’m sorry.”
Ella swallowed and mustered a little smile. Her forehead wrinkled in thought and then she was pointing at Abby, then pointing at her own mouth, a wider smile on her lips now. She did it again, and Abby understood, warmth blossoming in her chest.
“I’m happy to see you too,” she said, “I missed you when you left Stillwater. I had to endure my father’s lengthy Sunday sermons, and I couldn’t even distract myself with the anticipation of sneaking away to chase fireflies in the field with you afterward.”
Ella rolled her eyes and made a retching noise at the mention of Abby’s father and his sermons, and they both broke into a fit of laughter. That was all it took, really. All it took for fifteen years to vanish. For it to feel like they’d never been apart.  
Suddenly Ella was hugging her, tight and true. She pulled back, another little wrinkle in her brow, tapping her own heart and steepling her hands, nodding at Abby.  
Abby shook her head. “Please don’t thank me, I’m ecstatic to have you here.” She put her hand to the side of her mouth, whispering, “And clearly, so is Lewis.”
Ella’s eyes flashed with a quick grin, then she was looking away as her cheeks turned red.  
There was a straw mattress in one of the spare rooms, and once Lewis and Ella had bathed and eaten their fill of elk stew and berry cobbler, they fell fast asleep, side by side.  
“Was gonna suggest she stay in your room,” Frex muttered as he and Abby stood in the doorway of the spare room, “but seems folk don’t have much use fer propriety when they’re bone-dead exhausted.”
Abby followed him out to the porch. Settled beside him in the rocking chair. Their evening routine.  
“Thank you,” she said. “For getting him back.”
“All I did was pay for it, blondie, and I’m happy to do so.” He lit his pipe. “One down, two to—well, two down, suppose. Two to go.”
It was embarrassing, how much Abby owed the man. But he said it with a hopeful smile, like it was their mission and not just hers.
They were quiet for some time, watching the sun set. It was setting earlier and earlier these days. Soon it would be September. Soon it would be a whole new season, and the very idea made Joey seem farther away than ever. Joey would forever stay trapped within two short weeks of summer, while the rest of Abby’s world hurtled on into autumn.
“What can be done for them?” Abby looked at Frex. “The slaves down in the mine?”
Frex shook his head. “Could buy ‘em if you had the money. Set ‘em free, one by one. But then what? Gonna house ‘em and feed ‘em too? Near impossible fer former slaves to find honest work, the laws are set up that way. Keep ‘em down. Keep ‘em disadvantaged. Meanwhile, the foreman will just buy more. It’s a system, blondie.”
“There’s talk of war back east. North against South. A war to free the slaves.”
Frex laughed, but not unkindly. “Don’t doubt there will be a war, and I don’t doubt they’ll claim it’s to free the slaves.”
Abby looked at him. “What else would it be for?”
“There’s a million reasons men go to war and just one reason they don’t.” He looked at her. “Benevolence.”
“But surely there are good people who see the truth of slavery? Who see that it’s abhorrent?”
“War’s a rich man’s game,” Frex said. “You ask yourself why any rich man would spend his money ending slavery when slavery’s the reason that man got rich in the first. White folk been climbing the backs of brown folk for centuries. Treatin’ ‘em like a goddamn staircase. You wanna know why that is?”
Abby looked at him.
“They’re scared of ‘em. Scared of their power, their greatness. Those slaves were kings and queens where they came from. Was took from. And white folk know it. And they’re plumb terrified.”
Abby was silent for a time, turning his words in her head like a stone in her palm.  
“So…what can be done?” She asked again.  
Frex stared off, sucking on his pipe and shaking his head.
He never did answer the question.  
It was strange, the four of them under one roof. Frex was doing a wonderful job playing host, but it was clear he wasn’t quite used to Lewis’s oddities, Ella’s little quirks, the deafening silence despite the packed dinner table. Frex would talk loudly and often, perhaps to overcompensate.  
But that abated as the days passed. Ella was rather clever in the kitchen and seemed to enjoy making meals for everyone. Lewis took great interest in Frex’s two goats, and he set to work grooming them each day and helping Frex to build a new enclosure for the impending winter months.  
He and Ella could often be found, heads bowed together, giggling over this or that. Abby had read to Lewis one night—David Copperfield, the bookseller had finally had a copy in stock—but by the next day Ella had taken over the task, holding the book for Lewis so they could read together silently. Abby tried not to let it sting.  
Instead, she turned her attention to the chickens’ room, scrubbing up the feathers and filth.
“Honestly,” she’d said to Frex on her fifth trip to empty brown bucket water outside, “it wouldn’t kill them to sleep in a coop. Lewis could build it for you.”
Just then, Mrs. Beelzebub had launched a sneak attack from the roof, landing on Abby’s head and pecking at her ears as Abby flailed around, trying to wrangle the creature off of her.  
Frex was chuckling when Mrs. Beelzebub finally flew away, leaving Abby to run her hand through hair as smooth as unbaled hay.
“They were here first,” Frex said, which Abby had to admit was true enough. “And besides,” he’d lowered his voice, “Mrs. B can tie knots with ‘er beak, seen it myself. You wanna be strangled by a bird? Cause I don’t, I can tell you that.”
The children’s room was ready by Friday of that week. A mattress hauled on horseback from downtown, brand new sheets in cornflower blue. Two stuffed toys—little dogs, one yellow, one green—that Frex claimed had just been lying around in the closet, though Abby had spotted him at the toy vendor’s in the market earlier that week.  
The room was ready, and when Saturday dawned, bright and crisp, they saddled their horses and set off for the Drifter’s Market leaving Ella and Lewis behind—Lewis holding a goat, Ella waving goodbye.  
The Drifter’s Market came into view just before sunset.  
They left their horses with the stableboy in the antechamber livery. Abby swore she could hear her own heartbeat as they stepped from the cave’s hallway into the bustling marketplace, lit by twilight’s dusky glow. She was nervous. And excited. Nervous to see the children—to have to tell them about Joey. About Moon. Excited because she’d missed them. She’d missed them so much.  
But as they joined the throng of shoppers hurrying this way and that, another thought occurred to her. If Joey was living out in the desert alone, maybe she’d come to the Drifter’s for supplies. Maybe someone had seen her. Maybe she’d realized she’d made a mistake, maybe she was waiting up in Dessert Sun with Ben, Esther and the children, about to be blindsided by Abby’s arrival. Abby’s stomach flipped. She should’ve worn a nicer shirt. Her stomach flipped again. Please let her be there.  
She led Frex through the Drifter’s, her eyes flicking to every dark head of hair, every wide-brimmed hat. As they went, vendors tried to entice them with calls of sit for a portrait, only five dollars for a portrait and custom spurs, gold-plated, platinum, you name it! A man sidled up beside Frex—the same one who’d tried to sell Abby opium the last time she’d been there.
“This your little wife?” He eyed Abby, who was just about to take a page out of Joey’s book and tell the man to fuck off when Frex laughed, loud and booming.
“No, no—gosh, no. Not married, not anymore.”
Abby shook her head at him. For someone who claimed to be world-traveled, Frex was endearingly naïve.  
“Not married you say! Unattached,” the man grinned, brown teeth like crooked tent pegs. “I have a lovely group of girls who could tend to—”
“He’s not interested,” Abby said, “move along.” She glanced at Frex as the man walked away. “You’re as bad as I was my first time here.”
Frex chuckled. Abby looked back over her shoulder at the train car brothel the man had retreated to, painted girls standing idly by the entrance. A flash of red hair caught her eye. The red-haired girl who’d given Joey the stack of Wanted posters. She was leaning back against the car’s exterior, laughing with a shorter blonde woman, both of them in brightly colored corsets and not much else.  
“Blondie?” Frex was eyeing her with curiosity.  
“Sorry—right,” Abby smiled at him. “Ben’s restaurant—right this way.”
Ben was rolling dough on the long wooden counter at the front of Dessert Sun when they ascended the large ladder. When he looked up and saw Abby his face changed, his mouth falling open and his rolling pin clattering to the floor.
He was around the bar in no time, reaching out both hands as he ran to Abby.
“My God,” he pulled her into an enormous hug. “We thought—” He shook his head and clutched her tighter. “It is so good to see you, Abby, this is—this is wonderful, we didn’t know if—if you’d—”
“Is Olive okay?” Abby asked quickly, to get her worst fear over with.  
“Fine,” Ben nodded, “she’s had a few attacks but none as bad as that day.”
“Abby!” Esther shouted from across the restaurant, several patrons stopping mid-bite to watch her run to join in the reunion. There were tears in her eyes as she hugged Abby close. “We didn’t think you’d—” She closed her eyes. “Well. You’re here. You’re here and you’re safe. Thank God. Thank God.”
“Some of the Drifter’s merchants went east with a caravan a few weeks back,” Ben said softly, “and when they returned they brought word that Wry had been burned to the ground.” He swallowed. “We, um. We didn’t know if you’d—”
Abby took his hand. “We didn’t.” She looked at Esther. “We’re alive, both of us. Joey is alive.”
Esther blew out a sigh of relief, thanking God again under her breath.  
“But we—we were separated. She left me in Wry.” She glanced between them. “She hasn’t been to the Drifter’s?”
They shook their heads and Abby tried to ignore the tug of disappointment. “I don’t know where she is. I don’t know where she went. The last time we spoke she—I don’t think she’s planning to come back.”  
“Coward,” Ben spat, and Esther shushed him.
“She’s alive,” Esther sent Abby a gentle smile. “The rest is fixable.”
Abby grinned at that. She’s said the same thing, made a mantra of it that day. The day Joey had survived the dynamite. As long as they were alive, the rest was fixable.
Frex cleared his throat.
“Oh!” Abby reached for his arm. “This is Frex, he’s—” Well. She didn’t quite know how to finish that sentence. “He helped me, when I was alone.”
Esther grasped both of his hands in hers. “Thank you.”
“Ben Garcia,” Ben shook his hand, “and my wife, Esther. You’re most welcome here.”
Abby could’ve sworn Frex was blushing beneath his beard.  
“Sit,” Ben gestured, “I’m sure you have much to tell us. I’ll bring some food, some cactus cordial.”
“It’s really good,” Abby whispered to Frex.
They were making their way to the table when a little voice came from the top of the ladder.  
“Mrs. Proctor?”
Abby turned. Olive was standing there, poised and petite as ever, in trousers and two French braids.
All at once there was a knot in Abby’s throat. It was all she could do to fall to her knees and open her arms as Olive ran to her.  
The little girl clung to her. Abby was certain she’d never been hugged so fiercely in all her life. Suddenly there were tears against her neck, hot and wet, and Olive was shaking.  
“I’m sorry,” Olive managed between sobs and gasps, “I’m being perfectly silly, it’s just—” She pulled back, looking at Abby with shining eyes before hugging her tightly once more. “I’m so glad to see you, Mrs. Proctor, I’m the gladdest I’ve been in—in—” she whimpered, fighting more tears, “in as long as I can remember.”
“Me too, sweet girl.” Abby clutched her tighter. “I’m the gladdest too.”
Olive pulled back again, her eyes watery and bright. “Is Joey with you?”  
Abby glanced up at Ben, then Esther.
Esther cleared her throat. “Not yet, little one. Not quite yet.”
Olive nodded slightly and didn’t press for more, even as a bit of the light left her eyes.  
Abby stood, taking Olive’s hand in her own as she did. She looked around.  
“Where’s Jack?”
Esther glanced at Ben, and Ben looked at the floor.  
Abby’s heart skipped. “What is it?”
“He’s a good boy,” Ben started, a polite smile on his face, “and he’s suffered a trauma. Many times over he’s suffered, and we don’t blame him for—” He seemed to struggle for the words.
“He’s, um,” Esther shook her head, spinning the bracelet on her wrist with a sudden strange, nervous energy. “He’s not—he isn’t—”
“He isn’t Jack,” Olive said softly. “Not anymore.”
Everyone looked at Olive.
“What do you mean?” Abby asked her. There was a coil of dread within her, one that had been tightening for weeks with every thought of what if and too late. Collecting the pieces had been relatively easy thus far. Too easy. She should’ve known it was too good to be true.  
“Perhaps we should talk over tea,” Esther said, practically rubbing her wrist raw with the bangle.  
This time Abby turned down the cactus cordial, though Ben’s jackfruit biscuits were delightful.
There was room for all of them around the rough wood table, but Olive squeezed right up against Abby anyway, and as the meal went on she slowly migrated from her own chair until she was very nearly on Abby’s lap.  
Abby twirled one of Olive’s braids around her finger as they ate, making small talk; where Abby had gone after Wry, how Frex had found her, the room they’d readied for the children. They continued avoiding the bad news like a Jack-shaped white elephant as Ben asked Frex about the particulars of his tracking business, wholly fascinated by Frex’s theory on the half-life of campfire ash.  
Every so often Olive would look up at Abby, as if checking to make sure she was really there, sending her a quick smile that Abby would return. But she was quieter than Abby knew her to be. Not quite herself.  
Finally, the table grew quiet.  
“So,” Abby heaved a sigh, “where is Jack?”
“He’s here,” Esther answered quickly, “he’s here, but it’s like Olive said, he’s—he’s different.”
A tempest, was the way Ben described it. Jack had been swept into a tempest the day he’d been ripped from Wry. Ripped from Joey. The boy was gone, and in his place was a hurricane, dark and churning and destructive.  
“He’s angry,” Esther said. “That little boy is filled to bursting with all the world’s anger.”
“But he isn’t,” Olive said softly, not looking up from the braid she was weaving in a lock of Abby’s hair, “he’s sad.”  
Ben smiled softly. “Sometimes that’s the same thing.”
They would stay the night with Ben and Esther and set out in the morning. It was far too late to return to Gauntlet’s Landing the same day, so Abby and Frex followed Olive up a stone stairway at the back of Dessert Sun while Ben and Esther stayed behind to close up for the night.  
“The stairs were carved by ancient people many, many years ago,” Olive explained, “but the house was made naturally when the world started. Esther says God made it because God started the world, but I’m not convinced.”
Frex let out a guffaw, which seemed to please Olive quite a bit.
The antechamber at the top of the stairs was not at all what Abby was expecting. It was dark, even after Olive had lit several gas lamps, and it was small. Two beds lodged in opposite corners—the second one presumably set up more recently for the children. Torn fabric gave the illusion of privacy by each bed—burlap sacks cut open to hang from haphazard wooden beams, structural remnants from when the caves had been mined.  
“There’s an outhouse through there,” Olive pointed to a small opening in the cavern’s wall, “but the hall is dark so you’ll want to bring a lamp with you, and there’s spiders at night as big as my hand so I just hold it til morning.”
Abby laughed at that until she pictured what Olive was saying. Spiders as big as her hand. She looked around the chamber and her heart dipped with guilt. They were living in squalor.  
Something skittered across the floor, some sort of insect, and Olive squashed it beneath her boot before moving on to tug several flimsy bedrolls down from a shelf.
“It’s awful here,” Abby whispered to Frex while Olive was busy setting up makeshift beds on the floor. “I had no idea they were living like this.”
“Startin’ tomorrow they’ll have ‘er own bedroom,” Frex said softly, “clean start.”
“Yes, but—” Abby looked at him, “Ben and Esther. I had no idea they were living like this.”
“All finished,” Olive chirped, presenting her handiwork with a flourish.  
Abby smiled and tried to be appreciative all while picturing how easy it would be for hand-sized spiders to reach a person asleep on the floor.  
“Olive,” Abby looked around once more, “where is Jack?”
Her face changed. “He’s up there.” She pointed to the ceiling of the small cavern. “The roof. He stays up there all day. He’d stay all night too but Ben won’t let him.”
“How do I go up there? To the roof?”
“There’s a little tunnel just past the outhouse,” she pointed. “It’s quite small, you’ll have to crawl.”
Abby sighed. Of course Jack’s hiding spot was hard to reach. Everything about Jack was hard to reach.  
“Wish me luck,” Abby said, heading for the tunnel before glancing back, “you’re fine here for a moment?” She was asking both of them—Olive and Frex—practical strangers.  
But Olive just smiled. “Perfectly.” She looked up at the gigantic man. “Mr. Frex,” she took his bear-paw of a hand in hers, “do you play whist?”
The roof was a smooth dome of rock, one side overlooking the Drifter’s Market, the din of it loud even as the daytime vendors closed down for the evening. The other side looked out across the desert, vast and flat and reaching out to touch the mottled plum sky.   
Jack was standing at the edge, staring out into the wilderness. Standing and staring.  
Abby watched him for a long moment, suddenly unsure. Even with his back to her, unaware of her presence, she could feel it. The thing that had changed. Snapped. Swallowed him whole.
“You said I don’t have to come down til dark,” he said without turning. “I still have time.”
“Oh—no, it’s—Jack it’s me.”
He looked over his shoulder, brows pushed together. A confused scowl. He barely glanced at her before turning back to watch the night fall.  
“Everyone thought you were dead.”
There was a callousness in his voice that grated in Abby’s ear like metal against stone.
“No. I’m alive. We’re alive—Lewis and Joey too—and Hooper, Hooper is alive and he’s with the Kuttuhsippeh, he’s safe.”
Jack laughed, and the sound turned Abby’s veins to ice. He isn’t Jack. Not anymore.
But she’d reached him once, with lessons and imagination and a blank journal for him to write it all down. She could reach him again.
“I’m sorry you thought we were dead,” she said. “That must’ve been terribly frightening for you.”
“Not at all. It was easier. When people are dead you don’t have to think about them anymore.”  
“I don’t think you mean that.” Abby’s voice was a near whisper. “I know you’re angry, I know things haven’t been fair.”
He turned then, a little smile on his face. “Do you?” His head tilted as his smile spread into a sneer. “Tell me, Abby. Tell me what you know of brothels and rat-infested boats and sick sisters and stupid men without a thought in their head who weigh you down while you run for your life. Tell me what you know of growing up just as scared to live as you are to die.”
Abby took a steadying breath. “I don’t know about any of it. I grew up in a safe town with both of my parents in a nice little house. I never worried about bad people coming to kill me and I never had to run. But that doesn’t mean it was perfect. It doesn’t mean I can’t feel empathy for what you—”
“I don’t want empathy!” He shouted. “I don’t want anything but to be left alone!”
Abby raised an eyebrow. “Not entirely true though, is it?”
He paused, still sneering.  
“Ben tells me there’s quite a few things you’ve been wanting. So badly, in fact, that you’ve made a habit of stealing them. He tells me you’re not allowed down into the Drifter’s anymore. That he had to grovel and beg the other vendors not to cast you out altogether after you stole and stole and stole from them.”
“The Drifter’s is crawling with criminals,” he waved a hand. “I was merely acclimating.”
“They hang people for less, Jack. Do you realize that? You won’t be a child for much longer, and in a few years you could be hung for what you did.”
“Then I have a few years to perfect my craft."
“Guns, Jack? Ben says you were caught stealing from the rifles vendor more than once.”
“I know how to handle them.”
“That’s hardly the point! And knives, you stole three knives that we know of, maybe there’s more that you’ve stashed somewhere—”
“Perhaps Joey shouldn’t have taken my own knife from me.”
“Perhaps you shouldn’t have threatened Esther with it! And opium, Jack? What the hell were you going to do with opium?!”
“I hear it’s a bit of an escape,” he said, “and the sound of that was too tempting to resist.”
Abby shook her head. “You might’ve fooled everyone else into thinking you don’t care, but I see you, Jack. I see you, and I know why you’re doing this. I know you’re angry and you’re sad but somewhere in there you’re still that wonderful little boy I met in Wry who cuddled his sister when she had a nightmare and calmed Lewis when he was upset, and who—”
“I’d like to be that boy. I’d like to be good, really, I would.” And then the most chilling thing yet—a wide smile with eyes that stayed flat and empty. “I’ve just had such a poor example, being raised by a criminal who will probably end up swaying at the end of a noose. And honestly Abby, it would be for the best. The world would be better off without—”
“Don’t you fucking dare. Don’t you dare finish that sentence.”
“Look at you. So pretty when you’re flustered.”
“Joey loves you. Don’t you dare say anything like that ever again.”
“You sweet, silly fool. Joey doesn’t even know what love is. She doesn’t love me,” his smile grew, “and she certainly doesn’t love you.”
Okay. Abby breathed in. Breathed out. Okay. So they hadn’t been exaggerating. Jack was gone. And it would take a hell of a lot more than a rooftop conversation to get him back. Fine. For now, just the facts.
“Tomorrow morning I’m taking you and Olive back to Gauntlet’s Landing with me. It’s a big city near the California border. There’s a home there, a very kind man named Frex is letting us stay for a time. Lewis is already there waiting, and there are goats and pigs and chickens you can help tend to. We’ll get back to our lessons and in the afternoons you can play with the other children, there are so many children nearby, other boys for you to—”
“Fine.”  
She’d been prepared for a fight, and his sudden acquiescence caught her off guard. “You—you’ll go? You’ll come with us in the morning?”  
“I couldn’t give a solitary fuck where you take me,” he said. “One place is just as shit as the next.”
That night Abby couldn’t sleep, and it wasn’t the thought of large spiders or not-Jack keeping her up. It wasn’t the threadbare bedroll or Frex’s thunderous snores.  
Where are you? She stared up at the cavern’s dark ceiling. I did it. I collected your pieces.  
Things were far from perfect, but they’d be together again, Abby and the children and Lewis. She’d thought perhaps she’d feel it—the almostness of it all, bringing the others back together again. She thought she’d feel closer to Joey, but she didn’t. Joey felt as far away as ever, halfway across the world maybe. Halfway across the universe.  
Come back. I need you to come back.  
There was no answer but the darkness, pressing in from all sides. Even Imaginary Joey had stayed away, ever since the day Abby banished her in the street.  
She closed her eyes and tried to think of other things. Lessons—no time to waste there. She’d need to plan lessons for the children. Lewis too, and maybe even Ella—they’d found ways to communicate as children so perhaps they’d find a way again.  
But her thoughts just kept bringing her right back to Joey. She’d been able to keep her mind busy with worry over Lewis in the mines, the children at the Drifter’s. But now there was only one missing piece left. Only one fate still unknown.  
Something was opening in Abby, growing bigger and bigger, becoming impossible to ignore. It was a bit like hunger, the way the longing was a hollow throb within her gut. The way her very soul seemed to clench at the thought of dark curls and sharp eyes that went soft when they met her own.  
It might’ve been hours that she lay there, her very skin aching with the memory of calloused fingers and full lips.  
She couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t let the sadness devour her. She had the children to think of now. Joey was gone. She cast the blanket aside and felt around for the lamp. She didn’t light it until she was on the stairs, careful not to wake the others as she crept away.
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The Drifter’s Market was still alive, even in the middle of the night. The central tents were dark and empty, but there was still life at the edges—lanterns flickering outside a little eatery where a group of men were playing cards. The train car brothel was livelier than she’d ever seen it; men and women alike, fluttering around like moths.
She walked the perimeter of the Market, certain she’d eventually tire herself out. Several times vendors called out to her. Offers of opium, offers for a discounted visit to the pleasure lounge. Still other offers of black-market goods. Only available when the sun is sleeping! Come right in, shrunken heads and baby skeletons! She shook her head politely at each offer and the vendors would nod and wish her a pleasant night.  
It was when she was circling the Market for a third time that she saw her.  
She was sitting at a table near the train car brothel, head bowed, talking to the red-haired girl Abby had seen earlier. Her back was to Abby, but there was no mistaking the dark curls. The wide-brimmed hat.
All the sounds of the marketplace were sucked out of Abby’s ears, leaving an echoing, empty vacuum. Just the thump of her heartbeat. The dizzying swell of joy and thrill and anger and want and a million other things all gathering like a wave, a tsunami that carried her closer, step by step by step.
The redhead noticed her first. Eyed her like she was an intrusion. Abby knew she must’ve looked a sight; pale and tugging on her thumbs, reaching out for Joey’s shoulder, sucking in a deep breath as Joey turned and—
It wasn’t her.  
“Need something?” The redhead asked.
“Sorry,” Abby swallowed, shaking her head because she still couldn’t quite believe it. She’d been so sure it was her. “Sorry. I thought—I’m sorry.”
The brunette with the too-big nose and not-green eyes nodded to Abby with a short no problem, turning back to the redhead as if it really was that simple. As if the moment she turned and wasn’t Joey hadn’t just obliterated Abby, hadn’t shaken something loose inside of her. As if she couldn’t feel it rattling around even still. The awful truth of it. That the world was so big. That people disappeared all the time. That if Joey didn’t want to be found she probably never would be.
Abby was walking away, embarrassed and heartbroken and angry because Joey knew. Joey knew what it would do to her. She’d known it would break Abby’s heart in two and she’d run anyway. Left a fucking leaf in her place. Like half of a Hawthorn leaf could even begin to stitch Abby back together.  
The leaf was still there, tucked into her vest pocket. She pulled it out. Tore it up right there, let the pieces flutter to the ground. Stepped on them for good measure, twisted her boot.  
Then she was bending to collect the pieces, frantic and sorry. She put the ripped remnants back into her pocket and stood. The nearby spirits vendor was eyeing her like she was a lunatic. Abby turned away and shut her eyes. She just needed sleep. She’d sleep, and then in the morning her head would be clear. She started back in the direction of Dessert Sun, only to stop dead in her tracks.  
She turned on her heel, the redhead’s eyes going wide as Abby marched back to their table.  
“Can I speak with you?”
The redhead pointed to herself, questioning.
Abby nodded.  
“With a client right now,” she glanced at the brunette, then smiled at Abby, sweet and thick, “but my night is wide open afterward. Why don’t you check in with Barty by the car,” she nodded toward the man with brown teeth, standing by the train car, “he’ll set you up with a drink while you wait.” She winked at Abby, and suddenly Abby understood.
“No—I’m—that’s not why I need to speak with you, I’m not—I just want to ask you something.”
“You gonna pay?”
“I don’t—” Abby checked her pockets but there was no point, they hadn’t miraculously sprouted money since she’d dressed that morning.  
The redhead tutted. “Sorry, pretty thing. Next time.” She winked, then turned her attention back to the brunette.  
“It’s about JT London.”
The redhead’s eyes snapped back to hers. Then she was standing, leaning down to give the brunette a deep kiss before whispering that she’d be right back.  
She pulled Abby a short distance away, into the shadows.  
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” She hissed.  
“Nothing? I just—I’m looking for JT London and you seemed to be friendly with her last—”
“Everyone’s looking for JT London, there’s a fucking bounty on her head. You can’t just do that!” She gestured over her shoulder. “You can’t just run your mouth telling people I know JT, could cause me some real trouble.”
“I’m sorry,” Abby said. “I don’t want to cause you trouble, and I’m not after the bounty.” She swallowed. “Joey—JT disappeared, and I’m looking for her. I thought you might know something, you seemed…close, the time I was here with her.”
The woman seemed to be sizing Abby up. Maybe trying to decide if she trusted her.
“Close is generous,” she finally said. “We have a standing business arrangement. But you say she disappeared, that checks out. She missed this month’s appointment.”
Abby’s stomach squirmed. She tugged a thumb. “So—you don’t know where she is? What might make her miss your…arrangement?”
The woman shook her head. “Like I said, it was a business arrangement. We both took what we needed from our encounters and that was that. We weren’t in the habit of spilling our souls to each other.”
Abby fought down a wave of jealousy. It was futile, though. She really rather hated the woman.  
“Right, well,” Abby gave a short nod. “Thanks for your time.” She turned away.  
The woman’s laugh followed her. Abby looked back.  
“Any more green and you’d be a sour apple.”
“Excuse me?”
“Envy, babe. You're green with it.”
She was. It was a fair observation if wholly unnecessary, but Abby was already having a shit night, a shit month, and she didn’t need to be mocked. She turned again, intent on walking away.
“I didn’t fuck her,” the woman called.
Abby stopped. Looked back once more.
“If that’s what’s got you close to clobbering me.” The woman grinned. “Sometimes my work has me traveling to the larger towns and cities. JT paid me to collect her posters. To take them down and bring them to her. She paid well and spoke kindly. More than I can say for most of the scum I deal with.”
“That’s—that’s it?”
“That’s it.” The woman shrugged. “So you don’t have to hate me, it wasn’t like that—I mean I tried, you can’t blame me for trying, I’m hardly the only one—most of the girls here have tried, but JT doesn’t—”
Abby shook her head, feeling all the more foolish for not understanding.
“She doesn’t sleep with whores, it’s a whole,” she waved a hand, “it’s an honor thing, I guess.”
Because she grew up in a whorehouse. Stupid, Abby realized. Stupid to think for even a moment that Joey would patronize a brothel, an establishment she hated above all else.  
“I don’t know where she went,” the woman said, lighting a cigarette and offering one to Abby, which Abby politely declined. “And I don’t know where she’s headed,” the woman continued, “but I hope you find her. She’s good, you know?”
And Abby did know, she really did.
“You find her and you tell her good luck for me, okay?” The woman winked. “Treat her well. Get the feeling people haven’t. In the past, I mean.” She shivered, hugging her own bare arms, her breasts surging out of her corset. “I better…” She nodded over to where the brunette was still waiting for her.  
Abby nodded.  
Suddenly, the woman reached out, cradling Abby’s jaw, sliding her thumb across her cheek, then her bottom lip.  
“You’ve got a nice smile,” she said, and Abby couldn’t tell if the sadness in her eyes had been there all along or if it’d just then appeared. “Wherever she is, she’s missing your smile.”
Then her hand was gone and she was walking away. Abby shook away the shock of being touched so freely by the woman and she called after her.
“What’s your name?”
“Ruby.”
“Thank you, Ruby.” Abby smiled at her. “For…being kind.” It sounded pathetic but she meant it. She’d needed kind.
“You tell her I still pull down those posters when I see them,” Ruby said. “I’ll do it til they stop printing them and I’ll do it for free. She’s a good one, fuck anyone saying otherwise.”
Abby was crossing the quiet stone floor of Dessert Sun, sleepy at long last, when a soft voice called out.  
“Trouble sleeping, love?” Esther was sitting at a table in the dark, sipping tea. “The kettle’s still warm if you’d like a spot.”  
Abby slid into the chair across from hers. Watched the steam rise from the pewter mug as Esther filled it.  
“What’s keeping you up?” Esther asked.  
Abby shrugged. Everything. “Just restless. Probably too many chocolate coffee beans, I think the sweets vendor was about to cut me off.”
Esther chuckled and Abby couldn’t tell if she knew it was a lie.  
“What’s keeping you up?” Abby asked.  
Esther handed her the steaming mug before rubbing the back of her own head, making a face. “Headaches. Every night lately, it’s, well,” she shook her head, “I suppose it’s all the years living in the Drifter’s Market catching up with me. The noise, the heat, the fumes coming from below—I don’t know what those people get up to sometimes, it’s madness.”
“You need a trip to the countryside. Clean air.”
Esther smiled. “The tea helps.”
After a beat, Esther put her elbows on the table, resting her chin on folded hands and smiling as Abby sipped from her mug.  
“How do you do that?” Abby asked. “Make people want to spill their guts to you with a smile?”
Esther stifled a grin by taking a sip of tea. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”
Abby traced the rim of the pewter mug with a finger. “Maybe I’m just ready to talk about it.”
“It?”
Abby’s eyes flicked up. “You know.”
There was a twinkle in Esther’s gaze because she did know; Abby had the feeling she’d always known.  
“You mean the…tutoring…that you did at Wry.” Esther took a sip, her eyes on Abby’s.  
Abby raised a shoulder. “Sure.” Let out a laugh. “If that’s what we’re still calling it.”
Esther smirked before growing serious. “You love her, yes?”
Abby nodded. “Yes, I—” She thought about it. “Is that crazy? I—don’t answer that, I know it’s crazy, it’s—it was two weeks and the circumstances were…not ideal.” She still wasn’t sure if Esther knew she’d been kidnapped. Strange that she should want to hide that part of the story. That her instinct was to spare Joey any ill judgment.  
“But you do love her.” Esther waited.
“Well. Yes.”
“Good,” Esther was nodding. “That’s good.”
“Doesn’t feel good. Loving someone who’d sooner chloroform you than have an honest conversation.”
Esther’s brow furrowed at that, but she didn’t press. Then she sighed. “How much do you know of—of before? Of what brought Joey and Lewis and the children—”
“All of it. She told me all of it. I—I think, at least.”
“Then you know about Sam.”
Abby nodded. “I know she feels responsible. That she blames herself for not getting him out in time. And I suppose she also feels guilty she was able to fend Crown off of herself but couldn’t spare Sam.”  
Esther looked at her. “Is that what she told you? That Crown never…?”  
Abby nodded.  
“Well. I’m sure she had her reasons for saying so.”  
“But—isn’t it true?”  
Esther smiled sadly. “She hasn’t told us much, and we don’t pry. She’s strong, and I don’t doubt she fought that bastard off when she got older. But a nine-year-old child fighting off a grown man?” Esther shook her head sadly and Abby’s stomach turned inside out, tears blurring her eyes before she’d even fully processed what Esther was saying.
No. God, no. Abby hadn’t even questioned it. She’d just believed what Joey had told her.  
Esther seemed to read her mind. “If she told you she fought him off, then she needed you to believe she fought him off. Maybe she needs to believe it too.” She squeezed Abby’s hand.
There was a loud bang from the Drifter’s below, something exploding, followed by a cheer and the sound of men laughing. Esther closed her eyes and shook her head, rubbing at her temples.
“Joey’s alone out there,” Abby said after a while. “She thinks she’s meant to be alone. She kept calling herself poison that night. The last night.”
Esther shook her head. “She needs time. Will your tracker friend look for her?”
“Would that be the right thing to do? To give chase? I’m not certain. Of anything, it seems.” Abby raised a shoulder. “It rather feels like she just…evaporated off the face of the planet.”
“People don’t evaporate, love,” Esther said after another moment slid by. “If it seems she’s vanished, it's because she isn’t ready to be found.”
“Frex said when you chase after someone you love, they start running faster.” She lowered her voice. “I’m afraid I’ll never find her. But then I’m also afraid I’ll find her, only for her to tell me I imagined it all. That it really didn’t mean anything outside of—” She waved a hand. “And then there are times when I think perhaps I should just be happy for the time we had. That it’s greedy of me, selfish to want more.”
“Selfish to seek love, darling?” Esther asked, like the very idea was preposterous, but Abby had been circling the feeling for some time and she was certain there was some validity to the thought.  
“The night I met Joey I’d been on a train traveling west. I remember thinking how beautiful the desert was, and how fortunate that I could see it from within the car. I was grateful I didn’t need to step out into the heat, the dust. The danger.” Abby shrugged. “But the minute I did leave that train, I started learning things. It was like I’d been looking at the world through a keyhole, and suddenly the whole door swung open. I could see everything I’d been missing. And the world is so much bigger than I was prepared for, and the more I learn of it the less I feel I know. I thought the Natives were wild savages because I’d been told they were wild savages. I never knew the evil ways a child could be exploited, because in Stillwater there was no need to worry about such a thing. At least,” Abby’s mind was racing, she needed to get this all out, “at least that I know of, but perhaps even that thought itself is naïve. My friend Dakayivani was stolen by white men, and when he finally found his way home years later it was only to watch his tribe be brutalized—to witness his little sister be raped and murdered.” Abby’s throat clenched around a lump. “And Jack? I’m terrified to think of what he saw in that brothel. What might’ve happened to him. He’s so angry, Esther, he’s hateful, he hates, and how am I to ease that from him? Who am I to tell him not to steal and destroy when his very childhood was stolen and destroyed?” Abby swiped at her cheeks, angry at herself for crying. “Who am I to want happiness when the world is full of such sorrow?”
“You listen to me and you listen well,” Esther said, stretching out to hold Abby’s hand. “Happiness and love are not finite goods to be bartered and rationed. They expand upon each other; they grow and touch others and shed light into dark corners. You should want happiness all the more for the sorry state of the world so that you can share it.” She squeezed Abby’s hand, emphasizing her next words. “Stop being angry at yourself for living twenty-five years with the wrong idea about the world, and start imagining all the good you can do with the rest of your life, now that your eyes are wide open.”
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The first days back in Gauntlet’s Landing were a bit like wading through a swamp. Messy, slippery, unpleasant. Abby stepped carefully, but there was no telling what was hiding just beneath the brackish waters and more than once she trod on the venomous serpent Jack had become. He seemed to be constantly coiled, waiting for any provocation to attack.  
Lewis had been beside himself with excitement the day they’d arrived home from the Drifter’s.  
“Jack! Jack! Jack!” He’d shouted, running to hug him; his little brother, his best friend.  
When Lewis reached him, Jack had muttered something under his breath that Abby hadn’t caught, but the way the joy drained from Lewis’s face—she knew he’d said something horrid.  
They’d had it out right there in the front yard, Abby telling him his cruelty wouldn’t be tolerated, Jack sneering back and being vile.  
Ella had come outside to soothe Lewis, and Abby had squeezed her shoulder appreciatively before going to gather Olive who was still atop the horse she’d rode from the Drifter’s, wholly forgotten in the madness.  
The days that followed were bleak and tiresome.
Frex had a tracking expedition planned for the week’s end—a journey he offered to cancel after Jack exploded at the dinner table on the eve of the expedition, set off by a look Olive had supposedly sent him across the roast.  
“Stop making that face at me!” He’d growled, and it seemed to take poor Olive a minute to even realize he was accusing her.
“I didn’t!” She’d shouted, tears in her eyes as Lewis covered his ears and began to whine. As Ella's eyes darted around, concerned and nervous. As Frex regarded the lot of them, likely convinced that Abby had moved an entire asylum into his home.  
“You’re a liar, I saw you do it!” Jack screamed back. “You’re always doing things when the grownups aren’t looking, then pretending you’re so sweet and perfect!”
“I didn’t do anything!” Olive was practically pouring tears.  
Jack suddenly turned toward Abby, a glint in his eye. “Olive steals too, you know.”
“Stop it, Jack!”
“She has something in our room right now.”
“Jack, don’t!”
He jumped out of his chair and ran down the hall to the room, a sobbing Olive right on his heels, a shouting Abby tearing after the both of them, and Mrs. Beelzebub pecking wildly at Abby’s heels as if she’d been summoned by the chaos.
“You’re hurting him!” Olive cried, and Abby made it to the doorway of their room in time to see Jack hold a fluffy striped kitten by the scruff, high above Olive’s head as she reached for it.  
The kitten was mewling pitifully, and Olive was utterly beside herself.
“Give me the kitten,” Abby said, and Jack ignored her, laughing as he dipped the animal close to Olive’s hands, just to pull it back away as its cries grew louder.  
“JACK, GIVE ME THE KITTEN!” The entire house seemed to shudder in the aftershocks of Abby’s bellowing. She held out her hands. “Right fucking now.”
There was a flicker in Abby’s periphery. A flash of a white smile.
‘Atta girl. Knew you had it in you. Is it strange that I’m turned on?
Abby sighed. Of all the times for Imaginary Joey to return.
Jack handed her the animal at last and Abby cradled it in her arms, soothing it and kissing its soft head.  
“Now.” She took a deep, steadying breath. “Where did this kitten come from?”
They both started shouting at once.  
Abby closed her eyes. “One at a time. Olive?”
“The Drifter’s Market.”
“How did you—?”
“In her satchel,” Jack sneered, as if the words would seal Olive’s fate. “She stole him and kept him in her satchel all the way here.”
“And all this time he’s been—where? In your closet?” Abby had cleaned the room twice since they’d arrived and hadn’t heard a single meow.  
Olive nodded.
“It’s been a week, what’ve you been feeding him?”
“Scraps.”
“He’s too skinny, and he looks too young to be away from his mother.”
“I’m his mother!”
“Olive. You’re lucky he’s still alive, animals aren’t toys, they need proper care.”
The little girl’s lip was trembling, the tears had come back. “I just w-wanted a friend.”
Well. Five words from a child and Abby felt like a miserable witch.
“Okay,” Abby sighed. “No more secrets. No more stealing. You want something, you come ask me. If it’s something you need, I’ll give it to you. If it’s something you want, well, we’ll figure out a system. Chores and allowance, we’ll work it out. But no more stealing.”
Olive nodded. Jack just stared.
Frex helped Olive line a little crate with blankets for the kitten while Abby warmed goat’s milk on the stove. Frex had glass pipettes (Left over from Nellie’s medicine, he’d explained gruffly), and he showed Olive how to feed the kitten warm milk, drop by drop.
“I’m sorry,” Abby had groaned to him when she’d passed him in the hall. “I’ve brought chaos to your home, and now there’s a contraband kitten too.”
“I happen to like kittens,” Frex said with a smile, “and I think it’s good fer the youngins to have somethin’ to look after.”
“I think so too. I’ll make sure it doesn’t bother the chickens.”
At that, Frex guffawed. “Just keep it outta Mrs. Beelzebub’s way til it's big enough to stand for itself. The neighbor’s kitten went missing last summer and I’ll be damned if its collar didn’t turn up in Mrs. B’s nest. Bits of its fur, too. And Mrs. B turned her beak up at feed for a whole week after.”
“Your chicken ate a kitten?” Jack had popped up out of nowhere, looking far too gleeful at the notion.
Frex nodded. “Suspect so. Now and again she’ll take that damn collar out and strut around with it in ‘er beak, parading it like a goddamn trophy. Taunting us. Reminding us.” He shook his head. “I tell you; innocence ended the day Mrs. B hatched.”
Despite multiple offers to stay behind, Abby insisted Frex go on his expedition. The children weren’t his responsibility after all, and besides, she could do it. Joey had done it. She could manage the lot of them.  
By the end of Frex’s first day away she was counting down to his return, if only for the comfort of their nightly porch talks. She needed him to tell her she wasn’t crazy, taking them all in the way she had. She needed him to tell her she could do it. Because she was starting to think she couldn’t.  
Their nightly talks were possibly the only thing maintaining her sanity. They were also the only time she was able to mention Joey freely, without concern it would send the others into a spiral.  
“Say I do want you to track her,” Abby had finally mustered the courage to say the night before Frex’s departure. “What if I did ask you?”
Frex had sighed, shaking his head. “Not as simple as all that, blondie. Wish it was. But it’s been weeks and weeks since she left Wry, evidence fer tracking don’t last more ‘n a few days, mostly. And you don’t know which direction she took off in, means I wouldn’t even have a place to start.”
Abby must’ve looked as disheartened as she felt because then Frex was patting her knee.  
“Tell you what. I got contacts all over the territory. Other trackers, we keep each other informed. Fellas who got their ear to the ground and the like. When I go on expedition, I’ll look into it. See what the word is, see if there’s news. If your girl’s been spotted, one of my fellers will know.”
Abby hadn’t been able to speak around the grateful clench in her throat so she’d simply launched herself at the grizzled man, hugging him tight.
But when Frex returned a week later, Abby knew right away by the somber look he greeted her with. His tracker friends hadn’t heard a thing. Everyone knew the name JT London, yet not a soul had caught as much as a glimpse.
Abby forced herself to smile through dinner anyway. There would be other expeditions. There were other trackers for Frex to ask.  
That night the house was quiet, everyone in their respective rooms, everyone asleep—or so she’d thought. Padding back from the washroom she’d realized there was a soft glow coming from beneath the children’s door.
Olive was asleep and snoring softly, but Jack was sitting up in bed, dangling the ties from his sleep shirt for the kitten who stood on its back legs, batting its tiny paws at the string.
Jack stopped as soon as he saw Abby standing there.  
“I couldn’t sleep.” He said it defensively, like he thought he’d be in trouble.
Abby raised a shoulder. “That’s okay. It happens. Anything I can do?”
He shook his head. For the first time since their reunion there was a calm to his voice. Like the night had fallen and leeched some of the heat from his temper the same way the darkness cooled the desert.  
They watched the kitten for a moment as it chased its tail, tripping and flopping this way and that.
“Does he have a name yet?” Abby asked.  
Jack shook his head. “And when he does it will probably be something stupid like Fluffy or Sweetie or Cuddleface McGee.”
Abby smirked. “I kind of like Cuddleface McGee.”
Jack shrugged and wiggled his finger for the kitten to play with.  
“Why is it different?” He asked without looking up. “Why can she keep the kitten but I couldn’t keep the gun?”
“She’s going to write a letter to Noah at the Drifter’s apologizing, and she’s going to do chores to earn the money to pay for the kitten.”
“I could’ve done chores to pay too.”
“She took the kitten for comfort. She was lonely and scared, and she took the kitten for—” Abby stopped talking. She looked at Jack, with his long lashes and his freckles and his sweet little nose and beautiful eyes. She loved him; she’d realized it in the time she’d been away from them. How she missed them so. She loved both children fiercely, and Jack’s anger was a constant ache within her own chest. “It is different,” Abby said softly, “but also, it’s not. You took those things because you were scared too.”
His eyes flicked up, darkening. “I wasn’t. I’m not scared of anything.”
Abby sighed. It was like he’d been strapped to an anchor the day Joey left, and he’d been sinking down into the depths ever since. He was fathoms and fathoms away. How would she ever reach him?
You just love him.
The words flashed back to Abby. They were her own—Joey had asked her once how she handled a classroom full of children, snot-nosed and rowdy and intent on derailing whatever lesson she had planned. You just love them, Abby had answered, and Joey’s crooked smile had appeared as she’d shaken her head. Too good for this world, you are.
“I love you, Jack.” The words spilled out before she’d had a chance to consider if they’d help or hurt. Jack looked shocked. Confused, even. And it dawned on Abby—the suspicion that no one had ever said such a thing to him before. So she said it again, bid him goodnight and retreated to the hall before he could argue it. Before he could push it away with a sneer.  
She’d say it every day, she decided right then. Every day. And maybe one day he’d believe it.
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September arrived, all golden mornings and crisp evenings. The orchard just outside of town began to bloom with fruit, the sweet scent of apples perfuming the air. Autumn arrived on the breath of a breeze one afternoon, a definitive gust that swept through town, ushering out summer once and for all and sweeping in the fall. And after a summer in the desert heat, the cool air was a balm. A sigh of relief, a cool pillow for a warm head.
But things inside the tracker’s house at the end of the lane were as tense and stifling as ever.
Lewis seemed the happiest Abby had ever seen him, and yet he’d retreated so far into himself having Ella by his side, it was like he’d stopped reaching outward altogether. He no longer looked at Abby to read to him, to smile at him, he didn’t seem to take note of her at all anymore, and though she was thrilled he had a true friend she felt certain it wasn’t healthy, though she hardly had the time to worry about it. Olive wasn’t herself. She’d cry at anything, at nothing at all. Her kitten ate a moth that’d been fluttering by her lamp and she cried for an entire night, wailed even, no one had slept. She cried when Jack teased her, which was always. She cried when Abby went to the market without her. She cried when Frex went on expeditions. But she was always cheery upon his return, which was rather fortunate timing, because then it was Abby’s turn to retreat to her room for a quick cry.
The more expeditions Frex went on, the more her hope dwindled. No one had even heard the name JT London mentioned in months. Her Wanted posters had turned yellow and brittle. There were rumors she was dead.  
“I’m sorry, blondie,” Frex would pat her shoulder, grimace sadly.  
“But there are other trackers,” Abby would quickly say. “Others to ask, aren’t there? There’s still a chance?”
And Frex would smile sadly and tell her there was always a chance. Maybe on his next expedition he’d hear something. Maybe the one after that.  
And meanwhile, amidst it all, Olive just kept crying. The only time she didn’t cry was when Abby got brave one evening and asked if all her tears were because of Joey. If perhaps she was crying all the time because she missed her. Olive had gone stone still, her lips a thin line as she stared at a spot on the floor. She hadn’t answered, and her eyes had stayed dry the rest of the night.  
Jack was still missing, and there wasn’t a day the imposter that’d taken his place didn’t do his best to make everyone around him miserable.
It seemed the only ones who weren’t teetering on the brink of despair were Frex—who went about his day to day with a whistle and a smile, content within the chaos—and his chickens.
Josephine had taken to nesting in Frex’s beard each night as he smoked his pipe, watching as Olive chased fireflies in the yard. Helen had bonded rather tightly with Ella, of all people, following her to and fro and clucking like mad when Ella cooked, begging for scraps which she always obliged.  
Perhaps strangest of all was the way Mrs. Beelzebub had taken to Jack. It’d happened mid-tantrum one day, Jack raging about Lewis and Ella being allowed to go into town by themselves while he was required to go with an adult.  
“They’re grownups, boyo,” Frex had ruffled his hair, which in Abby’s opinion was a brazen move, akin to jumping up and down on a beehive.
“They’re hardly grownups,” Jack had sounded disgusted, “half the time Lewis can’t even find his way back from the loo.”
“Ella keeps him on task and he keeps Ella smiling,” Frex said, and Abby felt a twinge of guilt because Frex seemed to know them, truly know them, because he’d taken the time to sit with them, talk to them, all while Abby had been busy attempting to tame Jack.  
“They’re like a team,” Frex said to Jack, “a partnership. One day maybe you’ll fall in love with a pretty lass or a strapping lad who’ll help you curb that temper.”
Jack made a retching noise. “I’m never going to fall in love because it’s pathetic and disgusting and I’d rather stick needles in my eyes than have to spend every day with some boring, idiotic person constantly fawning over me.”  
“I can hear them crying, all the people who were hoping to fawn over you,” Olive said with a shocking tone of sarcasm that had Abby doing a rather impressed doubletake.  
“You’re one to talk,” Jack spat, “you’re always making moon eyes at Gabriel Cooper every time he passes the front gate.”
“I most certainly do not.”
“Yes you do, and he and I had a laugh about it last time we went apple picking.”
“That’s a lie, you’ve never been apple picking with him and I know it because just the other day you told Mrs. Proctor you were bored and she said to go ask the Coopers to play and then you said they were boring country bumpkins and if you were going to be tasked with entertaining them then you might as well just entertain yourself.”
Abby pursed her lips to hide a smile. A smile that was forgotten not a minute later when Jack said something about Olive being a boring country bumpkin and thus a perfect match for Gabriel Cooper, which had Olive commenting on how the Coopers had never come to ask Jack to play either, so maybe he was the country bumpkin, at which point the entire conversation derailed into shouting and finger pointing and name calling and it was only a matter of time, Abby knew, until Olive’s tears came, and then that would be their entire night.  
Olive must’ve said something particularly nasty—Abby missed the details of it between Jack’s screaming and the pounding in her own head—but suddenly Jack lunged for Olive, his eyes black with rage, and Abby’s heart stopped. She stepped in front of Olive just in time, staring at him in shock—he’d never done that before. Never crossed that line.  
And then it got worse. Red-cheeked and furious, he lunged at Abby. But before he could make contact, Mrs. Beelzebub let out an ungodly screech and flailed from where she’d been asleep atop a bookcase onto Jack’s shoulder, an explosion of feathers raining down.  
For a split-second, Abby thought the bird had come to peck at Jack, to scold him for his outburst the way she scolded Abby for walking down the hall or using silverware or brushing her hair.
But when Abby went to shoo her off his shoulder, ready for a serious talk with Jack about how sorry he would be if he ever dared lash out physically against any of them ever, Mrs. Beelzebub bit Abby’s finger. Hard.  
So hard the finger was bleeding, but still she attempted to shoo her for a second time and—
“Don’t bother, Mrs. Proctor,” Olive said miserably. “They’re friends. She does this. She sticks up for him.”
There was a hint of a grin on Jack’s lips.  
Mrs. Beelzebub tilted her head back and forth, letting out a soft cluck and glaring with her beady eyes.  
Of course.  
Abby had thrown her hands up and went outside for some air. Of course a demented chicken would be the first to reach Jack.  
It took Olive until mid-September to name the kitten, which had already doubled in size.
“I’m calling him Leopold,” Olive announced importantly over breakfast one morning, “because it’s a bit like the word leopard, and he’s got beautiful leopard stripes.” She stroked the kitten’s fur and cooed at him.  
Jack looked unimpressed, per usual. “Leopards don’t have stripes,” he muttered.  
Abby sent him a warning glare, watching as his defiance sparked.  
“Well, they don’t,” he said. “You’re a teacher, don’t you think she ought to know the difference between a tiger and a leopard?”  
“I know leopards are spotted, I like the name Leopold anyway,” Olive said, still cuddling the kitten.  
“You liar, you just said he’s got leopard stripes. You just feel silly because it’s a stupid name that doesn’t make any sense and you’re a stupid—”
“Careful there.” Abby eyed him. If she had to send Jack to his room before breakfast ended it would be a new record. “You do bring up a good point though,” she said quickly, smiling at the boy. “I am a teacher. And it’s about time we get back to our lessons.” She looked over at Lewis. “All of us. You too, Ella, if you’d like.”
Ella smiled down at her plate.  
“There’s a shed out back with a woodstove, it’ll be warm for us all winter and there’s plenty of room for a few desks and a real chalk board.”
“Desks?” Olive gasped. “Like a proper classroom? Oh, Mrs. Proctor when can we start?”
“Soon,” Abby promised. “There’s a vendor in town who peddles school supplies, he’s there on the first Sunday of the month. Just a couple weeks and we’ll get started. Everything will be back to normal.”
A ridiculous thing to say, she realized after she said it. She didn’t miss the way their faces fell. Even Lewis’s. There was no normal without Joey.  
The end of the month drew near and with it came Abby’s twenty-sixth birthday. She’d mentioned the date to Frex a good many weeks back during one of their porch talks, and she’d been hoping ever since that he wouldn’t remember. She didn’t want them to fuss. She didn’t want to celebrate; she didn’t want to pretend there was reason to be happy when Jack hadn’t smiled in over a week and Olive had recently stopped crying altogether as if her tears had all been spent. Now when she was sad, she’d just sit and stare. Stare and stare, like she couldn’t see or hear anything around her. Like she was somewhere else entirely. She wouldn’t snap out of it until Abby shook her shoulder, and even then there were times it took more than one attempt.
But that evening, Abby came home from a trip to the marketplace and had barely slid the satchel’s strap from her shoulder when Frex and Olive popped up from behind the table and shouted Surprise!
There was a little banner that Olive had made—Hapy Birtday Mrs. Proctor it read.  
Ella had made a spice cake. Lewis had wrapped a gift in newsprint and tied it up with an old bootlace. One of the chickens had pecked it through in several spots—it was a book, but Abby planned to feign surprise anyway when she opened it.  
They played whist— the way yer meant to play it, Frex demanded when Olive made the suggestion. He’d taught the children the proper way their first week in Gauntlet’s Landing. Jack won, but sneered at Abby’s congratulations.  
“It’s just a game,” he said, disappearing to his room as a sleeping Mrs. Beelzebub opened a single eye, saw that he was leaving and frantically gave chase. He waited for her without turning and she flailed up to his shoulder the way she always did.  
“Mr. Frex,” Olive said when they’d all eaten their fill of spice cake, “may I play your piano?”
“Oh—” Abby glanced at Frex, “no, it’s—it’s a special piano, Olive, not meant for us to use.”
“Hog’s piss,” Frex said with a wave of his hand, “let the girl play.”
Another strange thing that’d been happening—the longer they stayed with Frex, the less guarded he seemed to be about the past. He’d mentioned Nellie no less than four times that week. Nellie used to this, and Nellie always that. And now the piano.  
They sat in the little drawing room, a fire blazing in the fireplace as Olive composed a song for Abby’s birthday. The only problem was that Olive had never played the piano before, and she was frightfully bad at it. Helen and Josephine were dozing in an armchair but they woke up and disappeared after just a few of Olive’s clumsy plunks.  
Frex was in the middle of a story about how he’d once tracked a man to a burlesque hall in Dallas where the fiend was hiding inside of a piano to evade capture, when suddenly the plunking went silent. Abby looked up and found Olive staring down at the keys, unmoving.  
“Olive?”
Nothing.  
Abby went to her. Shook her shoulder. Olive looked up, blinking.  
“You okay?”
Olive looked down again. “It isn’t the same, is it?”
“What’s not, sweet girl?”
“Shindigs.”
Abby’s heart clenched. “It really isn’t.”
Olive looked up at her again, looking nearly grateful at Abby’s admission. It was the closest they’d come to talking about everything.  
“I could play you a tune,” Frex said quite suddenly, standing and wiggling his fingers as if to ready them.  
“Do you play?” Olive was smiling again.  
“I did,” Frex nodded, sliding onto the bench beside her with little grace, “let’s see if I still do.”
He did, it turned out. The piano was old and twangy but his fingers danced out a lively tune that had Abby tapping her boot and Ella clapping her hands.  
Lewis stood and pulled at Ella’s hands, and soon the two of them were spinning around, smiling like they’d never been happier. Leopold was perched on the bookcase and every time Ella twirled by he reached out a paw to try to catch her braid.  
Soon, Olive was up and taking Abby’s hand, giggling like mad as they spun around and around.
“Mr. Frex!” Olive shouted over the plunky tune, still wobbly from her spinning, “I can do a clever thing with my boots, shall I show you?”
“A thing with yer boots, you say? I’m all eyes and ears,” he said, watching her even as he played.  
It took Olive a minute to catch the rhythm of the song, but soon her feet were flying the way they had the night of the shindig, a catchy staccato to accompany the song.  
“Now that is clever,” Frex said, stopping his song to applaud. “Where’d you learn a thing like that?”
Abby felt the energy shift in the room. Olive got quiet. Lewis stopped dancing. And then Jack’s voice came from the hall.  
“What are you doing?” He was looking at Olive.  
She gestured to her boots. “I’m doing the thing.”
“She’s showing Frex how talented she is,” Abby winked at the girl before turning to Jack, ready to ask him to join them.
But she didn’t ask, because when she looked at him his eyes were black and cold, and then he was retreating back down the hall.  
Much later, when everyone had gone to bed, Abby was standing on the porch clutching a shawl around her shoulders, staring up at the full moon.  
Where are you?  
A breeze picked up and she shivered, taking one last look at the moon before turning to go in. Her eyes caught on someone sitting in the rocking chair. Legs outstretched and crossed, boots resting on the railing.  
Abby paused, one hand on the doorknob.  
Happy Birthday, Imaginary Joey finally said. All grown up.
Abby stared at her. “Where are you?”
Sittin’ right here.  
“Where are you?” Abby ground out, suddenly furious. “Olive is a shell. Jack is destroyed. And you’re off—” Abby shook her head because she couldn’t even begin to imagine what Joey was off doing. “Traipsing around the continent, I suppose. I hope you’re having fun. I hope it’s a goddamn party, I hope you’re drunk every night, fucking every girl you see, I hope you’re having the time of your—”
Confusin’ me with Silas, seems like. More his style than mine, that.  
“Then what are you doing?”
Same thing you should be.  
“Oh, I’m sorry, am I not doing enough? I didn’t just collect your pieces Joey, I continue to pick them up every fucking day because those children are broken, so I don’t know what it is you think I should be—”
Figurin’ yourself out. Makin’ sense of yourself on your own. ‘S what I’m doin’. A flash of teeth in the dark. Can’t rightly think straight when you’re near, so I had to go far.
Abby waited. Then, finally, “Are you ever coming back?”
Just then there was a sound from within, like logs shifting in the fireplace followed by footsteps, the sound of a door closing.  
When Abby turned back to Imaginary Joey, she was gone.  
The logs had shifted in the fireplace because someone had added another one, and thrown Olive’s boots on top of the pyre. Abby felt the tears threatening. She was tired of all the unrest. All the anger and all the sadness. The house was heavy with it, the air thick.
“Jack.” A deep voice said behind her.  
Abby whipped around.  
“Lewis!” Her hand flew to her heart with a little laugh. “You frightened me.”
“Jack.” He pointed at the boots, burned beyond saving in the fireplace.  
Abby nodded. “He’s angry she did the boot thing for Frex. He’s angry at everything.”
She’d figure out a punishment in the morning. Olive would be heartbroken; she loved those boots. Moreover, she didn’t have anything else to wear on her feet.
“This is hard,” Abby groaned. “Being a parent is hard.”
Lewis nodded sympathetically, then held out the messily wrapped package that she’d forgotten he’d set on the table for her earlier that night.  
“Open,” he said.
“You didn’t need to get me a gift, Lewis!” She unwrapped it, expecting to see a copy of some Dickens novel, maybe a book of poems, something Frex had helped him pick out in the market. But it wasn’t a novel, it was a journal. And Abby recognized it at once.  
“Lewis…” She turned the leatherbound book over in her hands. “You took this from Wry?”
He grinned, chewing on his shirt’s collar the way he did when he was excited and trying to calm himself.
It was Joey’s journal. He’d stolen Joey’s journal before Wry burned. The men had said they found him burying something in the desert.
She flipped through the pages.  
“Lewis, I don’t know if—” It looked extremely personal. Every entry was a letter to Sam.  
“Read.” He was looking her in the eye, unwavering. “Read.”
It felt wrong. An invasion of privacy on every level. But there was that look in Lewis’s eye, as if he knew more than she did. As if she’d be foolish not to heed him, even if she didn’t understand yet.  
“Okay.” She nodded. “Okay, I’ll read it.”
Joey’s handwriting was plain and rough at first glance, but the more Abby looked the more she noticed the details. The unique way she wrote the letter A. The slant of her L.
They were all to Sam, the entries. In the beginning they were mundane, slices of life—Olive’s first word (Jack), her first complete sentence (Jack, stop it please), trips to the Drifter’s Market, the Newe gifting them horses. It took half the night to read them all. The birds were chirping in the trees, welcoming the dawn when Abby reached the entries about herself.  
Means to an end is all. Dull as a drape. Back in her husband’s arms in a fortnight. She hates me, the girl does. The girl’s lonely. She’s pretty, is the thing. The way she looks at me sometimes. She’s braver than she looks, this girl. She wanted it as much as I did. Tomorrow’s the day. Will be quieter round here without her.
It was odd, reading it all back. Two weeks was such a short time, really, and it had all happened so fast.
Some of the entries had made her heart clench. Others had made her core ache. Had nearly tempted her to touch herself, to relive the heated moments that Joey had immortalized on the page.  
But still, she wasn’t sure why Lewis had given it to her. Why he’d been so insistent that she read it.  
Outside the sky was lightening, turning pink at the edges. She opened her bedside drawer, meaning to hide the journal there away from prying eyes. She flipped through the pages once more, long ready to set the weight of Lewis’s gift aside for the time being and sleep at long last, when an entry toward the end caught her eye.  
It was at the very end, a great many blank pages after Joey’s last letter to Sam.  
A, it said.  
Abby’s heart stuttered. A.
A, it began, started this over a thousand times and still I can’t figure what to say. You’re fast asleep beside me looking like something carved from marble, something they keep behind glass in a museum. Something someone like me has no right to look at, never mind touch.
There was a list at the end of it. Confessions Abby was never meant to read. They were numbered one through five, but five had been crossed out. A confession too big to give life to, perhaps. Or maybe that’d been the precise moment Abby had woken up, reaching for Joey, not knowing what she’d just robbed herself of.  
She read the letter again. Over and over and over she read it. Her heart was alive in her chest, pulsing and strong. She wanted to run to the top of the tallest ridge and scream into the dawn.  
Where are you!? You can’t write these things and then disappear.
She paced her room, the adrenaline stealing any chance of sleep. She paced and paced.
Then, when the sun’s orange barbs began prickling the horizon, she sat down, opened the journal to the last blank page, and started writing.
J,
I hate you.
I hate you for leaving.
I don’t want to. I don’t want to be angry and I don’t want to blame you because I know it’s bigger than what was between us, everything you’re running from. I don’t want to hate you but there are times when I look at the darkness in Jack’s eyes and the tears in Olive’s and I just want to strike you down wherever you stand. I hate that I hate you for it. I hate that even while I try to ease Jack’s anger, to quell that churning beast inside of him, I feel my own beast gnawing within me. I’m angry, Joey, I’m so angry I could scream for days. Maybe if I did, you’d hear the echo of it. Feel the tremors of my rage and know how wrong you were to run. How wrong you were to leave us all behind.  
There was a rustling in the kitchen. Jack and Mrs. Beelzebub. They’d taken to rising early lately, stealing food from the pantry and making a holy mess.  
Abby sighed.  
Later. She’d finish the letter later.
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They started their lessons in October, crammed into the little shed out back, Leopold mewling pitifully at the door until Abby relented and allowed him to sleep by the woodstove.
It started with just the three of them—Abby, Jack and Olive. They’d spend their mornings reading together, and after lunch they’d focus on mathematics and the sciences. Sometimes they’d journey outside of the shed, taking trips to the orchard to study organic decomposition as the apples slowly turned to mush on the ground. Other times they’d find a spot perfect for an art lesson—a ridge overlooking the town, or a still-life of wildflowers they’d collected. Olive entered into every lesson eagerly, a bit of her spark coming back, perhaps thanks to the distraction of schoolwork. 
Jack, however, argued with Abby at every turn. 
What’s the point of this? He’d scoffed when she’d assigned him a lesson on the multiplication table. This is silly, he’d said when Abby procured some clay from the market, showing them how to manipulate it into a bowl or a pitcher that they could then bake over the fire. This isn’t like real school, Jack said, nose turned up as he slammed his fist into the clay, you’re just trying to keep us busy. But complain though he did, he was always at his desk by nine o’clock the next morning, ready for more.  
Lewis and Ella joined in halfway through the month. Ella seemed more interested in helping the children than she did in any lessons herself, which suited Abby just fine. Jack was less aggressive with Ella, more patient with her. Abby turned her focus toward Lewis, quizzing him on David Copperfield and brainstorming ways for more effective communication.  
“He can point,” Abby told Frex one night on the porch, “if I hold up my fists, either or, he can point to indicate his answer.”
“Course he can,” Frex said, “that boy’s plenty intelligent. Just his tongue that gets twisted.”
Abby thought about it. “I wish I had more fists. More options for answers.”
“Don’t think it’s as complicated as all that,” Frex said. “He can point, can’t he?”
Abby nodded.  
“Write down the alphy-bet. Bet he points out his answers just fine.”
“You mean,” Abby thought about it, “he’ll spell his words out? If all the letters are there for him to choose from?”
Frex shrugged. “Who knows, blondie, but maybe it’s worth a try.”
Abby had purchased a small chalkboard from the market for Jack to practice his math, but in the end she decided to use it to attempt Frex’s idea. She wrote out the alphabet and presented the chalkboard to Lewis.
He stared down at it. Blinked at Abby.  
“For spelling. For you to spell to us,” she said.  
He stared at it some more.  
“Watch,” she came around to stand beside him. “If someone were to ask you your name, you could do this,” she pointed at the letters as she said them aloud, “L-E-W-I-S.”
He just sat there.  
“Do it with me,” she lifted his hand with her own, spelling out his name again. After, he simply dropped his hand back into his lap.  
Abby glanced up to find Ella watching, an unreadable look on her face.  
“We’ll practice,” Abby patted his shoulder. “We’ll practice.”
Not a week later their little class expanded yet again. The Cooper boys from up the road—little Gideon, quiet Garrett and—much to Olive’s delight—Gabriel, the eldest. Their mother was having a time with them, their father was a foreman and he’d been sent to a mine farther south, he hadn’t been home in months. She’d caught wind of Abby’s lessons and had shown up ready to pay in advance.  
“But,” Abby had shaken her head at the proffered wad of cash, “isn’t there a public schoolhouse in town? You needn’t pay for your children to—”
“Please, take it,” Mrs. Cooper had practically shoved the money at her, “I know the sorts of things the older boys get up to after school. I’m fixin’ to keep their souls clean long as I can. I’m sure that’s why you’re teachin’ your youngins by your own, is it not?”
After a brief moment of sputtering, Abby had agreed that yes, that was exactly why she was doing it. For the sake of their souls and definitely not because there’d been Wanted posters with their pictures on them and she was terrified they’d be recognized and taken away.  
In the end, she agreed to teach the Cooper boys alongside the others.
Truthfully, it made things easier—Gabriel was a capable reader which only served to inspire Olive to loftier academic heights. Garrett was shy but quick-witted, and his intellect seemed to light a fire beneath Jack, who couldn’t stand the idea of someone being smarter. Gideon was sweet and perhaps not the brightest, at least when it came to his studies, but Abby found there was a certain peace in softly reading aloud to him at the front of their little classroom, Leopold dozing in the little boy’s lap as Gideon grinned at the story, his smile short one front tooth.  
As the days piled on, she found that she rather enjoyed having a full classroom again, and what’s more, she rather enjoyed being employed.
By the beginning of November, she’d managed to save enough to buy new clothes for the children. Coats and thicker trousers, the sorts of things that would get them through the winter. Frex had offered to pay for it all but Abby refused. He’d done so much for them already.  
She was on her way out of the marketplace, her satchel packed to bursting with winter clothes and new books, when the seed vendor called out to her.  
“Last chance, Miss,” she smiled. “Headed to San Francisco and I won’t be back til spring.”
It’d become habit to peruse the seed vendor’s supply every time she wandered the market. It was silly. A fantasy, really, and something she’d never admit out loud. But if she was to build Bloom Town one day the way Dakayivani said, she’d need seeds. It wouldn’t be Bloom Town without flowers.
She walked home that evening, her purse lighter and her pockets stuffed full of bulbs which she tucked away in the drawer beside her bed alongside Joey’s journal. One day they’d find their way to a garden. One day.  
Olive wanted to go to the market to buy gifts for everyone for Christmas. She’d been saving her allowance and that was how she wanted to spend it, she announced at breakfast one chilly December morning.  
“She wants to buy a wedding ring for Gabriel,” Jack said, nibbling the piece of bacon he was sharing with Mrs. Beelzebub.  
“I do NOT, Jack!”
“Please don’t yell.” Abby shut her eyes. “Let’s get through one breakfast without shouting. Just one.”  
Frex was gone on a long expedition—he’d be gone until just before Christmas, and Abby was feeling his absence in the worst way. The children were rowdier, Lewis was underfoot without Frex to clap a hand on his shoulder and ask for his help with some laborious task. Every muscle in her body ached because it was now up to her to chop wood for the stove so they didn’t freeze to death in Frex’s absence, leaving him to discover their icy corpses upon his return.  
Abby rubbed at her arm. Muscles she hadn’t even known existed were sore and screaming.  
“Alright!” She barked, interrupting Jack and Olive as they bickered. “We’ll go to the market today. I think we could all use some fresh air anyway.”  
The first mistake she made was letting them out of her sight. She’d been reluctant, but Olive had begged.  
“How can I buy you a Christmas gift if you’re right there?” Olive had asked.  
“You don’t need to buy me a gift, Olive.”
“I want to, and it’s my money I’ve earned.”
Abby had considered it. “Alright,” she’d relented, “but only if you promise to stick together—Jack?”
“She follows me everywhere anyway.”
“No, I—”
“See the clock?” Abby pointed to the clocktower rising high above Gauntlet Landing’s Town Hall. “Half an hour. I want to meet you right back here in half an hour.”
They’d nodded and run off, but Abby couldn’t shake the feeling of dread coiling in her stomach, so she followed them from a distance, dipping into vendor’s tents when they’d turn, keeping out of sight.  
But then Amos the Hat Maker had spotted her and waved her over, all friendly and talkative, and she’d lost sight of them. She extricated herself from Amos as quickly as she could, making an excuse about a roast in the oven, and walked briskly through the lanes of vendors, scanning left and right for the children. Eventually, she turned back and hurried to the rendezvous—it was nearly time to meet them anyway.  
As she crossed the marketplace at a near jog, vendors began emerging from their tents. She could hear a crowd gathering just beyond in the center of the square, muffled conversations and the occasional shout.  
That was when she realized her second mistake. It was Sunday. She’d brought the children to the marketplace on a Sunday. The crowd was gathering because there was going to be a hanging.  
Jack and Olive weren’t at the meeting place. They weren’t there two minutes early and they weren’t there five minutes late.  
The sheriff was marching the line of prisoners up the steps, lining them up, each one to a noose. Abby’s stomach dipped.  
“Jack?” She called, glancing around. “Olive?”
Nothing.  
She ran toward the crowd.  
“Jack?! Olive!”
Started pushing people aside, elbowing her way through the crowd, the villagers audibly annoyed as she jostled by them, the crowd staring up at the gallows like it was a spectator sport.  
She was screaming their names now, turning in circles but the crowd was thick and she couldn’t see past the body in front of her.
She made her way to the front, pushing and slipping through gaps in the crowd, intent on asking the sheriff if he could make an announcement, pause the hanging until—
There they were.
They were standing there at the front of the crowd, fixated on the gallows.
“What are you doing?” She stepped in front of them, bending down. “You were supposed to meet me!”
“Mrs. Proctor,” Olive’s voice was weak and her eyes were on the platform, “what’s going to happen to those men?”
“Their necks are going to be snapped,” Jack said, and Abby wasn’t prepared for the way he beamed, utterly joyful, as he said it.  
“We’re going home,” she said, taking their hands and tugging.  
They didn’t budge.  
“Why are they up on that stage?” Olive blinked. “Why is everyone watching?”
“Why not?” Jack said. “Don’t you want to see it?”
“We’re leaving,” said Abby, pulling their arms a bit too hard in her panic. They stumbled along with her, looking back over their shoulders the entire time.
Abby was dragging them up the road with every ounce of strength she had, determined to get them away, out of earshot before—
The trapdoors thwunked, and even from a distance, the sound of the cracks carried.
They froze, all three of them.
Olive was frantic. “Did they—was that? What happened? Did they—are they—?”
Jack drew his finger across his neck, wearing a smile like his face was clay, like a sculptor had pushed up his cheeks without adding life to his eyes.  
Olive looked at Abby in horror.
Abby closed her eyes.
“I messed up. I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” She put her palm to her forehead, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry, you shouldn’t have witnessed that. That was awful.”
“I didn’t think it was awful. I rather enjoyed it,” Jack said, a bright lilt in his voice.  
And Abby broke. At long last, she fell to her knees right there in the street and started crying. She cried and cried and cried as Jack watched her, a vague hint of worry in his eye that vanished when she caught it. She cried as Olive patted her back, stroking her hair with her little hand.  
“It’s alright, Mrs. Proctor,” Olive said softly, “really, it is. We all make mistakes. Just last night I stole a bite of cake from the icebox when no one was looking and that was a perfectly terrible mistake.”
Abby sniffled. “There is no cake in the—”
“Exactly, Mrs. Proctor. Exactly. I’m rather certain it was a tin of clotted grease for the stove, but it also might’ve been something Mr. Frex was saving for the chickens. Either way, my belly’s been complaining a great deal.”
And then Abby was laughing through her tears, swiping her coat sleeve across her running nose and pulling them both in for a hug, counting it as a victory when she felt Jack relax into the embrace for at least a full second before tensing and pulling away.  
That night she took the journal out again. Opened to the unfinished letter. Picked up where she’d left off.  
Ben told Olive that anger and sadness are often the same thing. I think he’s right. Like a beast with two faces. Today I’m sad.  
You once told me your greatest wish for Jack was that he’d just be a child. Today he saw a hanging. A long story, and wholly my fault, I admit. But he was utterly unbothered by it, seemed to like it, even. What am I to do with that? What would you do?
There’s so much I want to ask you. Did Olive always have nightmares or are they new? Sometimes when Lewis eats he gets a rash on his face, itchy and miserable and it never happened in Wry so maybe you knew which foods to keep away from him, what it is that he’s allergic to?
I’m out of my depth here, I don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t have the energy to be angry with you anymore. I just miss you. And I wish you were here to tell me what to do.  
Frex returned on the coldest day they’d had to date, blowing in the front door as if the icy gusts had carried him.  
“Might have a white Christmas yet!” He’d shouted, taking off his coat and bending down to pick up Olive when she ran to welcome him.  
“We’re going to have a white Christmas,” Olive grinned, “Mrs. Proctor and I have plans to sled the hill behind the Cooper’s.”
“Well then, it’d better snow!” Frex had bellowed. “Nothin’ like a Christmas snow.”
“I used to wish on the Christmas star for snow,” Abby said, “but it never happened.”
“No snow in Iowa?” Frex raised a grizzled brow.
“Plenty of it, actually, but never on Christmas. Not in my lifetime.”
“Poor Mrs. Proctor,” Olive pouted, and Abby winked at her.   
Later that night Abby grew tired of waiting and finally gathered the nerve to ask Frex if there was news from the other trackers. She knew there wasn’t. He would’ve told her right away if there was.
When he shook his head, one slow, subtle shake, Abby’s heart fell. That was it. The last of Frex’s contacts. He’d asked them all and there were no more doors to open. No more stones to upturn.  
She gave him a grateful smile and thanked him for trying, even as the floor opened beneath her to swallow every last bit of hope she’d been clinging to.
Short of setting out on horseback herself and wandering every last inch of the continent and beyond, she was well and truly out of options. Joey had gone where she couldn’t be found.
That night Abby dreamed she was tethered to a kite, the string of it coming from her abdomen, stretching up to the kite as it dipped and glided through the sky. The wind picked up and the kite disappeared into the clouds, the taut string tugging at her skin, too painful to withstand. There were scissors in her hand and all it would take was one quick cut, but she was hesitant. She was attached to a kite; a brilliant soaring thing, bright and colorful. Without it, she’d just be Abby.
She wasn’t ready to just be Abby. She wasn’t sure it would be enough.  

Christmas dawned, dreary and brown as the mud Lewis tracked in, bringing logs for an early fire.  
It was a pleasant holiday, all things considered. Surprisingly so. The Coopers joined them for a feast of honeyed ham and sweet potatoes, and Abby found herself smiling quite a bit more than she had all month. She’d purchased Frex a new crystal from the bookshop in town—a purchase that had required a special order and weeks of anticipation.  
“Yellow jasper!” He’d turned the stone over and over in his hand, whistling low. “A beauty, look at ‘er coloring.”
“For protection when you go on expeditions,” Abby had smiled.  
He winked at her. “Comin’ ‘round to witchcraft after all, eh?” He hugged her. “Thank you, blondie.”
She’d given Olive a new set of bows and hair ribbons, all silk and bright colors, and Olive spent the evening braiding them into Frex’s beard, decorating his head in bows. For Jack, Abby had bought a paddleball and racket—she’d seen the way he’d looked at Gabriel’s set—and he and Gabriel spent the afternoon taking turns with it. It was the closest he’d come to playing since Abby had brought him back.  
Christmas night found Abby alone in her room, rereading Joey’s journal for the hundredth time. Rereading Joey’s letter for the millionth. The others had gone to bed, and she sat there in the dark long after she’d finished rereading, staring down at her still unfinished letter to Joey.
She sighed, letting herself fall backward, her head hitting the pillow. There was movement at the end of the bed. She lifted her head.  
“You know, back in Stillwater they’d be casting the demons out of me if they knew how often I conjured you.”
Imaginary Joey smirked. Not in Stillwater, remember?
“Well, here they’d throw me in the asylum, so.”
Best keep it between us then, yeah?
Abby couldn’t answer because Imaginary Joey was crawling up the length of her on all fours, hovering over her on the bed until they were face to face.  
Her head recognized it was just her imagination, a vision, a fantasy, but her body was buying into it, hook, line and sinker.  
“What are you doing?”
Shhh. Joey’s imaginary finger was at her lips, then Joey’s imaginary mouth was at her neck, and Abby was so gone it was like she’d been on the brink of this all night without even knowing.  
Joey’s imaginary hand was undoing her trousers. Palming at her breast.  
“I miss this,” Abby heard herself whimper into imagined curls, soft and smelling of spice and campfire ash.  
I miss it too.  
“I miss you.”
Imaginary Joey answered by sinking three fingers into Abby’s heat, bowing Abby’s back with the sweet sting of it.
Abby sunk her teeth into her own palm to stifle her cry.  
Christ, look at you, Imaginary Joey’s voice was a whispered rasp against her ear, so fuckin’ close and I’ve barely begun.
“Joey—”
Been desperate for this, haven’t you?
“I’ve—” She couldn’t speak without groaning so she nodded, her eyes squeezed shut. Of course she’d been desperate for it, it’d been half a year since Joey. Weeks and weeks since she’d had a moment to herself and even then it was always a quick affair, her eyes on the door, fully expecting one of the children or Mrs. Beelzebub—a skilled door-opener—to barge right in.  
Fuck, I’ve missed touchin’ you.
Abby had to be crazy, she was sure she was crazy, because that voice, her voice, sounded so real inside her mind.  
Imaginary Joey was pumping her fingers in and out and it was a messy ordeal with Abby’s trousers still on and the way she could feel the slick spilling down her thighs, biting back whimpers and clenched moans and filthy words of encouragement.  
It built easily and quickly and Abby really had been close from the start, it only took another moment of clever fingers, twisting and stroking, to push her over the edge.
She held Imaginary Joey’s hand to her, kept her fingers pushed up all the way inside of her as she clenched at them, shuddered and arched and saw explosions behind her eyelids. A whimper managed to sneak past her lips as she came down, slowly opening her eyes.
The room was silent and still, and there was only her own hand, shoved into her trousers, soaked through with the memory of what she’d just done.  
She lay there for long moments, the silence heavy and accusing. It felt wrong, what she’d done. Not the fantasy of it—Joey had very nearly encouraged that sort of thing that night on the ridge when she’d asked if Abby ever touched herself. She was all but certain Joey would’ve applauded her that particular fantasy.
But it had been a lie. That was the wrongness in it. She’d been living for those moments when her imagination would take over and conjure Joey. Snippets of fantasy spliced into the dark monotony of facing each day without her. But lies had the potential to grow and grow until they swallowed up the truth into a yawning black hole. Stillwater, for instance. A town where delusion had spread like disease.
Abby didn’t know everything. In fact, what she’d said to Esther was true; the more she learned the less she felt she understood. But there were still things she did know. Things she was certain of. She knew Imaginary Joey was a lie. Beautiful and magnetic and tempting her toward an abyss, and unlike the canyon, it was a fall she couldn’t survive.  
Joey was gone. An entire country’s worth of trackers hadn’t caught sight or sound of her in six months. Joey didn’t want to be found.  
She had to let them go—both of them. Imaginary Joey and the real one.
That night on the ridge Joey had said something else. When someone matters enough the decent thing to do is set them free.  
With the journal in tow, Abby made her way out to the porch. It was freezing, by morning the muddy street would be frozen in place. She clutched her shawl tighter as she settled into a rocking chair, the wood creaking as she shifted to open the journal in her lap.
Time to finish it once and for all.
I’m not angry anymore. I’m not even sad. Really, I’m not. Perhaps I’ll wake tomorrow and find the flame of it sputtering to life anew, but for now, in this precise moment, I’m not sad and I’m not angry. Maybe it’s because of Christmas, silent night and peace on earth and all that good will towards men. But I think, more than anything, it’s because I’m seeing the world plainly these days, and fairytale endings rarely ever leave the page. It doesn’t snow on Christmas because of a silly childhood wish, it snows when the weather permits it, when the sky is good and ready. Lost little boys don’t suddenly remember how to be children just because you will it, and it doesn’t matter how much you love them, it doesn’t matter because they don’t know how to be loved. Real life is full of grit and disappointment and trudging on anyway, brown Christmases and all.  
I told you that night that I’d never stop looking for you and at the time I meant it. I fully intended to follow you to the ends of the earth. But meanings can change. That’s another thing I’m learning. Sometimes all it takes is time for perspectives to give way to wisdom. To see things anew.  
I won’t stop looking for you. I’ll look for you in Olive—I see you there already, in her sharp wit and God, the way she curses sometimes. Her table manners are a horror and I’ve you to thank for that as well. I no longer need worry that Gabriel Cooper might be equally smitten with her—after sitting down to Christmas dinner together I don’t think he’ll look her way ever again.
I’ll look for you in Jack, too. Sometimes I see more of you in him than anywhere else. His sharp mind and his dark smile and fuck, Joey, his goddamned temper.  
I see you in Lewis, too. More than ever, now that I’m really starting to know him. He’s up before dawn to milk the goats, always ready to help Frex, eager to make use of himself and always smiling. He’s selfless, through and through. The sort of selflessness that would push someone to strap themselves with deadweight and cross an ocean to protect them, giving up any hope for a life of their own.
And that’s another thing—
I see you in me too, now. Every day I’ve been close to throwing my hands up and surrendering, but then I remember that you never surrendered. You did all of this while on the run without help from a single soul. You were there for them every day without question, without complaint. Well. Without question, at least. You were their everything these past six years, and they ache for you still. But they have me now. Not as fun, not as clever, not as wild. But I’m trying. I’ll keep trying. I’ll be here for them from here on out.  
I don’t know what I’ll tell them in the end. It feels as if I’ve been prolonging the inevitable, the way I sidestep Olive’s questions. The way I let Jack avoid the topic altogether. But I want you to know that whatever I tell them it won’t be in anger. They’ll know that you loved them completely, the way that they love you too. And the rest? Well. We’ll take it one foot in front of the other. One day at a time.
-A
She closed the journal on her lap and shut her eyes. A vision flashed. A glint of metal—scissors taken to a kite string, the kite disappearing up and up and up into the clouds.  
Continue to light the moon from afar, Dakayivani had said, and each day it will hurt a little less.
Abby stood, shivering, taking one last moment to look up at the night before going in. The sky was thick with clouds, the stars beyond were unseeable, but for the first time since summer her heart didn’t sink at the sight of a moonless sky. There would be other nights after which the sun would rise and the days would march on and what did it matter, really, if she couldn’t see the moon?  
Maybe just knowing it was up there, somewhere, was enough.  
Wherever she was, Abby hoped she was warm. She hoped she was well. Simple hopes. Sensible and small.  
“Merry Christmas,” she whispered, and her breath was a silver ghost in the cold air.  
She turned to go in, reaching for the door, but something stopped her, prickling the back of her neck like she wasn’t alone.  
Abby turned. But there was nothing there, just the neighboring homes with their crooked fences, the lights of the city spotting the black outline of downtown Gauntlet’s Landing in the distance.
Then she saw it. Just out of reach, drifting lazily from above.
A snowflake.
It fluttered silently, coming to rest on the bottom step. Another followed. Then another.
They were everywhere, dancing downward, taking their time to fall, as if in no hurry for their journey to end.  
They caught on the tangles of dry brush and filled in the frozen footsteps on the muddy street. She blinked at the icy feel of them collecting on her lashes, at the edges of her shawl. Church bells rang out in the distance, and the sound pulled at something in her chest, nostalgic and familiar. It was a beautiful sound, Abby realized for the first time.  
She watched for a long while as the dusting became a blanket, thick and white, tucking in the desert, shrouding it until spring. The sight was too tempting to resist, and she took several careful steps down stairs turned slippery and slick.  
For endless moments she stood there, shivering and awestruck. The world had gone silent around her, as though she was the only person in Gauntlet’s Landing. The last person on the face of the earth.  
There, in the tracker’s front yard, eyes closed and face to the sky, she found it. It was there in the bite of cold air, hidden in the scent of the snow.  
Peace.
At long last, there was peace.
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January, 1853
Olive: Three attacks since Christmas, I can’t seem to figure if it’s the cold weather or…? The doctor at the Drifter’s seemed to think it was a sort of allergy to a soup she’d eaten—never mind that she’s been suffering these attacks for years and had only eaten the soup for the very first time that day. He took Esther's money—all the money that had been saved—and that was that. I’ve been too scared to bring her to the doctor in town, I don’t know what kind of questions they’d ask. If she’d be recognized. A sick child with a foreign accent is bound to arouse suspicion. Frex says he knows a traveling doctor. He sent word. The man is due out to visit us next week. Let’s hope her lungs hold out until then.
Jack: Hasn’t smiled in weeks. Has begun referring to everyone in town as either a wench or a serf—something I assume he picked up from the dime novels the Cooper boys sneak over in their knapsacks and read during lunch break. Jack has also been asking for a gun again. I’ve flat out refused his request over and over but he doesn’t seem to hear me and he doesn’t seem to care when I grow weary of his nagging. I worry that he’ll find a way to get one. Steal one from the Coopers, perhaps. Every week he seems bolder in his disregard for rules and order. I’m worried for him, and truthfully, far more worried for those around him. He wears his anger like a belt of dynamite and there’s no telling what will spark the first fuse.
Lewis: Communicating less and less. Won’t use the spelling board Frex made for him and continues to get frustrated by the chalkboard. Yesterday he threw it across the classroom when I asked him to spell the answer to a simple context question. I don’t understand it—he’s smart, he can learn, he can read, he knows the answers to the questions I ask, and yet…
Perhaps I’m pushing him too hard. Perhaps I’m pushing all of them too hard. But how are we to move on if we don’t push ahead?

It was March, and Abby was planning a party.
Officially, it was to be a birthday party for Jack and Olive. Unofficially, it was also goodbye.
They were leaving Gauntlet’s Landing. It had been decided for them when the doctor visited just after the New Year, though Abby had yet to tell the children.
“Fresh air,” the doctor had said, pulling Abby aside after examining Olive. “Her lungs are weak, she needs a kinder environment.”
“So it’s—she’s not ill?”
“She hasn’t got consumption, if that’s what you’re asking. Not yet, but you’re tempting fate keeping her in the desert. And in a crowded city?” He’d shaken his head. “A simple chest cold could be the end of her if those lungs aren’t given room to grow stronger.”
“Where?” Abby asked, overwhelmed and out of her depth. “We’ve nowhere else to go.” But that wasn’t true anymore. “Actually, we have some land in California. By the sea?”
The doctor had smiled for the first time since he’d arrived. “Nothing better for her than fresh ocean air.” He’d tipped his hat on his way out the door. “Safe journey.”
June, Abby had told Frex that night on the porch. They would leave for Promise in June when the weather turned warmer.
“What do you wanna wait that long fer if ‘er lungs are poorly?” He’d asked around his pipe.
“Money,” Abby shrugged helplessly. “I need more of it. We’ll just have to keep Olive here, away from the crowds of downtown until I can afford to—”
“Mrs. Cooper’s payin’ you fair to teach ‘er boys, ain’t she?”
“I need more. I’ll get a second job.” She’d looked up to find Frex eyeing her. “There’s nothing out there!” Abby had splayed her hands. “Land, that’s all there is. I’ll need to—to hire someone to build us a cabin or something, and I don’t know how far the nearest town is, I may need to buy a year’s worth of food and—oh, God, what about water? We’ll need to dig a well, and how much will that cost?”
“You just pack yer bags and worry about the little one,” Frex said. “Told you already, I got money to spare.”
“No,” Abby had shaken her head. “I’m not borrowing anything more from you. I’m getting a second job and we’ll leave in June.”
Frex had nodded and quietly smoked his pipe, rocking back and forth in his chair, the wood making little squeaks.
Abby knew what he was thinking. She was surprised though, when he actually voiced it.
“You sure yer not stalling? Waiting around to see if she—”
“I’m not waiting for anyone.” She stood, ready to turn in for the night. Ready to avoid having this conversation. “She’s probably dead, Frex.” The words stung her tongue, acidic and sharp and wholly lacking in conviction. She searched for something else to say, just to chase the memory of them from her mouth. “I’ll go down to the Inn tomorrow. See if they’re hiring.”
The Hanging Lantern, it turned out, was not hiring. A girl of maybe sixteen had taken over Abby’s job, cleaning the canteen at night, and Nicholas had barely been able to contain his blush as he’d told Abby about her.
“Try The Ivory Hillside,” he’d pointed across the square. “They’re always looking for help.”
And, sure enough, a week later she found herself working nights at the tavern, working up a sweat serving frothy pints and warm whiskey alongside plates of roast elk and game hen.
The owner was a man named Red Cobb and he’d been thrilled when Abby had walked in searching for work and even more thrilled to train her to wait tables himself.
Abby hadn’t thought anything of it at first. Red was a friendly sort of man, jovial, with a shock of red hair and twinkling eyes. He was always chatting with the patrons, and wasn’t one to raise his voice over a broken glass or a dish brought to the wrong table. He was kind and quick with a joke, and Abby found she actually looked forward to her evenings there. To the camaraderie. The break from the children’s bickering back home.
But as the days dragged on, she began to feel Red’s eyes on her as she worked.
“There’s a room upstairs,” he’d said one night, coming up behind Abby as she wiped down a table. “Late nights, early mornings when you own a tavern,” he waved a hand, nonchalant, “and sometimes I’ve found it easier to just sleep where I work. You could use it too, if you ever find yourself…hesitant…to walk home so late at night. Clean sheets, soft bed. I keep the key behind the bar,” he’d leaned in, lowering his voice. “You just let me know.”
Abby had worked twice as hard after that. Taken on twice as many tables. Run herself ragged in an attempt to move faster than Red’s trailing eyes.
With her days spent in the little classroom and her nights spent in the tavern, Abby began to lose her grip on time. One day it was the first of the Near Year, ice crystals in the corners of the window panes, and the next thing she knew it was March, and there were buds on all the trees. More than once Frex warned her she’d burn out, collapse entirely.
But Abby didn’t feel close to burning out. If anything, she felt invigorated, as if she’d solved a great puzzle.
Her mind was so preoccupied with lessons and the children and Lewis’s spelling and avoiding Red Cobb and saving every dollar from the tavern, there was no room for thoughts of anything else.
When she slept, she didn’t even dream.
Of course, there was one thought that seemed to occupy her time more than the rest: how to tell Jack and Olive they’d soon be leaving Frex’s rickety old house. That they were once again being uprooted from a place they’d come to call home.
She was pondering it one March evening, washing dishes in the kitchen as Olive brought in fresh water from the pump outside.
Abby had the evening off from The Ivory Hillside and they’d invited the Cooper boys over for dinner. Olive was still giggling over the way Gideon could squirt milk through the empty space of his missing tooth.
Abby sighed. She’d be tearing them away from their new friends, too.
Olive carefully poured the fresh water into the sink where Abby was elbows-deep in soapy suds. She’d asked Abby to put curls in her hair the night prior when she’d heard the Coopers were coming—a request that had summoned a day’s worth of teasing by Jack.
But as Olive stood there in the kitchen, smiling and asking if Abby wanted her help drying the dishes, Abby had a moment.
She stared at Olive. The pretty curl of her hair. The way she was standing. Something about her face too—it seemed less round, somehow.
“Mrs. Proctor?” Olive was eyeing her. “What is it?”
“You’re older,” Abby said, and her heart clenched at the admission. “You look just the tiniest bit older tonight.”
“Oh, Mrs. Proctor, what a perfectly ridiculous thing to say,” Olive said, “we’re all older. You look older too. A lot older.”
Well. That was…enough to ease the nostalgic ache from her chest, at least. And besides—Abby quickly did the math in her head—if Olive was eight, she still had ten whole years with her, because she wouldn’t let her go a day sooner, even if Gabriel Cooper came riding in on a white stallion and—
Suddenly, Abby realized something.
“Olive?”
“Mrs. Proctor?”
“I don’t know when your birthday is.” She’d thought of it before, but she was hesitant to ask about that sort of thing. Any mention of the past would send Jack into either a fury or a week-long sulk. But, still. Unforgivable that she’d never gotten around to inquiring. “Are you still eight?”
“I turned nine the last Sunday in January.”
“But Olive! That was a month and a half ago! Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Proctor, I didn’t know it was important. Are you cross I didn’t tell you?”
“No! No, it’s—it’s not that, I just would’ve liked to know. To have thrown you a party.”
“That’s alright,” Olive smiled.
“And Jack? When is his birthday?”
“I’ve just told you. The last Sunday in January.”
“We don’t know our real birthdays,” Jack appeared in the kitchen doorway, Mrs. Beelzebub perched on his shoulder, “so we guessed.”
Abby looked at him. “You guessed?”
“There weren’t many birthday parties at the whorehouse,” Jack said. “I’m sure that’s difficult for you to understand, with your provincial—”
“Jack, stop being so horribly rotten to her all the time.” Olive’s eyes were dark as she glared.
“It’s alright,” Abby said, because she was utterly exhausted and couldn’t handle another fight just then. “We’ll just have to celebrate a little later this year. Instead of the last Sunday in January, why don’t we do it the last Sunday of March? That gives us two weeks to prepare.”
So Abby was planning a party because despite Olive’s cough and Jack’s anger and Lewis’ slipping away they could be happy, they could find some happiness. Moments of it, at least. She was planning a party and it would be the best day they’d had yet. She was going to make damn sure of it.
Then after—days after, maybe, but after nonetheless, she would tell them they were leaving. That at long last they were going to live in Promise by the sea.
And if they hated her for it, well. They’d just have to adjust.
It wasn’t exactly the life she’d dreamed of either.

Gauntlet’s Landing had begun to thaw earlier that month, icicles on eaves dripping away to nothing, snow melting to reveal soggy brown grass beneath. Olive had absolutely destroyed her new winter boots stomping through puddles, and the Cooper boys showed up to lessons with their trousers caked in mud. Even Leopold was showing signs of the changing season, chasing Helen and Josephine in through an open window and leaving a trail of muddy pawprints, fur flying as he shed his winter coat.
The weather grew steadily balmier as the days passed. A week before the party the buds turned green on the trees, small and hopeful. Abby tried to siphon the feeling from the air like a smelling salt. Something to jolt her back to life, something to reanimate her from the automaton she’d become. Work, worry over the children, see to their clothes, see to their meals. Work some more. Avoid, avoid, avoid.
Frex returned from an expedition the evening before the party, complaining of a sore back and tired feet.
“Getting too old fer this,” he grumbled, hanging up his tent of a coat. “Plumb dragged out, tired enough to die. Better still be berry tart left over or they’ll be hell to pay.”
“I suppose that means you’ve no interest in going into town with me…?” Abby gave him a hopeful grin.
He groaned. “What the hell you wanna go to town fer?”
She bulged her eyes at him, trying to remind him without alerting the children, who’d appeared from out back to welcome him home.
“Oh. Right.” He rolled his eyes as he pulled his coat back off the rack. “You can buy me dinner while we’re out, then. Was fixin’ to gnaw on my saddle on the ride in.”
She ordered them both steak and potatoes at The Ivory Hillside after they’d accomplished their errand, and as they waited for their food, she smoothed the brand-new deed out on the table in front of her.
“Careful you don’t muck that up with vittles,” Frex said. “You gonna wrap it up with a bow and all?”
Abby shrugged. She supposed she should. It was meant to be a gift, after all, for the children at their party the next day.
“It’s kind, what you did,” Frex said, tucking his napkin into his shirt.
“It isn’t kind to uproot them all over again,” she said. “This is just meant to soften the blow.”
It was so official looking, the deed was. It was larger than the first one, and the paper was thicker, too. In the middle of the pulpy page was the town name Abby had paid half a week’s wages to have replace Promise. Now, instead, it said Bloom Town.
“Still think you should let me put you down as mayor,” Abby smiled at Frex.
The deed listed Abby as the landowner, but at the bottom of the page there was a line for the name of Bloom Town’s mayor. The grantee at the bank had assured Abby the law was more lenient with new towns and in due time she could elect the mayor herself, once the town was up and running. Abby hadn’t the heart to admit she wasn’t sure it ever would be—at this point it would be miraculous if they managed to erect a single cabin within the year.
“You oughta be mayor,” Frex waved a hand, “not some old cave troll like me.”
“I don’t want to be mayor,” Abby shrugged matter-of-factly. “And you said yourself you’re getting too old for expeditions.”
“Blondie?” Frex smiled beneath his thick beard. “This all a ploy to get me to come to California with you?”
Abby’s cheeks grew warm. “Maybe. Is it working?”
“Already told you I’ll visit.”
“That’s not good enough. The children will miss you. I’ll miss you.”
Frex seemed to consider it. “I dunno, I got the house and the chickens to mind. What the hell you need a mayor fer anyway? Nothin’ there but land.”
Their food arrived shortly after, and the conversation was forgotten.
Red Cobb served their dishes himself, making a show of clapping Frex’s shoulder, telling him how good it was to see him, asking after his latest expeditions, but all the while his eyes were on Abby. She could feel them on her skin like octopus suckers, unpleasant and unwelcome. She wanted to peel the feeling off and toss it far away.
Instead, she ignored him, eating quickly and counting knotholes in the table, the way she had the day of her father’s meeting with Frex.
“Blondie?”
“Hmm?” She looked up.
“Red’s talkin’ to ya.”
She flicked her eyes up to Red’s too-wide smile beneath his fiery beard.
“Was just saying the place isn’t half as efficient when you’re not working.”
Abby glanced around. “Seems to be going fine,” she managed to say through a mouth chock full of potatoes.
Red chuckled. “I’ll speak plainly then. I’d like to have you here more. Full time, if you like. The restaurant could do with more of that smile of yours. To be honest, I wouldn’t mind seeing more of you myself, and,” he leaned down, lowering his voice, “if I’ve read things correctly, I suspect the feeling is mutual.”
Abby blinked at him. Glanced at Frex, who had suddenly become very busy with the napkin tucked into his shirt.
“That’s, um.” Shit. She needed the extra hours. She’d been working up the nerve to ask him about working full time for weeks. “Perhaps we can discuss this when I come in on Monday?” She couldn’t survive the humiliation of navigating this particular conversation in front of Frex.
Red smiled. “Looking forward to it.”
“Uh huh.” She smiled back before stuffing more potatoes in her mouth, kicking Frex under the table when he appeared to be stifling giggles.
It wasn’t until they were getting up to leave that Abby collected the deed from the table and remembered their unfinished conversation.
“I don’t want to leave it blank,” Abby sighed, looking down at the paper before following after Frex. “Can I just put you down as mayor temporarily?”
“Like a dog with a goddamn bone,” Frex growled, holding the door open so Abby could squeeze by, out into the chilly evening air. “Put Red Cobb’s name down, on account of you bein’ so desperate fer him.”
Abby launched herself at Frex, ramming into his side and hitting him with soft punches as she laughed.
He laughed along with her as they walked, shaking his head. “Poor bastard,” he wheezed between guffaws, bracing an arm against the post outside the sheriff’s office, long closed for the day. “Probably combs that beard extra nice the days you’re there, thinkin’ yer eyes are gonna be on him all night.”
“My eyes are on him all night. How else can I make sure I’m always on the opposite side of the room?”
Frex burst into laughter again, and when Abby joined him she realized it was the first she’d laughed in a long, long time. A wave of glee hit her square in the gut—she was happy, she had friends, she was making a life for herself, she was throwing the children a party. Everything was going to be okay.
Swept up in the sudden exuberance she went to give Frex the biggest, most grateful hug yet, when suddenly—
“Abby.”
She whipped around at the sound of her name. At the way it had been said. The accent. The voice.
But the sheriff’s office was dark and quiet. The street was empty and still.
“Abby?” This time it was Frex calling out to her.
She shook her head, still peering back. “I heard—I thought I heard—” She had heard. She could still feel the memory of it tingling in her ear. “Did you hear—?” She turned to look at Frex.
He gave a little shrug, shook his head.
Abby looked over her shoulder one last time at the empty street before following Frex across the square.
When they reached the house Frex stopped at the gate, squinting at the sky. “Moon sure looks purty tonight.”
It was a full moon, bright and beautiful and lighting up the night like a gas-lamp in a drawing room.
“Comin’ blondie?”
Abby tore her gaze away from the swollen moon and hurried inside.
Later that night, when the others were asleep and Lewis and Ella were giggling over a parlor game at the table, Abby snuck out to the porch to steal a moment for herself. A moment of peace before the inevitable chaos of the following day’s festivities.
She’d gone out to sit in her rocking chair—the one Frex had told her she’d be taking along to California ‘er else—when a sudden sniffling had snapped her out of her reverie.
Olive was standing hesitantly in the doorway.
“Trouble sleeping?” Abby asked.
She nodded. “I’m having a terrible time of it, Mrs. Proctor. Sleep feels altogether impossible because my head’s gone all busy.”
“Come here, sweet thing,” Abby nodded her over, pulled her onto her lap. Olive’s head was just beneath her chin, her legs were growing faster than the spring weeds along the fence. “You’re going to be too big for this one day,” Abby giggled, but it was evidently the wrong thing to say because Olive began to cry in earnest, great heaving sobs.
Abby wrapped her arms around her, rocking back and forth. Soothing her as she cried.
“What is it?” Abby whispered. “What’s wrong?”
But Abby knew what was wrong. She knew what was wrong when Olive would stop in the middle of an activity and stare blankly for minutes on end. She knew what was wrong when she passed by the children’s room at night and heard Olive sniffling. She knew what was wrong when she would ask what was wrong, only for Olive’s eyes to dart here and there as she gave a hurried reply of nothing!
Abby knew what was wrong but had planned to keep right on asking until Olive was ready to give her an honest answer. But that night, Abby decided it was time to open the door herself. If it made it worse, so be it. It was time to talk about it. To put it to rest. They needed to leave it behind in Gauntlet’s Landing when they left.
“Do you miss her?” Abby asked, quiet as breathing. “Is that why you’re crying?”
The question seemed to suck all the air out of the world. They hadn’t talked about her at all. Not once.
“No.” Olive’s answer was immediate, but a moment later, the sniffling began again. “You’re doing a wonderful job, Mrs. Proctor, truly,” she managed through her whimpers, “I—I don’t miss her even a little bit because we’ve got you and you’re the loveliest—the loveliest lady I’ve ever—I’ve ever—”
Abby held her as she sobbed, rocking her in the chair, back and forth.
A long while later, after she’d quieted, Olive whispered, “Jack misses her too. He thinks it’s his fault.”
“Thinks what’s his fault?”
“That she’s gone.”
“Why would he think such a thing?”
“When we were leaving Wry, when I was ill…he said I hope you die. So he thinks it’s his fault. That’s why he’s so terribly mean and broody all the time.”
“Did he tell you this?”
“No,” Olive shook her head softly, “but it’s true.”
“How do you know?”
Olive looked up at her, her cheeks tracked with tears. “Wouldn’t you feel perfectly wretched if you’d said that to her?”
Abby sighed. Of course she would.
They all had scars from that day. The worst day. But she couldn’t let Jack go on thinking it was his fault. She decided then that she’d find a time to speak with him. Take a walk into town, treat him to lunch at the tavern, maybe some penny candy at the General. A special day, just the two of them, where she could begin to chip away at it all.
It wouldn’t be easy. There were days now when he didn’t spare her a look if it wasn’t a sneer. She was losing him. Want Jack to be a child, the words echoed. A real child, without the world on his shoulders.
But Abby had begun to suspect the damage was done. That the weight of the world had already crushed some vital part of him. Maybe the wisest thing was to hope for less. Teach him to control his anger. Find ways to help him live with it. Accept that perhaps the best Abby could hope for him were moments of peace.
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The morning of the party dawned bright and brilliant. By breakfast it was already the warmest day all year, and Abby acquiesced after Olive begged to go coatless when she ran to the Cooper house to check on party preparations. The Coopers were hosting the affair, it’d been decided, because their house sat on a wide bit of property perfect for games and sport. Not to mention the lack of farm animals, which would ensure a safe buffet.  
Mr. Cooper had come back on leave from his post down south and, perhaps eager to please his children and make up for his lengthy absence, he’d gotten right to work digging a little pond in the backyard—something the boys had been talking about all winter. And while it was still far too cold to swim, the pond itself was part of the allure for the party. Though there would be many games—sack races, bandy-wicket, target practice (much to Jack’s delight)—the toy boat race was to be the main event.
They’d been building the boats for weeks. Abby had seen an opportunity for an extended lesson and she’d seized it—first a science class on buoyancy and water density, then an entire day spent outdoors collecting materials, testing what they scavenged to see what might best float.
The week leading up to the party the children built their boats. Lewis helped with the construction; Ella helped them with exterior design. Olive drew Totem on one side of her little sailboat and painted tiny pink flowers all over the cotton sail.
Jack, unsurprisingly, painted the Jolly Roger and threatened that any boat attempting to defeat his in the race would be cannonballed on sight, their sailors taken as slaves and their women taken as wives. Abby had quickly pivoted then, clapping her hands with a cheery look at Garrett’s wonderful construction! And the rudder actually moves, how clever! Did you think of this all on your own?
Of course, in the end, that backfired all the same. Jack had gone outside and stomped his boat to pieces, then demanded Lewis help him construct something like Garrett’s but better.
One day at a time, Abby had begun to chant on days like that. One fucking day at a time.
With Lewis’s help, Jack had managed to construct another boat in time, and on their way to the Cooper’s that day he outlined his strategy for the race. It was quite nearly chipper, the way he was chattering on about his plan to check the pond’s current beforehand, test the wind patterns with his sail on dry ground first.
Olive was wearing a dress—a shocking thing in itself, and all the more startling due to how she’d acquired it. The night before, Abby had been watching Olive plunk at random notes on the piano (I’ve written a splendid concerto, Mrs. Proctor, come listen!) and Frex had appeared from the hall, clearing his throat and producing a pile of brown patterned taffeta from behind his back.
“Was Nellie’s,” he said, gruff and brusque. “Think it’s just about yer size, if you like. It’s got…ruffles ‘n things.” He’d held it out to Olive awkwardly.
Abby had panicked, fully expecting Olive to reject the gift because Olive despised dresses and fully expecting Frex to be heartbroken because it’d clearly taken quite a bit of heart for him to offer his own daughter’s dress and—
Before Abby could say anything, Olive had taken the dress in her arms, sighing dreamily, twirling with it and hugging Frex.
Maybe Olive had known what it meant to Frex, maybe she was being kind. Maybe she didn’t hate dresses as much as she claimed.
Maybe she was just growing up.  
There was a long table with a paisley tablecloth in the Cooper’s backyard. The trees nearest the table had been wrapped in bright ribbons tied in big bows, while colorful paper-mache balls hung from the lowest boughs.
Abby had made a chocolate cake for the affair the day before and iced it in coconut meringue, the ingredients for which had cost a small fortune. Ella had busied herself in the kitchen alongside her, making lemon tarts and nutmeg picnic buns while Lewis and Frex kept the children busy with chores out back. Those blessed hours, laughing alongside Ella as they maneuvered an awkward dance through the small kitchen, egging each other on to take sips of the cooking sherry, had perhaps been the best hours Abby had spent since…since before.
The picnic table filled up nicely with other treats as well: Frex’s peanut brittle contribution and Mrs. Cooper’s homemade raspberry vinegar soda.
The Cooper boys and little Georgia were beside themselves with excitement, likely a combination of having their father home and having a party. Not to mention having sip after sip of raspberry soda every time their mother’s back was turned.
The children all ran off in the direction of the little pond as soon as they arrived. Frex and Mr. Cooper were already deep in conversation about the sandstone Mr. Cooper had used to line the pond. Mrs. Cooper was pouring strawberry wine for Abby and Lewis and Ella.
It was going to be a good day, Abby could feel it. At long last, one solitary day of sun and Spring and laughter and games and not a single thing to ruin it.
They did sack races first. Olive insisted Abby be on her team, even while Abby tried to convince her she’d likely have a better shot at winning if she teamed up with someone her own size. Someone like Gabriel Cooper, who sidled up beside her at the start line.
But it was Olive’s party, so Abby obliged her, and they giggled and tripped their way to last place three times.
Gabriel and Garrett were the undefeated champions of sack racing—Jack had insisted Lewis be his teammate, and even Lewis seemed to think that choice was ill-advised.
Jack made up for it when it came time for target shooting—he hit every target, barely taking time to aim, and the Cooper brothers stared at him in awe as Mr. Cooper let out an impressed oh-ho and clapped him on the back. Jack was grinning, and Abby swore at one point the smile even reached his eyes, if only for a split-second.
They ate cake, then decided to open gifts by the pond before the boat race. Jack sat cross legged on the grass, Olive sat in a chair with little Georgia on her lap, letting the toddler pull at her gifts with endless patience. She was good with her that way. Olive was good with children in a way Abby admired; she’d never even been around other children, so it was something within her, some sort of innate kindness. Abby only wished that—well. Abby was seeing it, and she was proud enough for the both of them.
Olive opened her gifts first. A toy horse that looked like Totem. Ribbons. A painting kit.
Jack opened his. An engraved wallet from Frex—Jack’s very first ever. The Snake Game, a new-fangled board game that all the children in town were after. A box of fine candies.
A short while later, Mrs. Cooper went inside to put Georgia down for a nap. The children were looking their unwrapped gifts over, excited and chattering, when Lewis pulled out two messily wrapped packages of his own.
“Jack. This.” He handed Jack one of the packages. “Olive. This.” He handed her the other.
Abby was watching the little interaction unfold with abject fascination because she couldn’t imagine what Lewis might’ve gotten for them, but at that precise moment Frex called out her name, nodding for her to come over and join his conversation with Mr. Cooper.
She was still beaming as she walked over, feeling blissfully hopeful for the first time in forever because they were doing it—the children were having fun and there hadn’t been a single argument or snide word. It was impossible not to see the hope in that.
But Frex wasn’t smiling, and Abby felt her own smile fade at the look on his face.
“Was talkin’ here with John, he’s been working down near New Mexico territory.” Frex’s voice was low, and as he spoke he shifted so that his back was to the children, making Abby’s heart sink. “Tell ‘er what you told me.” He nodded at Mr. Cooper.
“There’s an outpost down that way,” Mr. Cooper said, “kind of a tent city, miners could get their rations and their haircuts and what have you when they’re on leave. I was there last month, had a week, wasn’t enough time to make the journey home and back.”
He was a kind man, Mr. Cooper was, but Abby needed him to get to the point because her throat had gone dry and her stomach had started roiling and she knew whatever he was about to tell her would have her retching into the bushes.
“You hear a lot of talk in a place like that,” he said, speaking quietly.
Abby changed her mind, she didn’t want him to get to the point, she didn’t want to hear what he had to say.
Mr. Cooper ducked his head. “Frex says you were looking for JT London?”
Abby tried to nod but wasn’t sure she managed it.
“There was a man, showed up in the outpost,” he said, “a bounty hunter from one of the cities back east. He was looking for her too.”
“I don’t—” Abby shook her head, “bounty hunter? What is that? What does that mean?”
“Mobsters, out to collect the bounty fer themselves,” Frex muttered. “They’ll go after anyone with a reward over ‘er head, and they’ll steal, threaten and kill their way to the money. Hypocrites. I don’t deal with scum like that and scum like that knows to steer clear of honest trackers. Explains why none of my boys had word.”
“This one said he was hired for the job,” Mr. Cooper said, and it must’ve been new information for Frex as well because his bushy eyebrows reared up on his forehead.
Abby’s stomach twisted tighter. “So—what does that mean? Is she—what does that mean?”
“He seemed to think he was getting close,” Mr. Cooper said gently, “made it sound like he was hot on her trail.”
“What—he knows where she is? But what will he do with her? What—?” She looked at Frex, feeling the panic clawing in her chest.
Frex patted her shoulder with his massive hand. “Don’t go thinkin’ the worst, blondie, not before—”
“JACK!”
Everyone turned when Olive screamed.
Jack was standing there on the banks of the little pond, tearing out the pages of a book and throwing them to the ground. Olive was trying to stop him, but he kept shoving her away as Lewis whimpered nearby, holding Silver to his face.
Mind still racing with thoughts of bounty hunters who threaten and kill, Abby ran to interrupt Jack’s tantrum, desperate to keep the day from coming apart at the seams.
She tried to grab the book away from him but he spun away and just kept tearing out great handfuls of paper, his cheeks red with the effort.
The Coopers were standing there watching, and Abby could feel it, she could feel the day capsizing, and maybe the thought was selfish but how dare he have a tantrum in the middle of the party she’d thrown him, how dare he interrupt Mr. Cooper’s news about—
Jack tore out another page, and Abby lost control. She grabbed his arm. Wrenched him around to face her.
Stop, calm down, don’t do this, her head was screaming.
She grabbed the book away, clutching it to her chest so he couldn’t continue to tear at it.
“Bravo, the savior of paper.” He smirked. “Such a ridiculous little woman you are.”
She slapped him. Hard.
“What’s the matter with you?” She heard herself growl. “Don’t you ever get tired of being awful? All you do is destroy everyone’s happiness!”
And oh, hitting him wasn’t something Abby ever meant to do. Those weren’t words she ever meant to say.
Especially not after everything Olive had told her the night before. It wasn’t even something she believed. Not truly. Not down deep. But she’d said it, and the words were alive and twisting in the air between them.
His eyes had gone wide, but he quickly fixed his apathetic mask back in place as a red bloom spread across his cheek.
“Jack,” Abby said softly because she’d fucked up, she’d really, really fucked up, and she needed to start fixing it immediately, “I didn’t—”
“Fuck you,” he spat, and Abby felt the words land on her like hot oil. He jabbed his finger at the ruined book she was still clutching. “I don’t want it. Burn it. Throw it in the fucking pond.”
Suddenly there was a little voice from the crowd of Coopers.
“You shouldn’t say that word to Mrs. Proctor.” Garrett, typically too shy for his own good, was standing there with his little fists clenched.
Before Abby could stop him, Jack grabbed Garrett’s toy boat from the water’s edge. The beautiful boat that Garrett had so carefully crafted—the boat he’d been so proud to show his father. Jack snapped the mast in half, dropped the boat to the ground and stomped on it.
Garrett burst into tears and ran off. Mr. Cooper went after him.
Frex started forward but Gabriel made it to Jack first.
“Go apologize to Garrett right now!” Gabriel shouted.
Jack shoved the taller boy as hard as he could and Gabriel fell backwards into the pond.
Abby watched the whole thing happen as if in a daze. The day was burning to the ground, but there was a bounty hunter hot on the trail and she’d just broken what was left of Jack’s heart and she didn’t have it in her to care about anything else.
Still, she helped Gabriel climb out of the pond, apologizing again and again and looking over her shoulder to tell Jack to go get a towel for Gabriel.
But Jack was gone.
“Where—?”
“Ran off,” Frex said.
Abby started in the direction Frex had indicated but he stopped her.
“Let the boy cool off,” he said. “Give him time to come around.”
“He’ll never come around,” Gabriel said, teeth-chattering as he shivered. “He’s a spoiled brat and if he lived here my father would see to him with his belt.”
“Don’t speak about my brother that way.” Olive was the one with clenched fists now, looking at Gabriel in a way that had Abby fearing for the boy.
“This is my property, I’ll speak however I please,” Gabriel said. He looked at Abby. “It’s really no wonder my mother pities you, left to raise two uncivilized bastards all on your own.”
Olive launched herself at him with something akin to a battle cry, and then Gabriel Cooper was falling backwards again, landing in the pond a second time.
Then it was Olive’s turn to take off.
Ella went after her and Lewis followed, heading in the direction of Frex’s house.
Frex cleaned up the backyard as Abby helped Gabriel to the house, sopping wet and complaining that he’d surely suffer hypothermia.
On their way in they found Gideon, cross-legged atop the picnic table, drinking strawberry wine straight from the bottle.
Abby took the bottle from the six-year-old, all toothless grin and sticky red stains on his cheeks and chin.
“He’s allowed to,” Gabriel said casually. “Mother lets us drink when we’re rowdy. It helps us sleep.”
“She likes it when we sleep,” said Gideon, still grinning. “We break things when we’re awake.”
Abby blinked at him. Gave back the wine. Looked at Gabriel. “Perhaps your mother should worry about civilizing her own children then,” she said, “and shut the hell up about mine.”
Abby found Olive in her bedroom, curled up under the covers with Leopold, sniffling as Ella sat beside her and stroked her hair. Lewis stood in the corner with Silver, looking anxious and near tears.
“I’m sorry your party was ruined,” Abby said softly, laying down on the untouched bed beside her. She felt like she could sleep for days.
“It isn’t your fault,” Olive whispered.
“Sorry,” Lewis said. “Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.” He started to smack his head, but Ella reached out for his hand and he seemed to relax.
“It isn’t your fault either,” Olive said to him, poking her head out. “You couldn’t have known. And it was a lovely thing to do, Lewis. Really.” She smiled up at him and Lewis smiled back.
“What?” Abby looked between them. “What did Lewis do?”
“The gifts,” Olive said. “The books he saved for us.”
Abby was still holding the remains of the book Jack had ruined, and in the chaos she hadn’t even looked down to see what was in her hands.
The pages were all torn, the binding was ripped and the front cover was barely hanging on. But Abby recognized it.
“It’s—”
“Bloom Town,” Olive nodded. “Lewis saved our journals for us. It was a perfectly lovely thing to do.”
Abby looked at Lewis, who was standing there, tentative and unsure. He’d saved all the journals—Joey’s and the children’s.
“It was perfectly lovely, Lewis,” Abby said. Then, she realized. “This is what made Jack angry? His journal?”
“He doesn’t want to remember,” Olive said.
Abby felt like her heart had been strapped to an anchor and tossed into the sea. She sat up.
“I need to talk to him. I need to apologize for hitting him and for—” saying the cruelest thing I’ve ever said to anyone.
“He isn’t here,” Olive said.
Abby looked at the others. “Where is he?”
Just then Frex poked his head in the door. “Purse is missing from my drawer.”
Abby closed her eyes. Jack.
“How much is in there?” She looked at Frex.
“Enough,” Frex said, a hint of worry in his voice. “Could buy himself a train ticket if that’s what he has a mind fer.”
And that was exactly what Abby feared most. She wasn’t his mother, she wasn’t even his guardian—not legally—and if he was caught on the run he wouldn’t be returned to her. He’d be stuffed into a children’s home or worse.
Abby stood. “I’m going downtown to find him.”
“I’m coming,” Frex said.
“Me too.” Olive was sliding out of bed.
“No—the doctor said with your lungs—”
“I’m sorry Mrs. Proctor,” Olive’s voice was sharp, “but I’m going to insist. He’s my brother,” her voice softened, “and he thinks we don’t want him.”
“Okay.” Abby nodded. “Okay. But if you start to have trouble breathing you need to tell me.”
“Yes, yes,” Olive was already lacing up her boots.
On her way out the door, Abby paused, stopped in her tracks by a sudden pang in her stomach. A premonition of panic. It was the very same feeling she’d had the night a small track fire and a darkened train car had altered the entire course of her life.
She joined the others outside, determined to ignore the fear that was now clawing at her ribcage. They would find Jack and bring him home, simple as that. There could be no alternative outcome. Not when it was up to her to keep him safe.
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They walked to town, the group of them—Lewis and Ella too. Olive and Abby took turns calling out for Jack on the way into town, but he was nowhere to be seen. The outskirts were quieter than usual, and when they reached the city center the reason became apparent; everyone had come into town that day.
Gauntlet’s Landing was the busiest Abby had seen it. The center square was packed, the only way to cross the market was to inch along like sheep in a corral.
“We need to split up,” Abby said, shaking her head at the chaos. “We’ll never find him if we don’t.”
“I’ll check over at the train station,” Frex said, and it made sense—he could part the crowd the way a barge could cut through water, and it was imperative that Jack not board a train.
Frex took off in one direction and Lewis and Ella indicated they’d head in another. Olive started after them.
“Olive?” Abby called.
“They’ll need someone to speak for them,” Olive called over her shoulder, “to ask if anyone’s seen him!”
Abby nodded. Alone then. She’d look for him on her own.
And she’d started to do just that, heading in the direction of the rifles dealer, because if there was ever a place to start it was there.
“Abby!”
She turned and Red Cobb materialized from the crowd, tipping his hat and grinning like he could barely believe his luck.
“Red, I—”
“Did you hear?” He seemed Christmas-morning eager. “Big day in Gauntlet’s, that’s for—hey now, something the matter?” He’d finally cottoned on to the way Abby was looking around frantically, barely hearing a word he said.
“Jack, my—the boy I care for, I’ve mentioned him, he’s—he’s run off and I need to find him.”
“Say no more,” Red said, “I’ll help you look.”
“Oh, no, that’s not—” But it would’ve been idiotic to turn him down. The more people looking, the faster Jack would be found. “Yes, okay, thank you.”
Red followed her into the rifles dealer, where the man behind the counter said that he had seen a boy fitting Jack’s description at least half an hour earlier.
“Came in, poked around, walked back out,” the elderly man said. “Figured he was in town for the spectacle, didn’t take him for a runaway,” he said apologetically. “He comes back, I’ll hold him for you.”
Abby thanked the man and hurried back out into the madness, Red at her heels.
“Sounds like he’s on a leisurely little jaunt,” Red chuckled, “poking around the shops and such. Doesn’t sound so dire to me.”
“No, you don’t understand, I’ve upset him, he isn’t himself,” Abby said, the panic building, the guilt crushing. She rushed down the nearby alleyway—an uncrowded shortcut that led toward the train station and exactly the route Jack would take if he were planning to try to leave town.
Red caught up to her in the alley and grabbed her hand. “Youngins get mad and go on a spree and then they come on home, there’s no need for all this.” He gestured to her face.
She hadn’t even realized she was crying. “I’ve ruined everything.” She really didn’t want to be saying it to Red, but he was there and he was being kind and it was all just pouring out of her. “I don’t think it’s ever going to get any better, because I’ve tried, I’ve tried—but maybe I can’t, you know? Maybe—maybe I’m not enough for them, and maybe I should just accept that.”
“You’re more than enough, Abby,” Red said, and fuck she’d read the kind look on his face all wrong and she was paying for it now as he leaned in, cupping her cheek with a pale hand.
She moved her head to the side just in time and his lips landed just to the side of her own, but he lingered there all the same as she pushed against him, trying to break free.
Finally, she managed to wrench away, stepping back and wiping her mouth.
There was still hope on his face, as if despite all evidence to the contrary Abby was a sure thing. That perhaps she was resisting out of propriety and not out of disgust.
“I need to find Jack.”
She turned and ran, and didn’t look back to see if he’d followed.
She collided with Lewis, Ella and Olive at the end of the alley, they’d been crossing over from the next road.
“Anything?” Abby asked, and they all shook their heads.
They continued past each other, heading in opposite directions, but Olive called after her.
“Be careful, Mrs. Proctor,” she said, glancing over her shoulder to make sure Lewis and Ella didn’t get too far ahead, “the Bird Man is here. I saw him, but I made sure he didn’t see me.” And with that, she turned and ran to catch up to the others.
The Bird Man. Something niggled in the back of Abby’s mind, but there wasn’t time to look at it too closely.
She found Frex near the train station.
“Nothing?” She tried to catch her breath.
He shook his head. “Headed over to the livery at the Hanging Lantern, see if he rented a horse.”
Abby nodded. Frex took off and she took another moment to gather herself. To think of where to look next.
She caught a glimpse of herself in the glass pane of the train station’s window.
Unkempt french braid hanging over one shoulder. Blouse coming untucked from the sensible brown skirt she’d worn to the party. She’d dressed for a day of little fingers sticky with icing. For children’s games played in the grass and mud. Such idiotic optimism.
She straightened. Set her jaw as she watched her reflection. Not now. If she let it all catch up to her she’d break, and she couldn’t afford to break. Not yet. Not with Jack still missing.
She hurried back to the center of town and ran smack-dab into Ella, who was by herself this time, looking utterly panicked.
“What is it?” Abby grabbed Ella’s wrist. “Did you find him?”
Ella nodded, one big exaggerated yes, then kept nodding ever more frantically.
“Where?”
Ella pointed to the center of town. She gestured again, using her arms to indicate that they’d found him but he’d gotten away. Abby nodded, starting off, but Ella stopped her again. She gestured with her thumb and pointer finger, squinting an eye like she was aiming. Jack, she signed—she’d assigned each of them a gesture—and then she aimed her hand again.
Abby’s stomach plummeted. “Jack has a gun.”
Ella nodded, a line between her brows.
Goddamn this day.
Abby ran down the street, heading for the wall of people crowded into the center square.
It was almost impossible to squeeze through the crowd now, everyone had gathered for—what had the rifles dealer called it? The spectacle? And Abby had to elbow her way through, offering quick apologies as she went. She called Jack’s name over and over, but it was a waste of breath—the crowd’s din was swallowing every shout.
The livery, she decided. Find Frex so he could part the crowd, bellow Jack’s name.
She started in that direction.
Shoulder first, turning sideways to squeeze between everyone, she made it to the corner of the Hanging Lantern, there were some barrels there and she thought to stand on one, see if she could spot Jack from a higher vantage point.
It was useless. There were hundreds and hundreds of people in the square, it would be impossible to spot him amidst the chaos.
Somewhere in the back of her mind she was putting it all together. The crowd. The spectacle. It was Sunday. The people had gathered for a hanging. But even so, it was an unusually enormous crowd of onlookers.
She scanned the throng again. Best stick to her first plan—to the livery to find Frex. Then to find Jack before he shot someone, and then the others so they could get the hell out of there before the goddamned hanging. The last thing any of them needed was for their day to end with the sound of five wretched necks snapping.
Somewhere between hopping down from the barrel and marching determinedly in the direction of the livery her eyes caught on a green sweater and a gray pageboy cap. He was right there, Jack was, standing on the steps of the Hanging Lantern, up on his tip toes to watch the gallows being prepared.
“JACK!” She swooped in on him with such ferocity he flinched. “Jack,” she crouched on the step below his so they were eye to eye, “I am so sorry. I’m sorry for hitting you, I’m sorry for hurting you.” She cupped his face, his features cold and empty. “I never should’ve said what I said, it isn’t true and I didn’t mean it, I didn’t mean any of it.”
“Yes, you did.” The way he said it, all light and carefree. “And it is true. I am awful.”
“You’re not, you’re wonderful, you just haven’t been yourself,” Abby said, sudden tears hot on her cheeks, “and it’s okay that you get angry, I would be angry too, you’re not wrong to feel that way, and I’m going to help you find ways to deal with that anger so that—”
“Like shooting?” He grinned, reaching behind his back to pull out the revolver Ella had warned about.
Abby bit the inside of her cheek. “Did you steal that?”
“You know what, Abby? I did,” he nodded agreeably, holding the revolver up in the sunlight, smiling at its glint.
“You’re not in trouble,” Abby said slowly, as if tip-toeing out across paper-thin ice, “but we need to return that to the rifles dealer.”
“No, not quite yet,” he said. “I’ve some business to see to first, then you can do with it as you like.”
“Jack—”
“Who do you think will cry more? Gabriel or Garrett?” He chuckled. “Gideon’s too stupid to know what’s coming so he won’t cry at all unless I kill the others in front of him.”
“That’s not funny.”
He leaned forward, stage-whispering, “It wasn’t a joke.”
“Give me the gun.”
“I’ve just told you I’ll be shooting them with it first. For being cruel to me.”
“You were crueler to them!”
But Jack just smiled. “They think they’re better, and I can’t have that. Just because they’ve got a home and a family and a father who builds things for them.”
“They don’t think they’re better, no one is better than anyone—”
“Now that’s just your sweet stupidity talking, Abigail. The Coopers are better than me. Better than Olive, better than you, even.” He’d begun to wave the revolver around as he spoke, and Abby was just waiting for her moment. “They’re richer, anyway. And that makes them look down their ugly crooked noses at us. But imagine the way they’ll look at me when I put a bullet in every fucking one of them. I’ll save sweet little Georgia for last, I’ll take my time with her, make her think it’s a game, and she’ll giggle and make that horrid screeching noise she makes when she’s excited, and that’s when I’ll do it. I’ll blow her stupid little brains out of her curly little h—GIVE IT BACK!”
He’d looked away for a split-second, and Abby had seized the moment. She held onto the revolver with a death grip, fingers already cramping from the effort.
“I’ll get another one.” His voice a low tremble.
“You won’t,” Abby said softly, reaching for him and dropping her hand when he shied away from her touch. “You won’t because we’re going to fix all of this together.”
“I’ll get another one,” he repeated, and then, with the smallest shake of his head, “I’ve got nothing left to lose.”
The crowd was growing rowdy around them, cheering and shouting and they had to get out, they had to find the others and go home and salvage what they could of this horrible day.
“Jack, look at me,” Abby said, and he settled his vacant eyes on hers, “just come back home. Just come home and we can—”
Something over Abby’s shoulder caught his attention.
He transformed in an instant—his face turned white, his eyes went wide, he made a noise like he was choking on his tongue. The angry emptiness was gone, and in its place was a look of absolute horror.
Abby’s veins froze over. She knew. She knew before looking what she was about to see.
It happened in slow motion.
Straightening.
Turning.
No more than one-hundred feet away, a line of five prisoners had been positioned on the platform like any other Sunday, each one to a noose. Four men, two on either side.
And there, neck trapped within the middle noose, was Joey.
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The earth itself stuttered on its axis. There wasn’t a sound in Abby’s ears save for the thud of her own heartbeat.
Joey was alive, Joey was right there in front of her, and Joey was about to be hanged.
She was just standing there, looking far too small with her head bowed and her hands tied.
There wasn’t any time, there wasn’t—they were just going to do it, they were just—and the crowd was cheering and—was it her? Had all these people come to see her hanged? They couldn’t—they must not understand that she—Joey couldn’t be hanged, she was right there, she was alive and they—they were already tightening the rope around her neck—
The rope.
The revolver was deadweight in Abby’s hands.
“Jack,” she held out the gun, eyes on Joey, “Jack, you have to, you—to—shoot the rope, shoot her down.” When he didn’t take it she shoved it into his hand, but his fingers stayed limp, his eyes fixed on the gallows.
“Jack, you never miss, you can hit anything, it’s—it’s easy, it’s right there, just—just shoot the rope, Jack!” Abby was getting louder, panic clawing, mind screaming, but still he wouldn’t budge. “Take the gun, take—why won’t you take it?! You never miss—you have to—they’re going to—you have to do it!” If anyone could do this he could, he was fearless, he was an outlaw, he could pick off a running rabbit from fifty paces and he never missed. “Jack, PLEASE!”
He snapped out of it, only to push Abby’s hand away, recoiling from the revolver, frantically shaking his head.
“I can’t, don’t make me, I can’t!” He looked up at Abby. “She’s going to die right now? They’re killing her? Why—you have to—please don’t let them! They’re going to kill her, make them stop! Tell them to stop! Please, don’t let them hurt her!”
Tears were pouring down his face. Jack, with his burning eyes and easy sneer. A boy of eleven with armor for skin and a scowl for a smile was crying, trembling, pleading, wide-eyed and afraid.
At last, Abby realized absently, there he is. The child Joey always said was in there somewhere, buried beneath the weight of a hundred lifetimes lived in a single decade.  
There was a whimper beside her. Olive. Lewis was there too, staring at the gallows, wailing pitifully. Ella looked bewildered by it all as Lewis clutched Silver beneath his chin, tears rolling down his cheeks.
The children were both begging her now. Do something, please don’t let her die, please you have to do something, tell them to stop, tell them she isn’t bad, tell them!
Abby heard it all as if underwater, everything distorted and muffled. Her eyes were fixed on Joey’s defeated form, staring down at her own bare feet on the platform.
The sheriff was reading something. The hangman was standing by the lever. The lever he would pull to snap all five necks at once. Joey’s neck. He was going to kill Joey. Joey was going to die.
Abby was moving. She was moving forward, sliding into the crowd, headed for the platform. Moving between people, carefully at first and then with more urgency as the sheriff folded the paper he’d been reading and tucked it into his vest.
“Move please,” she heard herself say, squeezing between people—so many people—all crowded around to watch Joey die. “MOVE!” She heard herself shout, frantic now, because people weren’t moving and any second now the—
It was happening, she could see the sheriff nodding to the hangman and there was a high-pitched ringing in her ears because God no, not Joey. Not like this.
She was shaking. The revolver in her hand was shaking. Shite aim, Joey had teased again and again and she’d been right—Abby had never hit a single target, never even come close, but there was something else Joey had said about shooting, something dancing at the edge of Abby’s consciousness even as she tried to steady her arm, even as the hangman reached to pull the lever.
Gotta set your intention and want it bad enough. Like all that matters in the world is hittin’ that one spot.
She cocked the revolver the way Joey had shown her a thousand times and then she was aiming like nothing else mattered, drawing surprised gasps from the people around her.
Joey looked up when the crowd gasped. For one split-second, her eyes found Abby’s, and a universe passed between them.
Joey’s eyes went wide with shock. Softened with sadness. She shook her head, the smallest shake. No. Put the gun away. Don’t watch.
The entire world narrowed down to a length of rope and the trajectory of a bullet.
The hangman pulled the lever.
The trapdoors sprung open.
Joey fell.
And Abby pulled the trigger.
The air smelled of gunpowder and the blast of the revolver was heavy in Abby’s ears, distorting the cries of surprise and outrage from the crowd.
The ropes had gone taut with the weight of the newly dead men hanging from them—Abby could see their legs, limp and lifeless, swaying beneath the platform.
But the rope in the middle was missing. Cut clean in half.
Abby let the gun fall from her hand to the ground. She was moving again, rushing toward the gallows and this time everyone moved out of her way—everyone was staring.
She reached the front of the crowd, and there she was. Rolling onto her side beneath the gallows, struggling to kneel up, the noose still tight around her neck.
Abby ran to her, threw herself down to kneel in front of her.
Joey’s hair was long. Tangled and past her shoulders. She was filthy—dressed in the torn remnants of what might have once been brown trousers and a linen shirt. She was too thin. Her cheeks were hollow, her bones looked too large for her body.
Joey was looking at the ground and with a shaking hand Abby gently raised her chin.
Joey’s eyes were hazy, her face was a strange shade of red, and Abby realized with budding horror that she couldn’t breathe. The noose had tightened when she’d fallen and her hands were still tied.
Abby tore at the rope, managing to loosen it enough for her to take a gasping breath, coughing and choking on the sudden rush of air.
When Joey finally looked up, there was a look of pure disbelief on her face, like she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe Abby was right there in front of her.
For her part, Abby had spent nearly a year collecting words, stewing over what she’d say to Joey if she ever got the chance. But it was like all the words had evaporated from her tongue. There wasn’t a thing she could think to say, and they just stared at each other while the world erupted around them.
Suddenly, Jack and Olive burst from the crowd, running to Joey with twin shouts. Jack reached her first. He barreled into her, practically knocking her backward with his arms tight around her neck as he heaved with sobs.
“Christ, look at you,” Joey said, her voice raspy like the rope was still squeezing. “You’re taller.”
“I didn’t mean it,” he cried, clinging to her. “I didn’t mean it when I said I hope you die.”
“I know you didn’t,” Joey whispered, “mate, I know. Haven’t been worried about that this whole time, have you?”
Jack just clung on tighter, crying and crying, and then Olive was folding in for a hug—Olive, who’d held back and waited her turn like always, sweet and tentative and now sobbing into Joey’s filthy neck, turning the grime to mud with her tears.
“’S okay,” Joey whispered, kissing the top of Olive’s head. “I’ve missed you, Petal.”
Lewis appeared, whimpering and clutching Silver.
Joey let out a relieved breath. “Fuck, am I glad to see you.”
He rushed behind Joey and tore at the bindings around her wrists.
Joey made a noise, cursed under her breath. “Leave it, mate. Arm’s broken. Landed wrong.”
And then her eyes were on Abby.
A million things were brimming in Abby’s chest, filling her to bursting, but more than anything she needed to touch her and know for sure that she was real. But just as she reached out, someone grabbed her from behind, pinning her arms and pulling her from beneath the gallows.
“This the one?” Whoever grabbed her asked the crowd, and the crowd was answering with cries of that’s her! and saw her take the shot myself!
“Illegal to interfere with a hanging,” the man who had her by the arm said—the sheriff’s deputy, she realized, but it didn’t matter, none of it mattered because Joey was alive, “could’ve taken someone’s head off with that shot. There’s a hefty fine comes along with what you just did, and you’ll be spending the night in a cell, besides.”
Just then there were cries behind them and Abby wrenched in the man’s grasp to see the hangman pulling Joey away from the children, back toward the gallows’ stairs.
“What? Wait—no!” Abby looked at the deputy. “Please don’t do this!”
Atop the platform the other sheriff was watching the hangman restring a noose. Abby was going to be sick.
Several men from the crowd were now restraining Lewis, who’d tried to run up the gallows’ stairway and was now desperately trying to break free from their hold.
Abby felt like she was sinking in mud. The world slowing down, sucking her into the ground, rooting her to the spot. She didn’t know what to do.
Jack and Olive were by her side again, hanging on to her as they cried, Jack’s wide eyes up on the platform and Olive burying her face in Abby’s skirt.
“Those are the children!” A woman at the front of the crowd gasped, pointing a finger at Jack and Olive. “The ones from the poster, the ones she kidnapped!”
“No!” Abby yelled. “They’re—she didn’t kidnap them, their mother died and they—”
But the crowd was too loud, shouting over her angrily, cries of recognition as they pushed forward for glimpses of the children.
The blood left Abby’s face, she felt it drain away, all of it—any hope she’d had left. They were going to take Jack and Olive. They were going to kill Joey—they were raising the trapdoor again now, preparing it. And there wasn’t a thing she could do with the deputy pinning her arms.
Unless—
“I—I want to doublehead—” No one was listening to her. The crowd was shouting for Joey to pay, shouting horrible things and Abby wanted them all to burn but more than anything she wanted to be heard and so she screamed it— “I WANT TO DOUBLEHEAD HER BOUNTY!”
The crowd went quiet. The hangman paused.
The sheriff looked down at her from the platform, seeming more amused than anything else. “An elected official needs to sign off on that sort of thing. Can’t just doublehead the bounty because you feel like it, girlie. ‘Sides, would cost a small fortune,” he looked her over with a greasy grin, “and you don’t look like you’ve got that kinda cash.”
“I can get it.” She’d sell her soul for it. Rob every bank in the territory. Whatever it took, she’d get it. “I can get the money, just give me a day.”
“If I had a penny for every time I heard someone say just give me a day I could doublehead the bounty myself ten times over,” the sheriff said, dismissing the idea with a laugh. “If you don’t have the money you’re too late, she’s a criminal known across the territories, people’ve come from far and wide to see her swing. Her day in hell is long past due.”
“I’ll get it, I swear. I promise.” Desperation was clawing in Abby’s veins, tearing her to shreds from within. “By the end of today, just—give me an hour or two, or—STOP!” She screamed up at the hangman as he slipped the noose back around Joey’s neck.
The children were screaming as they clung to her, and Abby couldn’t even hold them because the fucking deputy—
“LET GO OF ME!” Abby yelled, trying to wrench free, and miraculously managing it when the deputy took a step backward, surrendering, as if he’d decided the day’s events were punishment enough for her.
Abby wrapped her arms around Jack and Olive and looked up at the platform. Her eyes caught on Joey’s and the air was punched out of Abby’s lungs because Joey smiled at her, soft and sad and reassuring even as the hangman slid the knot, tightening the rope around her neck.
Joey nudged her head away from the crowd. Go, she mouthed. Please. She looked at the children, then back at Abby. Don’t let them see.
“No,” Abby cried, shaking her head at Joey because she wasn’t going to accept this, she wasn’t going to let Joey accept this. “Please,” she turned to the deputy, tears finally starting to fall as the anger wore off and terror filled in its place, “please, I’ll do anything, don’t do this, you can’t do this, please, please—”
No one was listening. The hangman was walking toward the lever and the crowd was cheering him on.
Abby met Joey’s eyes one last time. She forced herself to hold her gaze through her tears because she wouldn’t let Joey die alone. If nothing else, she would be with her when it happened.
A sudden commotion had the hangman looking down at the crowd, distracted for a moment by a strangled yelp as Lewis broke free from the men restraining him, running the short distance to The Ivory Hillside, the building closest to the gallows.
He was making noises, loud yelps and shouts, smacking the tavern’s wooden sign with his fist as he stared up at the hangman.
Perhaps it was the shock of a grown man behaving so strangely. Perhaps it served as some form of entertainment—several chuckles rippled through the crowd. Whatever the reason, it worked. Even if only for a moment, it worked—the focus shifted to Lewis, and the hangman’s hand dropped from the lever.
“Boy howdy, we are busy in Gauntlet today,” the sheriff said, drawing more laughter from the crowd as the deputy made his way to Lewis. “Too much to drink, friend?”
Lewis just kept smacking the wooden sign. The deputy took his arm to pull him away and Lewis let out a wail, jerking away and tearing at his hair. Ella materialized from the crowd and went to his side, trying to comfort him, but he was frantic.
“Come on now,” the deputy said, “you can sleep it off in a cell.”
Abby tore her eyes from Joey to glance over. Lewis was panicking. But she couldn’t help him. Not now. Not with a noose around Joey’s neck.
Lewis pulled Silver from his belt loop then continued to tear at his hair and smack the sign.
“Had it just about up to here with these interruptions,” the sheriff was shouting down to the deputy, “either you get him under control or I’m taking him in.”
Ella appeared at Abby’s side, touching her arm. She was asking for help. But Abby couldn’t take a single step away from the gallows, nothing had ever felt less possible.
Instead, she called out across the short distance. “Lewis—” She glanced his way, and her pulse flared. He had that look. There was a blaze behind his eyes.
Suddenly, he began to tear at Silver, pulling bits of fabric as hard as he could manage, biting at the toy’s head.
“Lewis, stop—” But still she couldn’t go to him, it was as if the gallows were a gravity pit and she was caught helplessly in their pull.
The deputy tore Silver from Lewis’s hand, looking disgusted with the whole ordeal as the crowd laughed and muttered horrid things, and Lewis lost all manner of self-control. Wretched sounds wrenched free from his throat as he punched at the wooden sign, over and over and over.
Abby didn’t know what to do, he was hitting the sign hard enough to draw blood and the children were still crying and Joey was up there with a noose around her neck and maybe they would all be better off dead and gone, maybe they could be together in whatever came next, because Abby just didn’t have the strength to—
“He’s doing it,” Jack said weakly, eyes wet and red but a curious furrow in his brow as he watched Lewis. “He’s spelling.”
For the second time that day the ground swayed beneath Abby’s feet.
Lewis wasn’t punching the sign—he was punching letters on the sign. Lewis was spelling.
Abby broke free from the gallows’ pull. Rushed to Lewis’s side.
“Start over,” she said. “I’m watching. I’m listening. Do it again."
He was breathing heavily, his arm hanging limp at his side. But a moment later he raised his hand to the I.
“I,” Abby repeated breathlessly.
Lewis nodded. Touched the H. Then the I again. Then the D. He waited.
“I hid?” Abby asked.
Another nod. He touched each letter of the word THE in succession.
“Okay,” Abby said, her heart pounding in her throat because somehow this seemed like the answer, a puzzle piece they hadn’t even known to look for. “What did you hide?”
S.
I.
L.
V.
E.
R.
Knuckles bloodied, hand shaking, he pointed a finger at the toy in the deputy’s hands.
“You hid the—you hid Silver?” She shook her head.
His eyes were still blazing, urging her to understand.
And suddenly, she did. She fought to stay standing.
“The silver? In—inside Silver?” She looked at him.
Lewis grinned.
Abby took the little horse from the deputy, and with shaking fingers she unwrapped the fabric strips, still wet with Lewis’s spit and tears. It took time—the toy had been bound tightly. But slowly the fabric on the outside, brown and filthy from years of handling, began to give way to fresh white strips.
The entire crowd was waiting to see what would happen. Even the hangman seemed riveted to the little horse in Abby’s hands.
Another strip of fabric fell away and Abby caught a glimpse of something blue. Her heart was pounding in her ears. She tugged another piece aside and there it was—a velvet drawstring bag.
She couldn’t think. She could scarcely breathe. All she could do was turn toward the gallows to show Joey what was in her hands. What hadn’t been lost or stolen on the ship. What had been right there, protected in Lewis’s hands, all along.
The sheriff was shaking his head. “I don’t know what all this is about, but I think it’s time—”
“I have it,” Abby said, still staring at the bag in her hands in disbelief. “It’s all here. More than enough.”
Rare, Joey had said. Worth a lot.
The deputy took the drawstring bag and peered inside. He dumped the coins into his palm.
“This a joke?” He eyed Abby. “This is foreign currency, I don’t even—”
“’S solid silver,” Joey’s quiet words carried down from the platform. “All of it.”
Abby found herself nodding. “The man who put the bounty on her head—Crown, a man named Crown—he was angry because she took these coins, even though they were hers to begin with, but you can send the coins back to him if you want, or keep them to doublehead the bounty, it doesn’t matter, just don’t kill her, please—she didn’t kidnap the children, she—”
“Look, this is all…” the sheriff shook his head, “it’s not the sort of thing that can be settled in a day.” He looked down at the coins in the deputy’s hand. “Solid silver, you say?” He looked at Joey.
She nodded, despite the thick rope around her neck.
“Would need to verify it—not just going to take the word of an outlaw.”
“There are prospecting offices all over town,” Abby said. “Pick one.”
He seemed to consider it, looking from the deputy to the hangman, then back to Abby. Then he was shaking his head.
“Still can’t allow you to doublehead the bounty without an elected official to mandate it.”
It came to Abby like a bolt from the blue, as if for once the universe was working in their favor.
She looked up at the sheriff. “Can an elected official doublehead their own bounty?”
“Well, I—I suppose there’s nothing in the law says they can’t.”
Abby’s heart was in her stomach. It might just work. It had to work. She took the paper from her vest—the one she’d just had drawn up just the day prior. The one she’d completed filling out in the dark secret hours that very morning. The one she’d meant to give the children as a gift at their party.
She took the coins from the deputy and climbed the stairs to the platform, determined not to falter. She handed the paper to the sheriff and stood before Joey, eye to eye.
“What is this?” The sheriff was squinting at the paper she’d handed him.
“The deed,” Abby answered, her eyes never leaving Joey’s, “to Bloom Town.”
“Why’re you giving me the deed to—”
“I’m showing you,” she said, “because the town is mine but as you can see on that document, this woman is the mayor. It’s there at the bottom of the page,” Abby smiled at Joey, “Joey Taylor, Mayor of Bloom Town.”
Something came to life in Joey’s eyes. Hope, maybe. Beginning to spark.
“So,” Abby said, giving Joey the tiniest hint of a smile, “I’ll ask you again. Can this woman, this elected official, doublehead her bounty with this ridiculous sum of money or not?”
“I don’t—” The sheriff was floundering, looking between the deed and his deputy as the crowd began grumbling in disapproval.
Abby held out her palm, letting the coins glint in the sun. The sheriff was eyeing them and Abby knew they’d won.
“It’s, uh,” the sheriff cleared his throat, “unconventional, going about it this way.”
“Unconventional to have a sheriff neck deep in gamblin’ debts,” a deep voice bellowed nearby, “but here we are.” Frex appeared at the base of the platform, out of breath like he’d come running. He winked up at Abby. “Found yer girl then, eh?” He glanced around and his eyes lit up. “Oh! And Jack! Gang’s all here.” He turned his attention back to the sheriff, clapping his massive hands to get his attention. “What’s it gonna be, Tom? Whole town knows you need the money, and Lord knows you’re not gonna pay the loan sharks off with yer looks, you sorry toad-faced lookin’, slug-lip havin’, pock-marked—”
“Give me the coins,” the sheriff barked, holding out his hand to Abby.
Abby took a step toward him and stopped. “Untie her first.”
“I’ll untie her once the transaction—”
“Get,” Abby saw the sheriff wince at the sudden ferocity in her voice, “that fucking rope off her neck right now.”
The hangman didn’t even wait for the sheriff’s command, he slackened the noose himself, sliding it up and over Joey’s ducked head.
“Excellent,” Abby breathed. And it was, it was everything, she thought she could float up to the clouds with the joy of it—but she refused to let her guard down just yet.
The hangman untied Joey’s wrists and Abby dropped the coins into the sheriff’s waiting hand.
The crowd was booing, hurling insults and cruelties and calling for Joey to die until Frex silenced them all with a roared SHUT UP so loud it could’ve called an avalanche down from the distant mountains.
The crowd went silent.
“This woman’s paid ‘er debt,” Frex said, facing the crowd, “it’s done now. Quit yer bloodlustin’ afore I start callin’ out all yer own sins.”
“JT London should die for what she—”
“That you, Mackerson?” Frex squinted into the crowd. “How’s yer wife? She know what you get up to in the barn with yer livestock at night?”
Mackerson didn’t say another word.
“Who’s next?” Frex asked, his eyes settling on another man nearby. “Crimshaw? You got anything to say about JT London? Should I tell folks how you really came into that small fortune two summers back? Inheritance my burly ass—”
Crimshaw was shaking his head. “Got no problem setting JT free,” he said quickly.
“Good,” Frex said. “And the rest of you?” The crowd was silent. Frex nodded. “Then move along. Show’s over. Ain’t a thing here left to see.”
The crowd grumbled but began to disperse, or at least turn their attention to one another and away from the gallows.
Abby descended the platform as if in a dream. She could feel Joey’s presence behind her, following her down the stairs, but it was all beginning to catch up to Abby and she didn’t trust herself to turn around. To see proof that Joey was alive and free. It was too much.
The children met them at the bottom, still whimpering, and all Abby could do was give them a small, reassuring smile before stepping away. Behind her she could hear them as they clung to Joey. Lewis joined them and Abby heard Joey mutter something that sounded a lot like eatin’ maggoty oat bread in Wry, meanwhile you’re wipin’ your nose with ten thousand pounds worth of silver.
Abby took several more steps away.
“Blondie?” Frex’s voice was low. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t—” Her head was swimming as she faced him. “I’m—why is it so cold? My hands are—”
“Shock. Yer in shock.” He took off his coat and draped it around her. It smelled like the woodfire stove it hung beside in the foyer. “You thinking ‘bout passin’ out? Cause you look like yer ‘bout to pass—”
There was a soft thud behind Frex. An alarmed shout from Olive.
Joey had collapsed. She was laying in the street, unconscious.
“Leave her be, Lewis, don’t tug on her like that,” Frex called, “her arm’s broke, better let me carry her.” He glanced at Abby. “That woman needs a bath and a bed and some vittles to fill out her ribs.” Frex sighed. “House is fit to burst as it is, what’s one more mouth to feed.” He patted Abby’s head and went to pick up Joey.
Joey. Right there in the street.
Abby’s vision went all watery again. She felt numb, as if some higher power was withholding emotion from her until she could be trusted to handle it. Until she could sort the day through with her head on straight.
The crowd parted to let their strange ensemble through. They must have looked a sight, Abby thought distantly, the way the people stared. The kidnapped children grinning and bouncing with excitement, the silent woman fussing over the strange man while the strange man fussed over the unconscious outlaw in the gigantic tracker’s arms.
Abby seemed to be watching it all from above, detached, looking down on the odd scene.
Joey. Joey was right there in Frex’s arms.
They made it to the edge of the throng and started up the long dirt road.
Behind them, the crowd was still murmuring, some people curious, others angry.
Abby felt them staring after them, but she never looked back. She kept her eyes forward, in the direction of Frex’s house. In the direction of whatever came next. To the uncharted days ahead.
Days with Joey.
Something fluttered in her chest, and her heart skipped along with the children beside her.
Joey.
Joey was back.
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For three days, Joey slept.
They’d put her in Abby’s room when they returned home that first day, and the doctor came by shortly after. He administered laudanum and set her arm right there in the tiny bed, wrapping it tightly and fixing it in a sling as the children watched his every move with rapt fascination.
Joey barely made a sound throughout the entire ordeal, though when he set the bones back in place her skin went a bit gray and she broke out in a sweat which the doctor dabbed away. He left a vial of laudanum behind for the pain and said he’d be back in a week.
Abby watched everything from the doorway as if in a trance. Frex shooed the children away from Joey’s bedside, telling them to say goodbye for now, she needed her rest.
The children both went to Joey’s side and kissed her cheek. Olive stopped in the doorway and looked up at Abby.
“Don’t you want to give her a kiss too, Mrs. Proctor?”
“No.” Abby’s voice was perhaps a bit sharper than necessary. She realized she’d been crossing her arms so vehemently she’d begun to lose feeling in her wrists. “Not now,” she said, far more softly this time, and with a little smile.
Olive seemed to accept that, flouncing away to go find Leopold.
Abby tried to go on with her day. Laundry, dinner. But she barely registered the tasks she endeavored. At one point she looked down to see smoke and realized she’d burned an iron-shaped hole in a pair of Jack’s trousers. Later she set the eggs to bake in the hearth and the dough to fry in the skillet. She didn’t even realize until Jack wandered by and exclaimed there’d been an explosion. Yoke and eggshells everywhere. She cleaned it up with the same distracted disinterest that had caused it in the first place.
Joey was back. Joey. Right there, behind that door.
Abby went down to The Ivory Hillside to request time off. Time to help the children adjust. Mercifully, Red Cobb was nowhere in sight, and she left the message with the bartender. Two weeks, she decided, rather on a whim. Two weeks in Wry had upended the course of her entire life. It would be time enough to settle the children into a new routine. A routine that now included Joey.
There was an immediate, unspoken understanding that Ella and Lewis would care for Joey while she recovered. Ella indicated that she’d had some experience tending to the ill during her time in the mines, and Lewis was just thrilled to have his best friend back—he didn’t want to leave her side. So together, they took on the role of nursemaids. They bathed her, tried to feed her. Tucked her back in beneath the frilly pink sheets.
Abby didn’t go into the room that first day except to collect her things; she’d be staying in the children’s room on a cot Frex had scrounged up from somewhere. But on her way out she caught a glimpse. A glimpse of dark curls and a pale profile poking out from beneath a pile of frills. Joey was so thin, and there were dark crescents beneath her eyes like she hadn’t slept in months. But she wasn’t any less beautiful.
And it was that thought that sent a steam engine roaring through her ears, straight through her heart. It was too much. She walked out, closing the door behind her.
The first night Abby sat at the kitchen table with a paintbrush and a small pot of glue, attempting to mend the remains of Jack’s journal. It was no easy feat—he’d nearly torn the cover in two and there wasn’t a single page that had managed to evade his wrath. Still, she was determined. She fell into a rhythm: apply the glue, align the page, press down, stare at Joey’s closed door while the glue set. She’d been at it for an hour, maybe two, when she heard the sound of bare feet padding over the floorboards.
Jack appeared at the end of the hallway.
Abby smiled at him. “Trouble sleeping?”
“Not really,” he said, “I only meant to get a glass of water.”
Abby got the glass for him and he turned to go back to his room.
“You can drink it out here if you’d like, I wouldn’t mind the company,” she said, and to her amazement he didn’t hesitate to take a seat.
“You fixed it,” he said, looking at the book on the table.
“Not yet, but I’m trying.”
A line appeared between Jack’s brows as he sipped his water and watched Abby work. She stole glances at him, watching the wheels turn behind his eyes—still solemn, but no longer empty. He watched silently for a long while, then seemed to gather his nerve.
“May I help you?” He sounded timid, as if Abby would ever say no to such a thing.
She smiled, and without saying a word she showed him how to dip the paintbrush in the glue, how to wipe the excess on the pot’s rim. How to apply just enough on the page—not too much or it’ll spill down the sides.
Together they worked until every last page was in place. They worked until it was late, far too late for either of them.
They put it out to dry on the porch, and Abby walked him back to his room.
“I’ll be in to sleep in a bit,” Abby whispered at the door, “after I clean up the table.”
He nodded, but then called after her when she’d started down the hall.
“Are you angry with Joey?”
The question surprised her, and then she surprised herself further by being honest.
“Yes,” she said. Jack was too clever to believe a lie anyway.
He nodded, then tilted his head. “It goes away, you know. Being angry. I was angry that she left us, but now she’s back and I’m not as angry anymore.”
Abby smiled. “I’m glad, Jack. Really, I’m so glad to hear that. And it’s wonderful that she’s back, and that she’s safe.”
“If it’s wonderful then why are you angry?”
“It’s complicated.” Abby sighed. “But it’s nothing for you to worry over, Joey and I will work it out when the time comes.”
He seemed to turn that over in his head. “I still am a bit, I think. Angry,” he added. “But I realized something.”
“What’s that?”
“There’s not enough room.” He shrugged. “Inside, I mean. You can’t be angry and happy all at once, not really. And with the rope and the—everything that happened today…afterwards? I was still angry, but I wanted to be happy. And that’s what I realized. You get to choose.”
Abby went to him, smoothed a hand from the top of his head to his cheek, and for the very first time he let her.
“You’re older, too,” she said softly. “I couldn’t see it before. I couldn’t see you. But you’re back and I see it. In your eyes, especially.”
He gave her a little smile, a quick wrinkle of his forehead like he wasn’t quite sure what she meant by all that. It didn’t matter. He let her kiss the top of his head, and when she turned to walk away once more, he captured her around the waist in an enormous hug.
It was over nearly as soon as it began, and by the time Abby spun to face him he’d hurried back into the darkness of his room.
The second day dawned and Abby woke to find Lewis in the kitchen, preparing a pot of porridge and dressed like a proper nurse—frilly white apron and hat.
“Mr. Frex’s wife was a nurse,” Olive said between giggles and bites of biscuit, “and he offered Ella her nursemaid uniform, but,” another burst of giggles, “Lewis is wearing it instead.”
Abby patted Lewis’s arm. “You look dashing. Very professional.”
He nodded. “Very professional.”
Frex came in with wood for the stove, Jack’s journal balanced on top of the logs in his arms.
“This belong to one of you?”
Abby took it, flipping through it to see if the glue was dry.
“Good as new,” she smiled, setting it on the table for Jack when he woke. He was sleeping in later and later these days.
Frex followed her into the dining room, his eyes on the book. “Where the hell was Lewis keepin’ those books when he was down the mine?”
“I think the answer to that question would tarnish the beauty of the thing.” Abby pursed her lips.
Frex nodded. “Probably right.”
It was proving harder and harder to keep the children away from Joey.
“She’s got a broken arm, Mrs. Proctor, it’s hardly influenza, we can’t catch a broken arm,” Jack said that afternoon, all-knowing and slightly smug as he fed Mrs. Beelzebub bits of his lunch.
“You know exactly why I’m keeping you from that room,” Abby said, slightly exasperated, “if only because I’ve explained it a hundred times.”
“But I really should sing to her,” Olive said, hoisting Leopold up onto her shoulder with a groan. The cat had quadrupled in size with no signs of stopping, and Abby had become rather concerned that perhaps he had some mountain lion in him. “She always sang to me when I was infirmed and it did wonders for my illness, truly it did, Mrs. Proctor, so if I could just—”
Abby caught Olive by the back of her vest, halting her in her tracks on her way to Joey’s door. “I let you sing to her this morning with the understanding you’d do it quietly, and what happened?”
Olive blinked. “I did precisely that.”
“Ella came to get me because you’d crawled into bed with Joey and you were putting all your new ribbons in her hair. How is that singing to her quietly?”
“I sang to her just before that! And she looked lovely in ribbons, you should’ve seen her.”
“I did, she looked like a Christmas tree.”
“That’s kind of you to say, Mrs. Proctor,” Olive grinned triumphantly, “and honestly, it was the only chance I’ll ever get to decorate her, she’s quite antagonistic about these things when she’s conscious.”
Abby sighed. “That’s fair, actually. Jack, I see you sneaking closer to that door, come on, there’s weeding to be done by the fence, whoever pulls up the most gets an extra sticky bun after dinner.”
That proved successful in distracting them for a time. An hour or two. But they were back at it once again in the early evening.
“She needs sleep,” Abby heard herself say, over and over again. “You’ll have plenty of time with her once she’s feeling better.”
“We don’t want to bother her, Mrs. Proctor, we just want to sit with her,” Jack said.
“Yes, we’ll be ever so polite and quiet,” Olive nodded, “honestly, she won’t even know we’re in there. I can show her my new dress and tell her about the concerto I wrote.”
“How are you going to show her your dress and your concerto if you’re being quiet?”
Olive’s brow wrinkled. “I’ll show her quietly.”
“Come on, let’s go feed the goats,” Abby said, one hand on either child’s back, physically pushing them away from Joey’s closed door and out into the backyard.
She was so busy guarding the door she almost didn’t have the energy to be tempted to peek in herself.
Almost.
That night Abby found herself alone in the dining room, wiping down the table, still tacky from a feast of sticky buns.
Her eyes kept drifting to the closed door.
She could just look. Joey was still on laudanum; it wasn’t as if she’d know.
Every time the thought tempted her, she turned her eyes back to the table, scrubbing a bit harder.
But honestly…what harm could peeking do?
She looked left and right. Dropped the rag onto the table. Crept across the floor, avoiding the warped board that always squeaked.
She put an ear to the wood. Nothing. Not a sound. Of course not. Joey was fast asleep. It was all fine. She’d peek. She’d make sure she was…comfortable. See that everything was in order.
She put her hand on the key sticking out of the keyhole. Twisted.
The room was dark, save for a single beam of moonlight coming in through the window.
Behind her, the door shut with a quiet little snick.
Joey was laying there, asleep on her back. Her right arm was tethered in a sling, the other was up by her face, which was turned sideways on the pillow, her profile facing the moonlit window.
Abby took one step into the room, then another. Her heart was racing.
Step after step she crept forward until she was at the bedside. All was quiet and still, and Abby stared down at her for a long while, her heart never slowing.
Joey’s nose was a little more asymmetrical than she’d remembered it. The rest of her was more delicate. Elfin, almost. Abby couldn’t reconcile it with the memory of brawn and bravado. She looked fragile, laying there beneath that ridiculous frilled sheet. The sort of bed linen Joey would sooner set fire to than sleep beneath if she were aware.
Then, Abby noticed her neck. The bruise. There was a ring of purple where the noose had been. It sent Abby reeling, the sight of that bruise. Joey had nearly died. She would’ve died, she was meant to—it was a matter of seconds. A matter of millimeters—if Abby’s aim had been even a hair’s breadth to one side.
She swallowed around the panic in her throat. Joey was alive. Joey was safe.
There was a single curl dangling down over her eye, and Abby’s fingers twitched with the urge to tuck it back with the rest.
“Joey.” She whispered it, barely audible.
Nothing.
“Joey.” A little louder, but still, nothing.
Slowly she reached out for the curl, but when her hand was mere inches away from Joey’s head Joey shifted in her sleep, sighing lightly and turning in Abby’s direction.
Abby took several quick steps backward, back into the shadows, back toward the door.
When she was certain Joey was still fast asleep, she slipped back out.
She was turning the key in the lock when a sudden squawk from above had her jumping back, just in time to avoid Mrs. Beelzebub landing in her hair. The bird flapped wildly at the closed door, clumsily staying aloft so she could peck ruthlessly at the doorknob.
Abby sighed. Her heart was still racing. “It’s locked because of you, you know.”
The chicken pecked at the knob once more before landing on the floor in a heap of white feathers, fixing a single, gleaming eye on Abby.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m angry enough to kill her too,” Abby arched an eyebrow at the bird, “the difference is I won’t actually do it.”
Mrs. B made a grumpy little chortling noise and pecked at the door’s wood.
“Sorry.” Abby shrugged. “Not going to let you vivisect her while she’s down. When she’s better, she’s all yours.”
Mrs. B suddenly lunged and began assaulting Abby’s ankles with a series of nips and rapid-fire pecks. And Abby didn’t mean to—it was just a reaction, like closing your eyes when you sneeze—but when she went to nudge Mrs. B away she nudged just a bit too hard, and Mrs. B was airborne for a fleeting second. When she landed, she looked up at Abby slowly, and this time there was bloodlust in her eye.
“I’m sorry,” Abby said, feeling slightly panicked, “I didn’t mean to kick you, but you can’t go around pecking people’s—”
With a final glare, Mrs. B suddenly marched off in the direction of Jack’s room, probably to nest in his hair as he slept. And Abby was left with the sinking feeling that she’d just made herself a mortal enemy.
She went out to the porch and found Frex in his rocking chair, having a cigar with his favorite goat. He’d realized a few weeks earlier the goat was pregnant and, after initially chastising her loose morals, he’d taken to spoiling her, feeding her straight from his own plate.  
Abby sunk into the other chair with a sigh.
Frex eyed her. “Yer woman escapes death by a flea’s lick and here you are soundin’ sore miserable, what’s the matter?”
Abby searched for the words. First with her mouth, and when that didn’t work, she gestured uselessly in the air. Finally, she managed to say, “I don’t know where she was.”
“Well, you know where she is now.”
“But where did she go? For nearly a year, Frex! Nearly a year she was,” Abby gestured again, “somewhere, making me wonder if she was dead. Making the children wonder, and Lewis.”
“Maybe it was outside ‘er control.”
“Taking her side, are you? Interesting.”
“Hey now, blondie, I’m on yer side and you know it. Ya daft cow.”
Abby laughed despite herself.
“All I’m saying is let ‘er be the one to tell you where she’s been. Don’t go makin’ up a story in yer head, get yerself angry enough to chew fire. Gotta let ‘er tell ‘er side of it.”
“Still sounds like you’re sticking up for her,” Abby mumbled.
Frex chuckled. “Just happen to think there reason enough for ‘er staying away. Happen to think she’s a decent person, all’s said and done.”
Abby mulled that over, only half listening—it was incredibly hard to actively listen when Joey was right inside. Alive. Inside. Right there.
“You know,” Frex said, “you never asked me how I knew whereabouts Wry was.”
Abby looked at him. Shrugged. “You’re a tracker, don’t you know where everything is?”
He chuckled again. Patted the head of the goat, who was now nibbling on the handkerchief sticking out of his pocket. “When business is slow sometimes I go out trackin’ outlaws. The worst ones, mind. Dangerous ones. One’s like the gang that took Nellie.” He had Abby’s attention now. He hadn’t told her this before. “Went after JT London last summer.”
Abby gawked at him.
“Found her, too,” he said, and Abby’s mouth fell open. “Rode through that little town, saw a little haberdashery turned into a classroom. Saw an inn turned into a home. Children’s games everywhere, food in the kitchen. Then on my way out I saw the children—Lewis too, riding in from who knows where. Jack shot a round off, screamed for Joey. I skeedaddled.”
Oh my God.
“It was you,” Abby said, “the night we rode home from the Round Dance. Joey and I were riding behind the others because we…were riding behind the others, and then Jack said there’d been a rider in Wry—that was you?”
He nodded. “Hope I didn’t scare ya’ll too fierce.”
“You found Wry—you found Joey and you didn’t take her?”
He blew out a plume of smoke that smelled of spice and somewhere far away. “She wasn’t a danger to nobody,” he said softly. “It was all there in Wry. She just wanted to live peaceable with the children, and frankly that’s none of my damn business. So, I left.”
Abby shook her head. “You’re a good person.”
He shot her a look. “Make me sound all namby pamby. Have you know I’m a mean old bastard.”
“No, you’re not,” Abby sat back, smiling. “But don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me.”
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By the third morning, Abby was growing anxious.
Sure, Joey had been through a trauma. Doubtless she’d seen her very life flash before her eyes when the trapdoor fell. But was she ever going to wake up?
Abby needed her to wake up so she could…well, so she could continue to ignore her to her face, rather than behind her back.
It was a pure waste of energy, being cross with her when she wasn’t even awake to realize.
Late that third afternoon, Abby gave Olive permission to visit Joey briefly—just long enough to tiptoe into the room with the two daffodils she’d stuck in a tiny bottle—the first flowers of spring.
“To brighten the room a bit,” Olive had said as she’d prepared the little vase.
“They’re beautiful,” Abby had said, decorating Easter eggs with everyone else at the kitchen table, a riot of colored tallow candles scattered, newsprint placemats stained with spills of purple cabbage and orange turmeric dyes.
Ella had used the tallow candles to draw remarkable little scenes on her eggs; bunnies and flowers and colorful patterns. Jack had drawn skulls and crossbones—but the skulls had been smiling, Abby noticed, and she decided that was progress. Lewis had broken most of his eggs, but seemed to be having even more fun than the children.
With everyone was distracted, no one noticed that Olive forgot to latch the door behind her after she’d gone in to visit Joey. No one heard the little clip clip clip of talons across the floorboards. No one realized, and then it was too late.
From within the room, Olive screamed, and it was followed by a series of maniacal cluckings and the frenzied flapping of wings.
Abby jumped up but Jack stopped her, rushing to the open door himself.
“I know how to settle her,” Jack said quickly, “you’ll only make it worse, no offense.”
It took some time for the noises to subside, but when they finally did, Jack reappeared in the doorway, wearing a triumphant grin and holding a still-frantic Mrs. B. Olive was behind him, looking dazed.
And then, from within the room, there came a low groan, followed by a raspy Jesus fucking Christ—was that a chicken?
Frex cleared his throat and set down his purple egg. “Think yer woman’s finally awake.”
Abby ignored him.
Ella rushed in to tend to Joey and the others followed.
All except Abby, who began mopping up the dye puddles with a towel, fighting the urge to laugh and laugh and laugh.
“It was horrible,” Olive said that night at dinner, staring blankly at nothing in particular as she relived the trauma. “Like a vulture tearing apart something not dead yet.”
“There, there,” Frex patted her little hand. “Yer mother’s gonna be just fine. Just a bit scratched up is all.”
“She’s not our mum,” Jack said, rather curiously, as if he was surprised Frex didn’t know.
“She raised ya, didn’t she?” Frex asked. “Kept you both warm and safe?”
The children nodded.
“Then she’s yer mum. Pass the bread, will you?”
Abby watched as Jack sat there, his little brow quirking as he mulled it over. She hid a smile in her napkin. He hadn’t sneered at anyone in three days.
“Is it true about Bloom Town, Mrs. Proctor?” Olive was holding her slice of roast beef in the air as she gnawed on it.
“Which part?” Abby asked, raising her own knife and fork, sending her a pointed look, which Olive either didn’t catch or chose to ignore.
“All of it, of course. You really named your town after our story?”
Abby smiled. “Is that okay?”
“It’s brilliant!” Olive beamed, bits of roast caught between her teeth.
“I agree, I think it’s a capital idea,” Jack nodded. “Will we—will we get to see it?”
“Well,” Abby wiped her mouth on her napkin and glanced at Frex, “do you remember when the doctor came in the winter to check Olive’s lungs?”
The children nodded.
“He said the best thing would be for us to go live by the sea. And that’s where Bloom Town is.”
“The ocean?!” Olive burst. “Oh my goodness, I can’t think of a thing lovelier than the ocean and oh, Mrs. Proctor, will we be able to swim there? I bet there are mermaids, I’m just sure there are, do you think there are mermaids, Jack?”
“No.” He looked at Abby. “When can we leave?”
“Is Joey coming with us?” Olive asked, before Abby could answer Jack.
Abby opened her mouth to reply, to say something—I’m not sure, perhaps, or God I hope so but I certainly won’t be the one to ask, but instead the answer came from the doorway of Abby’s room.
“Would be rude to go without me, considerin’ I’m the mayor.”
“JOEY!” The children were up and on her in a flash, Frex bellowing for them to slow down, don’t knock her over, mind her arm. Somehow, three days had been enough time for Joey to gain a bit of weight—probably the bone broth Lewis had been spoon feeding her. She was a normal color too, and the dark crescents beneath her eyes had faded.
Abby’s heart had taken off at a frenzied gallop the minute she’d heard Joey’s voice, and though she was trying, she couldn’t convince it to slow.
The children were talking a mile a minute, chattering over each other about this and that, attempting to catch Joey up on nine missed months in a single minute.
Abby raised an eyebrow at the children, avoiding Joey’s eyes. “Come sit down. You can tell her everything in due time, give her some space.”
The children looked between Joey and Abby, as if uncertain who was in charge now that Joey was back.
Joey nodded toward the table. “Go on. You heard her.”
Abby’s eyes flicked to Joey’s for a split-second, she couldn’t help it. Joey looked all at once bashful. Downright shy in the way she gave Abby a small, tentative smile. It was a strange look on Joey, like she was wearing a mask. Abby looked away.
“You want some vittles?” Frex asked, kicking out a chair for Joey.
“Won’t say no.” She dropped into the chair with the marked lack of grace Abby knew so well.
“The feathery she-devil got you good, eh?” Frex shook his head as he piled roast beef on Joey’s plate.
“Somethin’ wrong with her?” Joey asked.
Abby stole another glimpse. There was an angry scratch across Joey’s cheek.
Frex was nodding. “Mentally disturbed, that one. Don’t go takin’ it personal. Set in ‘er ways, is all. Tries to kill everyone who appears round here unexpectedly.”
“Which is rather unfair,” Abby said, passing the bowl of green beans and refusing to look Joey in the eye, “considering it’s the ones who disappear unexpectedly who most deserve it.”
When she glanced up, Joey was eyeing her with a look that was every bit amused as it was unsure.
“Incredible creatures, birds,” Frex was saying, “but bloodthirsty. Descended from dinosaurs, did you know?”
“That true?” Joey asked.
“Sure as shootin’,” Frex nodded, “and they’ve still got that instinct in ‘em to rip and maim. Got a friend was killed by an owl,” Frex was saying. “Scalped him, the owl did. Unbelievable, the things a bird with a vengeance can get up to. Folk don’t realize.”
“Jesus,” Joey said, shoveling food into her mouth at an alarming rate, eating with the hunger of a starved pack of wolves. Even Olive seemed put off by it.
It grew silent then, and the moment seemed to drag, interrupted here and there by the clink of a fork against a tin plate and Olive’s audible gulps as she sipped her milk.
Jack had stopped eating, but only Abby seemed to notice. He was sitting there, staring down at his plate, that familiar worried wrinkle in his forehead.
“Jack?” Abby said.
He startled, like he’d been miles away.
“Everything alright?”
He looked at Abby, then he looked at Joey. His eyes darkened as he looked her over.
Abby noticed his gaze settling on the bruise necklace that had yet to begin fading, and she prepared for an outburst. Prepared for the memory of that day to call the angry beast from its three-day slumber.
So it was utterly shocking when instead, he burst into tears.
Joey pushed back from the table with her foot, beckoned him over with a quick jerk of her head.
He folded into her, crying softly, and though Olive’s eyes were dry she stood and draped herself across their hug, patting Jack’s back with her tiny hand.
Jack muttered something into Joey’s shoulder.
“What’s that, mate?” Joey tried to pull back to look at his face but he held tight.
“Where were you?” He asked, more clearly this time.
Even from across the table Abby sensed it when Joey tensed up. It was in the way she stopped stroking Olive’s hair with her good hand. The way she sat up just a little bit straighter.
“Were you in a prison the whole time?” Olive asked softly. “Did you do something wrong?”
“Was only in jail for a short while, Petal.”
Jack pulled back, shaking his head. “Then where were you?”
It was quick. Almost imperceptible. But Joey’s eyes flicked to Abby’s, and Abby felt the jolt of it like a spark to her skeleton.
“’S a long story,” Joey said, reaching up to swipe the wetness from beneath Jack’s eyes. “Reckon you’ll hear it all one day, but not tonight.”
“We worried over you,” Olive said, and from where she sat Abby could see her hands close into fists. “We worried ever so much. It was very wrong to go away like that. You’re very lucky to have us, you know, and you mustn’t do that ever again.”
Something bright pulsed in Abby’s chest. She’d been right. Olive was older.
“You’re right,” Joey said. “And I’m not goin’ anywhere.”
The words we’ll see were on the tip of Abby’s tongue, but rather than unleash them and ruin the small moment of peace the children had found, she stood and began clearing dishes. She went out to the pump for water. Lathered the brush at the sink. Began scrubbing.
Avoid, avoid, avoid.
“You avoidin’ me?”
Abby froze, hands in the sink, her back to the doorway where Joey was standing.
“Haven’t said a single word to me, not even after shootin’ me down. Savin’ my life. Not one word. Least not that I recall—less we talked while I was, you know. Off my head with the laudanum. Did we—did we talk when I was on the laudanum? Cause I had some dreams that were—did we talk about gnomes? Had a lot of dreams about dodgy lookin’ gnomes.”
Abby swallowed. Gathered her nerve, and turned around. Crossed her arms, leaned back against the sink.
“No. We—we didn’t talk about…that.”
“Huh.” Joey nodded. “Didn’t think so.”
Abby waited.
Joey leaned against the doorframe. “So, are you?”
“What?” Abby winced at the sharpness in her voice. Joey did too, even if it was subtle.
“Avoidin’ me?”
“I am, yes.” Why deny it?
Joey scrunched an eye. “Anyone ever tell you to face your problems head on? That runnin’ away won’t solve a bloody thing?”
“It’s not fucking funny. You don’t get to make jokes about it.”
Joey raised her hand in surrender. “Fair enough.”
Abby wanted to throttle her. Standing there in her untucked shirt and trousers, bare feet like it was her house, like she was just as comfortable there as one of the chickens.
Abby waited. Arms crossed. Trying to breathe evenly.
I can’t believe it’s you, she wanted to say. I can’t believe you’re standing in front of me right now. I missed you. God, you almost died. I would’ve died too. She clamped her lips with her teeth, lest the words try to find a way out.
Joey, to her credit, seemed to be finding it difficult to look Abby in the eye. Mostly her gaze was on the floor. Occasionally it wandered to the various cast iron cookware hanging from rusted nails along the wooden wall.
Finally, in a voice so soft and hesitant it was nearly unrecognizable, Joey said,
“I don’t know what to say.” A subtle lift of her left shoulder. “Makin’ jokes because I don’t—I don’t know how to do this.”
“Do what?”
“This.” Joey finally met her eyes with an urgent look. “Explainin’ myself. I feel I owe you an apology, like, and I—”
“You feel you owe me an apology?” Abby couldn’t keep from laughing. “You can start with an apology if you like. At the very least it can’t make things worse.”
“I didn’t mean—I know I owe you all—Christ, Abby, of course I know I do, how fuckin’ daft do you think I am? I’m treadin’ lightly here, tryin’ to have a conversation.”
“Oh, a conversation. Of course. Well, I hope you have your chloroform on you in case the conversation grows difficult.”
“I’m—I’m tryin’ to—I’m not good at words!” Her voice was hers again, rough and just this side of aggravated. “Still have fuckin’ laudanum in my veins, feel like my brain’s been pickled in molasses, can’t rightly think.” She shook her head, looking frustrated with herself, looking exactly the way Lewis did right before he started smacking his own head.
There was a fortress around Abby, one she’d been building since that last day in Wry. Mortar and stone, a wall as thick as it was high. But the look on Joey’s face right then—genuine frustration with herself, wholly absent of self-defense or justification—that look was a strike to the highest stone. There was a chink missing now. The tiniest fissure. A hairline fracture almost too small to see. But it was a start.
Abby didn’t let it show. She wouldn’t let it show. She didn’t trust her. She couldn’t trust her. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Still. There was a crack at the top of the wall, and Abby realized she’d sooner let it stay than see it mended.
“We’re not going to fix this tonight.” Abby sighed at the floor, hugging her arms around herself tighter. “It’s going to take time.”
She looked up to find Joey nodding. The silence stretched, and Joey sent her a soft smile.
“Guess I’ll just,” she nodded toward her room. “Goodnight.”
“Joey.”
She turned back.
Abby bit the inside of her cheek. There was a cascade inside, words and feelings and thoughts and fears all threatening to spill forth.
“The children missed you. Deeply. They weren’t—they weren’t themselves without you. The day you—the day we saw you, after you—the day you came back was the first time Jack has smiled in a long, long time.”
Joey was looking at her like Abby had just given her a gift. Something precious and shiny and undeserved.
“Goodnight,” Abby said, turning back to the sink before she could be tempted to say more.
It was a dance they were doing, Abby realized, as that first week drew to a close. If Joey walked into the kitchen, Abby walked out. If Joey went outside, Abby went in. It was childish and it was ridiculous and Abby had no plans to stop.
They resumed lessons out in the schoolhouse, Abby didn’t want the children to fall behind.
And, in part, it was also an excellent excuse to be away from the house. Away from Joey.
They hadn’t reconciled with the Coopers, and it was quite possibly for the best—without a full classroom Abby was able to focus entirely on Jack and Olive. And Lewis, who was making slow progress with his letterboard. He beamed for an entire afternoon when he finally managed to spell his name. Ella had kissed his cheek and he’d turned red as an overripe apple.  
Avoiding Joey, it turned out, was an easy task. Abby’s days were no less busy, there were still meals to make, laundry to fold. And every evening she’d go out onto the porch with Frex, ignoring Joey, who seemed to hover by the kitchen as Abby washed up, perhaps waiting for an invitation.
Shameful to admit, but there was strange satisfaction in seeing the look on Joey’s face when Abby bid her goodnight in favor of joining Frex outside. It was the sort of thing Abby would’ve chastised her students for—excluding someone for the sake of feeling superior. And she always felt a little twinge of guilt when they came inside, yawning and smelling of vanilla smoke, to find Joey’s door closed for the night.
Abby was punishing her; she knew she was. With every short answer, every unreturned smile. She was pushing her. And Joey deserved to be pushed. But as the days dragged on she found herself wondering if, and rather, when, Joey would begin to push back.
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They were playing cards on a Sunday, one week after Joey’s return.
It was the closest they’d come to friendly—sitting at opposite ends of the table, playing the game if only to acquiesce the children.
With Joey’s right arm in a sling Olive had been all to eager to offer assistance, plucking a card from the deck and sliding it into Joey’s hand every time it was her turn.
“Can’t look at it before givin’ it to me, Petal,” Joey let out a low chuckle, “that’s cheatin’.”
“It isn’t cheating!” Olive said, clearly offended. “It’s being inquisitorial.”
“Inquisitorial, is it?” Joey shook her head. “The things you come up with.”
“Mrs. Proctor taught me that word,” Olive said, innocent as a dove, playing a card from her own hand. “I was asking a great deal of questions in class and she told me I was inquisitorial, didn’t you, Mrs. Proctor?”
“I did,” Abby said, “and I told you it’s a wonderful trait for a student to have.”
Olive nodded. “Because that’s how you learn.”
“That’s right.” Abby smiled.
“She’s a brilliant teacher,” Olive said, looking at Joey. “We’ve learned ever so much while you were away, I can spell so many words and do all sorts of sums in my head, and we’re learning about butterflies right now and their crystal myths—”
“Chrysalis,” Jack muttered.
“That’s what I said.” Olive looked back at Joey with a grin. “Mrs. Proctor says we even look smarter,” she wrinkled her nose at Abby, “but I don’t know if you can ever really look smart, so I think she was just being nice.”
“Not at all,” Joey said, glancing at Abby before spreading her cards on the table, effectively winning the game. “First thing I noticed when I saw you two. Both your heads doubled in size with all that knowledge up there.”
“No they didn’t!” Olive giggled wildly.
“Most certainly did,” Joey said. “Got intellect pourin’ out your ears.”
“I built a boat,” Jack said brightly, then immediately seemed to regret it. “It’s still at the Cooper’s pond. I could build another one!” His face lit up. “I could show you, we could build it together!”
Joey nodded. “Sure, mate. Oi—Olive? Where you off to?”
“To find Leopold.”
“And leave the rest of us to clean up the game?”
As Olive trudged back to the table, something loosened in Abby. Another fissure appeared in the wall. It was a relief, having someone else there to help keep the children in line.
And Joey didn’t stop there.
“The two of you’ve been learnin’ a lot with Mrs. Proctor, yeah?”
They nodded eagerly.
“Been enjoyin’ it too, seems like?”
Again they nodded.
“Have you thanked her?”
That seemed to stump them.
“Think she just has all these lessons lyin’ round? Takes plannin’. She’s puttin’ a good deal of time and effort into your education, and you lot never thought to say thanks?”
The children looked instantly sheepish.
“Thank you, Mrs. Proctor,” Jack said.
“Thank you, Mrs. Proctor,” Olive echoed.
“My pleasure,” Abby said, finding it harder and harder not to smile.
Joey, it seemed, was fighting a similar battle. And losing, because their eyes met and suddenly she was smiling—quick and fleeting, but making Abby’s heart race all the same.
That evening Frex and the other adults went over to the Coopers—Frex was determined to retrieve the children’s forgotten birthday gifts before those stuck-up hicks can break ‘em in, as he’d put it. Even Joey had gone, perhaps to give Abby her space. She’d been doing that a lot.
Only Abby and the children remained behind, which was rather by design because Abby had long been waiting for the opportunity to check in with them. See how they were doing. They seemed overjoyed to have Joey back, and yet, there were moments. Like when Jack was playing jacks on the floor with Lewis—or, rather, playing jacks while Lewis watched—and he lost sight of Joey for a split-second. Just a split-second, she’d ducked outside for a smoke. Jack had panicked. He’d jumped up, torn after her. The look in his eye, Abby wouldn’t soon forget it. Pure fear. Terror.
And Olive. She was a cuddly child already, but since Joey had returned, she’d been suctioned to her side, day and night. More than once, Abby had woken to find only Jack asleep in the children’s bed. Olive had made a habit of sneaking into Joey’s in the early hours, quiet as snow.
So Abby was eager to have the children to herself, even if only for a few moments, so she could ask them how they were feeling. How they were coping.
She’d heated a pair of sticky buns on the stove and called them both to the table.
“What’s happened?” Jack stopped short, eyeing the desserts like he suspected he was about to be poisoned. end of the hall with a wrinkle in his brow as he eyed the desserts. “Why are you giving us treats? Is there bad news?"
Abby glanced at the sticky buns. “Nothing’s happened, I just—”
There was a sudden knock on the door. Olive was standing nearest, so she went and pulled it open, smile ready for whoever was on the other side.
Abby watched her smile fade. Watched it disappear altogether as Olive took several steps back, away from the open door, her face turning white, her mouth hanging open as she gawked at the visitor, and then at Abby.
“The Bird Man,” Olive whispered. “I told you—I told you he was here.”
Abby was at the door in a flash, pushing Olive behind her.
There he was, staring down his beak of a nose, his black cape billowing on the breeze and blocking out the sun. Reverend Dawson. Standing right there on the porch, hands clasped behind his back, a tight smile on his face.
“Abigail.”
Abby just stared. Stared and stared.
“Praise God.” He scrubbed a bony hand over his mouth like he could scarcely believe it. “Imagine my joy when I realized it was you up there on that platform last week, alive and well,” he shook his head, “a miracle indeed. Divine proof of the Almighty.”
A ringing had begun in Abby’s ears, growing steadily louder.
“If I might have a word?”
Abby just stood there staring as the ringing grew ever louder.
He kept talking. “I traveled all the way back to this godless land for two errands, Abigail, and,” he chuckled, “you seem determined to prevent me from seeing either to fruition.”
She swallowed. “I don’t—”
A little hand slipped into hers and she glanced down to see Olive, looking up with curiosity before setting her jaw defensively. Seconds later, someone took hold of her other hand, and she looked down to find Jack, concerned but brave.
The Reverend’s sharp eyes flicked from child to child, and Abby tightened her grip on them. He was an old man, Abby reassured herself, and he’d come alone. He didn’t intend to take them from her. He couldn’t, even if he tried. Still, she wished the others were home. Wondered momentarily if he’d waited to knock until he was sure she was alone with the children.
“I paid well to have that woman brought to justice,” Reverend Dawson was saying, the phony warmth draining from his face bit by bit, like it was too much effort to keep up the façade. “My man found her, delivered her to the authorities, and the noose was to be her reckoning. Only an agent of the Enemy would stand between that criminal and her long-awaited retribution.”
It was the way he said it. The way he was staring down at her, chastising her, as if she were still small and unsure and scared of the world beyond Stillwater.  
“You,” Abby said, the word starting as a rumble within her chest like the tremors before a great earthquake, “left me to die on the side of a cliff. Your own daughter. Your only child.”
“I put your fate in the Lord’s mighty hands the way I always have, and look,” he gestured, “He saved you! That’s a miracle, Abigail, and if I were you, I’d start asking why you were spared. He must be planning to do great works through—”
“He saved me? He saved me?!” She was an airtight jar stuck into a flame. Fit to burst and shatter. “I saved myself! I climbed out of that canyon myself, your God had nothing to do with it, and do you know why that is?”
“Be very careful, Abigail.” His eyes were two black stones.
“Because your version of God is powerless. He’s fiction, and poor fiction at that. He’s words in a fucking book that you use to control and condemn and compel.” The rumble grew and grew and the earthquake shook the ground and Abby was the epicenter. “I saved myself with my own hands—not because I’m strong, not because I believe, but because I wanted to live. And believe me, the desire to live is enormous motivation when you realize you’ve only just then been handed the chance to do so freely. Your power comes from a set of laws made up by men for the purpose of keeping people scared, but it’s fallible. Fear is powerful but it lacks strength. That’s what I learned that day, hanging onto those rocks, watching my father ride away. I learned that I have more power in my own two fucking hands than your God could ever hope to summon from the whole of the universe.”
He moved to backhand her, and Abby caught his hand around the wrist. Stopping him. She squeezed, just this side of bone-crushing. There. There it was. A flash of fear in his eye.
“You’re right to be scared,” she hissed, and even to her own ears she sounded every bit a viper. “You arranged for me to be held hostage in the desert for two weeks. I don’t doubt you hoped the ordeal would tame me. Scare me into obedience. Into gratitude for my life with Silas. But it didn’t make me tame,” she said, squeezing just a little bit harder, “it made me wild.”
“Abigail—”
She dropped his hand. “Joey is free. It’s done. There’s nothing you can do. You’re wasting your time here.”
“I suppose that’s true,” he said, far quieter than she’d ever heard him speak, “and I wash my hands of the situation. She’ll answer to the Lord one day. You both will. But until then, you’re free to live in sin, to let it consume you like a pestilence. But I’ll be taking the deed.”
“What?”
“The deed. To Promise. It isn’t yours, Abigail.”
Abby could’ve laughed. She started to, but disbelief took over. “The deed? That’s why you’re here? After leaving me to die?”
“The wages of sin is death, Abigail.”
“But Reverend,” Abby felt a smile pulling at her lips, “I lived.”
“The town isn’t yours. It belongs to the Almighty, it was paid for by the tithings of my flock, and it’s meant to be a haven for the faithful. A breeding ground for discipleship. It isn’t yours.”
“It is. It was Silas’s, and now it’s mine.”
“Don’t you use that poor boy’s tragic death.”
“I’m not using anything. The land is mine. Ours.” Abby glanced at Olive, standing bravely beside her. A unified front. “The bank has already decreed it. Go home,” she said through clenched teeth. “Go home,” she repeated, softly this time.
“Your mother is ill, Abigail. It’s her mind, she—she began forgetting things last summer, when you—when you left us, and now,” he shook his head, “she doesn’t seem to know where she is half the time. She cries out for you, endlessly some days.”
Maybe it was true. Maybe it wasn’t.
“I hope—” Abby swallowed. “I hope she finds peace.”
He was beginning to panic; she could see it in his eyes. He knew she had the upper hand, and he was starting to realize that she knew it, too.
“The church will cast me out for this. Knowing their hard work—their hard-earned money went to—to an apostate like you. It will ruin us if you take that land, Abigail. Think of your family.”
“That’s just it,” she said, and there was a clench in her heart, a bit melancholy, like exchanging something well-worn and familiar for something brand new. “I am.” She squeezed the children’s hands for good measure.
Defeat was all over him; his bright eyes duller, his shoulders slumping.
“Go back to Iowa,” Abby said softly. Then, surprising herself, she said, “I forgive you.” She needed to say it for her own sake, she realized. “But I’m not your daughter anymore. I will not think of you again.”
There was nothing more to say, so she closed the door, latching it and giving Olive a reassuring smile.
“That man is your father?” Jack looked up at her.  
“He was,” Abby said.
Jack frowned. “What do you mean he was?”
Abby smiled again, a little sadder this time. “Remember what you told me? About anger and happiness and how you get to choose?”
He nodded, slow and careful.
“Family is like that too. When you’re old enough, you get to choose.”
Frex’s favorite goat went into labor that night, and as Frex slipped on his boots and a burlap apron the children began fluttering around him, begging they be permitted to assist.
“Birthin’s a bloody business,” Frex warned them, “you sure you wanna help?”
“Oh yes,” Olive insisted, nearly jumping out of her skin with eagerness, “I’m not bothered by that sort of thing at all, Mr. Frex. In fact, Jack broke his finger once and I set it back all by myself.”
“I twisted it,” Jack said, “it wasn’t broken until you tried to fix it.”
“And it didn’t bother me!”
With everyone occupied with the goat out back, Abby headed to the porch to look over the children’s work from that week.
Jack had begun writing in his journal again. He’d added another scene to Bloom Town, and Abby was anxious to read it.
But the porch wasn’t empty.
Joey was sitting in Frex’s rocking chair, clumsily fiddling one-handed with a large pair of scissors, her hair gathered in a leather tie, the length of it swept over her shoulder. She jumped up when Abby came out like she’d been caught doing something wrong.
“Sorry. I’ll—I didn’t know you were out here.” Abby turned to go in.
“Room for two, you know.”
Abby hesitated, her hand on the door.
She must’ve waited a beat too long because then Joey was setting down the scissors, scrunching her shoulders and starting down the front steps.
“’S fine. You take the porch,” she said. “Could do with a walk, anyway.”
Fine. Good. Abby had gotten what she wanted. The porch, all to herself.
Except…
“Joey.”
She was by the gate, looking nearly timid, hand in her pocket.
“You don’t have to.” Abby crossed her arms. “You can—” She gestured to the rocking chairs and plunked down into one herself.
It took a moment, maybe two, but slowly Joey made her way back up the walk. Up the steps. Carefully, gingerly even, settled into the other rocking chair.
“Thanks,” she muttered.
“It’s not my porch,” Abby opened Jack’s journal on her lap with a little shrug.
A long moment passed in which Abby attempted several times to delve into Jack’s writing. But she could feel Joey’s eyes burning into her, and the words on the page kept crumbling to dust in her mind.
A moment later Joey went back to what she’d been doing. Abby watched from the corner of her eye as she attempted to get the scissors to cooperate.
“What are you doing?” Abby finally asked.
Joey sighed in frustration, set the scissors on her knee. “Fuckin’ hair’s too long. Look like a goddamn mop.” She tugged her hair over her shoulder again, frowning at it, and grabbed the scissors.
She was going to make a mess of it. The angle was all wrong. And she could very well stab herself, the way she was wielding the shears. It was involuntary, the way Abby suddenly said,
“Let me do it.”
Joey stopped and looked over. “Yeah?”
Abby shrugged. “I hardly want to spend my afternoon cleaning blood from the porch after you’ve gored yourself.”
Joey didn’t say anything, she just handed over the scissors and turned to face the side yard, offering Abby the back of her head.
Abby stared down at the dark curls. This was idiotic. She’d been dreaming of those very curls for months and months and now they were right there in front of her, soft and still smelling of lavender soap.
“Alright?” Joey asked after a long moment had elapsed.
Abby snapped out of it. “How short?”
A shrug. “Manageable.”
Abby nodded at the back of Joey’s head. She could do this without touching her. She could slide the shears just above the leather cord and snip. One clean, easy cut.
Joey’s linen shirt was loose and Abby could see the hollows of her shoulders, the notches of her spine peeking out at the top. She wanted to lean down and taste them. Fuck—no, she wanted to cut her hair and be done with it. That was what she wanted.
It was over in a second, one easy snick of the blades. The cord-bound tail of curls fell to the floor. Joey’s hair was her again, if even a bit shorter than when they’d first met.
Abby handed the shears back.
“Thanks.” Joey’s hand went to feel the back of her head. She seemed to find the length acceptable because she nodded once at Abby before standing to go in.
“Joey.” Abby said it before she even knew exactly what she meant to follow it with.
Joey turned back.
I miss you? I don’t really hate you? Are you ever going to start pushing back?
“You can stay,” was what Abby settled on. “You don’t have to go inside.”
Joey nodded, more to herself than anything, and slowly meandered her way back toward the rocking chair once more. But instead of sitting down, she leaned back against the porch post.
Another long, silent moment slid by and Abby pretended to read Jack’s journal.
“Lewis,” Joey said at long last.
Abby looked up.
“He’s, um.” Joey scratched her ear. “The spellin’ thing. Doin’ well with that, seems like.”
Abby nodded.
“’S brilliant. And the children?”
“What about them?”
“Their schoolin’. You kept that up too.”
Again, Abby nodded. “They’re doing well. Jack is almost finished with his play.”
Joey seemed to struggle to find her next words. She was squinting down at the floorboards, shaking her head a bit.
“You collected them,” she finally said, glancing at Abby. “Lewis from the mines. The children from the Drifter’s. Made a home with them.”
A stab of something strange shot through Abby. Defensiveness, perhaps. Fear that Joey was about to say they weren’t hers to collect. To make a home with. And perhaps they hadn’t been, but they certainly were now, at least in part, and she was already bristling and ready to retort.
But then Joey was flashing a smile. “Thank you. Was decent. More than.” She shrugged. “Fuckin’ incredible, if I’m honest. Thank you.”
There was a loud crashing in the back of Abby’s mind. Another piece of stone shearing from the wall and collapsing to the earth below.
“You don’t need to thank me. It was the right thing to do.”
They looked at each other, and Abby could feel the static between them. So much they were both refusing to say.
“Abby,” Joey took a breath like she’d just gathered, “I—” Her eyes flicked up to the ceiling, then down to Abby, and then, with sudden horror, back to the ceiling. “Jesus, fuck!”
Abby looked up.
Mrs. Beelzebub was sitting above, perched in the darkness of the rafters. She began making low groans, shifting back and forth like she was preparing to launch herself.
“Bird’s out to fuckin’ end me, I swear.”
“It’s me,” Abby said, standing and moving well out of Mrs. B’s reach. “I accidentally kicked her.” She glanced at Joey, who instantly burst into laughter.
“Well done,” Joey said, still chuckling. “Should be bloody knighted.”
Abby giggled despite herself. “Maybe, but it’s cost me. Sometimes, just as I’m falling asleep, I hear her talons clicking on the floor, closer and closer. I open my eyes and she’s just standing there, watching me.”
“Fuckin’ hell.”
“She’s biding her time but one of these days she’ll catch me alone, and…”
Joey looked at her. “And what?”
Abby shrugged. “I’m not looking forward to finding out.”
As if on cue, Mrs. B plummeted from the rafters, landing in a heap of feathers and clucking in annoyance like it was someone else’s fault that she was terrible at flying.
Joey seemed frozen in place as Mrs. B strutted by her feet, stopping by the far rocking chair to retrieve the tail of Joey’s hair, still bound in the leather cord.
With the hair in her beak, she glared up at them with a beady eye, then disappeared with it around the corner.
“Why?” Joey looked at Abby.
“A trophy, perhaps. Or maybe she’ll make a little doll version of you that she can torture. Anything’s possible, really.”
“’S not normal chicken behavior.”
“Might want to get used to it. Jack loves that bird, and Frex says he can take her with him to Bloom Town when we go.” Abby walked to the door. “Afternoon, Joey.”
As she went inside, she decided she never wanted to forget the memory of Joey in that moment—stone-still on the porch, wide-eyed and speechless. Abby laughed to herself and God, she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d had reason to do that.  
After that day on the porch, Joey began to do things. Abby would wake early to make breakfast, only to find Joey had already prepared it and cut fresh flowers for the table as well. One day she went out to the shed to find the little schoolroom spick and span. The door no longer creaking and the little desks polished to a shine. She’d begun helping Frex, too. Rising early with Lewis to milk the goats and feed the pigs.
Then, one morning Abby woke and there was a flower atop the dress she’d set out for herself the night before. She’d considered tucking the bright thing behind her ear, but instead she’d closed it into her box of keepsakes, a smile tugging at her mouth all the while.
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The days passed and all too soon it was time to return to work at the tavern. Joey was well enough to mind the children, and the children hadn’t shown any emotion outside of pure elation in days—they were starting to trust that it was real. That she really was back to stay. Abby hoped to fucking Christ that it was true. For their sake.
She crossed paths with Joey that evening in the foyer.
“Where you headed?”
“Work,” Abby said, lacing up her boot.
“Work.” Joey sounded disgusted and Abby laughed.
“I work at the tavern.”
“The tavern.”
Abby nodded. “I took time off when…” She half-shrugged as she pulled on her other boot. “But tonight, I’m going back.”
Joey seemed to consider this, then gave a short nod and reached for the old coat Frex had given her.
Abby eyed her. “What are you doing?”
“I’ll walk you.”
Well. That was…unexpected. “You don’t need to, I’m quite accustomed to—”
“Want to.”
And that was that.
They walked in silence for a good while as twilight settled into the corners of Gauntlet’s Landing, the sky a symphony of purple and blue.
Every now and then Abby would steal glances at Joey, and more than once she caught Joey stealing glances in return.
It was still there. All of it. Everything they’d tried and failed to burn from their systems in the depths of the caves. Every want and every need was still coursing through Abby’s veins like liquid fire, and from the looks she’d caught Joey giving her it was clear she was suffering similarly.
But there was still something else between them too. Joey had left. Joey had disappeared. And though she’d been back for two weeks, she hadn’t offered a single explanation.
Up the road two young boys were playing, but they ran inside when they saw Abby and Joey approaching. It happened again further along—this time a grown woman collecting clothing from the line rushed into her house, leaving half the laundry there in her front yard.
Abby glanced at Joey to see if she’d noticed.
Joey’s face was steeled, her lips pulled to one side, and she was staring down at her boots determinedly as they walked.
“Is it safe for you to go into town?” Abby asked softly.
Joey shrugged. “What’re they gonna do? Avoid me to death?”
“I just mean…” But Abby wasn’t quite sure what she did mean.
“’S fine. I don’t need them to like me. Long as they’re not stringin’ me up, it’s fine.”
They walked in silence the rest of the way.
The town square was nearly deserted, just a person or two moseying at the edges. Abby headed for the tavern, only to realize she’d lost Joey somewhere along the way. She looked back over her shoulder.
Joey was standing in the middle of the square, her hand in her pocket, staring up at the gallows.
Considering them the way someone might consider a work of art in a Parisian museum.
Abby walked back to her. Stood beside her and waited. The moment seemed heavy, somehow. Like they’d finally arrived at the edge of everything unsaid.
“It’s not as high up.” Joey glanced at Abby. “When you’re standin’ there about to drop it seems a hundred feet from the ground.”
Abby stared up at the platform. “What were you thinking about? When you were up there?”
“The children. Lewis.” Another sidelong glance. “You.” She laughed softly. “When I saw you I thought I was seein’ things. Thought I’d conjured you.”
“You almost died,” Abby said quietly. It was washing over her—the truth of it, how close Joey had come to being hung. “Another minute and you would’ve—”
Joey nodded.
“You almost died!” Abby said again, and this time she was angry.
Joey looked at her, nervous and unsure, the same look she’d been giving since her return.
“I’m so mad at you,” Abby whispered, and it was taking great effort to keep her clenched fists at her sides. To keep from pummeling Joey. “They would’ve seen you die, they would’ve watched it happen and how could they survive that? How could I?”
The lights from the tavern’s lampposts were flickering in Joey’s eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she said, barely louder than a breath.
“If you’d died, I—I would’ve hated you, I would’ve never forgiven you for it, and that would be all I had of you. Anger, that’s all I’d have left, and—”
A group of patrons left the tavern and congregated in the street, talking and laughing loudly. Abby pulled Joey into the shadows beneath the gallows.
She backed Joey up against one of the thick posts, trying to keep her voice level but she was so incredibly furious, it was like all the months of fear and loneliness and worry and strain had been saved up and stoppered, only to suddenly burst free with a vengeance.
“I’m so mad at you,” she said again, and Joey just kept looking at her, sad-eyed and not offering even a hint of defensiveness which somehow made Abby even angrier so she said it again, this time pushing her fists against Joey’s chest.
“I know,” Joey said, and even that was the wrong thing so Abby was pushing her again, barely holding back from hitting her.
“I lost everything and I was alone and it was terrifying and hard and you just left.”
The words echoed in the space between them, and she was certain Joey would finally push back because Joey had been alone too. Abby had Frex and Lewis and Ella and the children. It had been Joey terrified and alone up on that platform.
But this new Joey, the one who’d returned to her, was different. There was no trace of her fast temper or cocky wit. There was just patience and empathy, and it was wholly unnerving. Abby knew she’d be embarrassed later but she couldn’t stop from pushing her one last time because there was so much and words were poor tools to express it all.
Joey caught Abby’s wrists with a single hand, held her fists where they were by her chest.
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “You’re right to be mad at me, you can keep bein’ mad, long as you need.”
“I don’t want your permission, I know I can be mad, I—don’t tell me I can be mad at you, that,” Abby shook her head, exasperated, “that defeats the whole purpose.”
There was a quick curl at the edge of Joey’s mouth, gone as soon as it appeared.
Abby’s eyes lingered on Joey’s mouth because, shameful as it was, she rather wanted to land her fist there—one solid punch for nearly a year’s worth of agony.
“I want to hit you,” she confessed softly.
“I know,” Joey said. “Why do you think I’m holdin’ your wrists?”
“You should let me.” Abby had no idea who was forming the words coming from her mouth. A stranger, someone she’d never met before. Someone delirious with anger. “You should let me hit you for all you’ve put me through. Starting in Wry. The handcuffs, the misery. The fucking chloroform.”
Slowly, gently, Joey released her wrists. Let her own hand fall to her side.
“Okay.” Joey nodded. “Hit me.”
“Okay,” Abby breathed. “Okay, I will. And—it’ll be hard. Just so you’re prepared.” It would be the slightest bit of justice after everything Joey had done, starting with the train.
“Appreciate the warnin’.”
“I’m—I’m going to strike you in the face.”
Joey nodded again. “Alright.”
Abby reared back a fist. Joey didn’t even blink.
It felt…strange. Not good. “You should—you should close your eyes.”
“Rather have them open, if it’s all the same.”
“Fine.”
Joey waited.
Abby reared back again, preparing. “It’s just—you deserve this. You’ve had it coming.”
“I know.”
“And I don’t—it’s not as if I’m going to enjoy it. I don’t even—I’m not a violent person. It’s just—it’s only fair.”
“You’re right.”
“Stop doing that! Stop agreeing with me, you’re not supposed to want this, you’re supposed to want me not to!
“You haven’t even tried—”
“I’M GOING TO!”
“Right. Sorry. In your own time, then.”
“Stop talking. I’m going to do it now.”
Even in the darkness Joey’s lips were ruby red. They just did that, turned an infuriating color because they felt like it, meanwhile other women were lining up at the cosmetics haberdashery to spend a fortune on lip rouge and it wasn’t right, the way her lips were so perfect. Her top lip especially. It was like whatever deity had created her had merely been practicing on everyone else. Like the art of calligraphy had begun with the line of Joey’s lips. And Abby was going to hit them. She was going to swing her fist down, right against Joey’s mouth. Any second now.
“Sometimes if you breathe in on the wind up then breathe out on the punch.”
Abby’s glare snapped from Joey’s lips to her eyes. “Don’t—don’t instruct me.”
“You seemed unsure.”
“Shut up.”
“Okay.”
Abby could do this. One solid hit to that aggravating mouth. That vexingly, maddeningly, exasperatingly beautiful…
She was launching forward, and it wasn’t with her fist.
In the end, the fist might’ve been kinder considering the way her mouth crashed into Joey’s with a vengeance, knocking her head back against the post.
If Joey was shocked by the kiss she didn’t let on, and soon she was kissing back with a retribution of her own, her hand raking up the back of Abby’s head and into her hair, taking a great fistful, while Abby pulled at her face, trying to bring her even closer.
Abby opened her mouth to lick into Joey’s, or maybe Joey opened hers, but their tongues were tangling and dueling and stroking and Abby was whimpering because it wasn’t nearly enough.
She surged into her, pressing her back into the post with every ounce of force she could muster, which seemed to be an incredible amount of force because a moment later Joey let out a weak noise of complaint as if being crushed, and with distant horror Abby suddenly remembered her broken arm. But when she went to pull away, Joey grabbed her back and held her even tighter.
It was barely believable, the feel of Joey against her after nearly a year of wanting. Of pretending. She wanted to cry and she wanted to laugh and she wanted to scream and she wanted to sing, but all of that was buried deep beneath the weight of the fact that in pure simplicity, Abby wanted.
And then she heard herself say it aloud. “I want you.”
Joey hummed happily against her lips. “Fuck. Yeah, yeah me too—” She ducked back in for Abby’s lips but Abby pulled back slightly.
“Where?”
Joey searched her eyes, her face not an inch from Abby’s. “Where what?”
Instead of answering, Abby tried to pump her hips into Joey’s, a motion that resulted in a rather awkward and desperate undulation that had Joey grinning.
But then she shook her head. “Don’t you have to work?”
“Don’t care,” Abby said, launching forward for another kiss.
“I’ll wait,” Joey said a moment later, when breathing once again became a necessity. “I’ll sit in the tavern while you work. You can, um,” she wiggled her brow, “serve me.”
If Abby didn’t need the job desperately she would’ve taken Joey right there in the shadows of the gallows. But their seaside paradise wasn’t going to build itself, and there was some sort of odd satisfaction at the thought of Joey in the tavern while she worked. Perhaps Abby would openly flirt with her. Make it obvious, in a way. Dash Red Cobb’s relentless hopes once and for all.
So they wiped at their mouths, smoothed their hair and fixed their clothing, smiling all the while with the promise of later.
There was music in the tavern, loud and lively—a band had set up in the corner and an elderly man was skipping a bow across a fiddle. There was a fire in the stone fireplace and the patrons were all familiar—the regular crowd that Abby knew well.
She pointed out an empty table for Joey and was about to head into the kitchen when Cal, the bartender, caught sight of them and hurried over, an anxious look on his face.
“Abby,” he said, glancing past her to stare at Joey, “you can’t be here. Red, um, he’s out of town but he left word.”
“What do you mean he left word?”
“After everything that happened,” his gaze slid to Joey once again and slowly Abby began to understand, “he didn’t feel it was…appropriate…to keep you on.”
“Cal,” Abby shook her head, “it’s a tavern. We serve food and liquor to drunks and whores every night of the week—probably even outlaws, come to think of it.”
“It’s not my choice, Abby. I’m really sorry.” 
He looked it. But it didn’t ease the angry panic gripping Abby’s chest.
“I need this job. Can’t you tell Red—”
“His mind is made up,” Cal said sadly, already backing away towards the bar. “I really am sorry, Abby.”
“’S the matter?” Joey was right behind her suddenly.
“Red—my boss—he didn’t feel it was appropriate to keep me on, after—” Abby realized too late that she was inadvertently blaming Joey.
“After he realized you’re mixed up with me.”
Abby started to nod, but then something occurred to her. In the chaos of the past two weeks she’d nearly forgotten that Red had kissed her in the alley. He was firing her because she’d rejected him. It had nothing to do with Joey.
Abby marched over to the bar. Walked behind it. Ignored Cal’s concerned Abby? as she searched for the secret peg that held the keys.
She found it easily, grabbing the little key ring and marching back around the bar.
“What’re you doing?” Cal called after her.
Abby didn’t bother turning around. “Red’s told me a million times that the room upstairs is mine if I need it.” She grinned to herself as she grabbed Joey’s arm and pulled her along. “Tonight I need it.”
The room was simple. Four plain walls and a large plain bed. Once inside, Abby locked the door and turned the key of the bedside table’s gas lamp.
Joey was waiting just over the threshold, looking unsure.
“The owner, he, um,” Abby unfurled her hand at their surroundings, “always wanted me to stay here.”
Joey gave her a look.
“Not like that,” Abby rolled her eyes. “Actually…it was like that, but not for me. I didn’t—we weren’t—”
“’S fine if you were.” Joey gave a little nonchalant shrug.
Abby hated the way that little shrug stung like a prick against her skin. “We weren’t.”
“Don’t owe me explanations, all I’m sayin’.”
“I know I don’t.” Abby crossed and uncrossed her arms. “I know that.”
A curt nod and then Joey was surveying the room, peeking in a tiny closet and peering out the little window.
“So,” she said, spinning back around on her boot, “what’s the plan then?”
The thing was, Abby hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I don’t know.”
The vibrant music from the band playing downstairs reached a frenzied crescendo, all vigorous violin and clattering tambourine. The song ended, and there was a smattering of applause. Then another song began. This one slower, just a single cello.
Joey reached out with her good arm and waited.
Abby glanced at the offered hand, then looked at Joey, who gave a little shrug.
But Abby wasn’t following, so she shook her head. “What?”
“Just thought—never mind.” Joey sighed. Retracted her hand.
“No—tell me.”
“You wanted to dance. In Wry that night. At the shindig. So, I thought…”
She wouldn’t look Abby in the eye.
Abby reached out her own hand. Waited.
Joey paused when she noticed. Looked at Abby.
“Yeah?”
Abby nodded. “Yes.”
Joey slid her hand into Abby’s, and maybe Abby had initiated it but in a moment’s time Joey had taken the lead with a hand snaked around Abby’s lower back.
Suddenly they were close again, and Abby was more aware of it here than she had been beneath the gallows. She stared at the freckle on Joey’s neck. At the way her throat moved when she swallowed.
She smelled the same. Joey smelled the same. Like leather and lavender, and Abby’s heart clenched in recognition.
They moved together, not dancing so much as turning in a slow circle, the cello below a lonely and haunting hum.
I missed you, Abby wanted to say. Instead, she let her hands play with the curls tied at Joey’s nape. Let herself lean in, just a little. Let her temple touch Joey’s cheek and rest there, that one point of connection tingling on her skin.
Joey drew her closer, the slightest press of her hand at Abby’s back, and just like that Abby’s entire body was sparking. She felt hungry in a way that was staggering—overwhelming in its depth and ferocity.
And Joey’s lips were right there. All she had to do was—
Joey tilted her head to meet her lips. It was gentle for a moment, but then Abby bit her lip, licked into her mouth and trailed her hand down Joey’s side, seeking.
Joey pulled back with a small giggle.
When Abby tried to pull her in again Joey drew back, out of reach.
“No,” Joey said softly.
“Wh—” There was no possible way Abby had just heard her correctly. “No? Why not?”
“Because,” Joey stepped forward to whisper in her ear, “we’re gonna do things differently this time.” Then, to Abby’s utter dismay, she turned away and flopped down onto the bed, fully clothed and making not one single move to remedy that dismal fact.
Abby took several breaths. Fine. She joined Joey on the bed, stretching out beside her. Also fully clothed. But it was fine. She was a grown woman, completely in control of herself, and if Joey wanted to wait, they’d wait. She wasn’t an animal. Fuck. She wanted to fuck Joey like an animal. She didn’t even know what that meant but she wanted it.
Joey turned the covers down, nudged her head for Abby to crawl beneath. When they were under, Joey pulled the crisp sheet up with her bound arm, tenting it over their heads, trapping them both beneath the covers, face to face. Eye to eye.
She smiled at Abby, all crooked grin and mischievous eyes, and honestly maybe being an animal was forgivable, because Abby was about to tear her clothes off with her teeth.
She surged forward, aiming for Joey’s mouth, but Joey stopped her.
Abby whined, frustrated. “I want—”
“Me too.” Joey kissed the back of Abby’s hand before returning it to her, leaving a defined boundary of empty bed between them. With her good arm holding up the blanket, she looked at Abby with the intensity of an artist planning a portrait.
Abby swallowed. Joey wasn’t making it any easier, looking at her that way.
“I want you,” Joey whispered. “I want every part of you. I want to know everythin’, fuckin’ everythin’ about you.”
Abby’s mouth had gone a bit dry so she swallowed as she nodded. “Like what?”
Joey smiled and gave a happy little hum, like she was delighted that Abby was allowing her this conversation.
“Like…” Joey searched Abby’s face as she thought, “how old you are.”
That caught Abby off guard and she laughed. It was such a wonderfully normal question.
“Twenty-six,” she said.
“Young,” Joey said, chuckling and shaking her head.
“Not that young. Why—how old are you?”
Joey scrunched an eye. “Thirty-four.” She looked up at the sheet hovering over them with a sigh. “Round that, anyway.”
Abby waited until she looked back to raise an eyebrow. “Old.”
Joey laughed. “Feels it, some days.” She settled in then, staring at Abby. “Favorite color?”
Abby wiggled a bit closer, peering into her eyes. “Green.”
Joey pulled a face. “What’s the real answer?”
“Green.” Abby tried to look innocent. “Because of nature. Grass and trees and—did you think I meant because of your eyes?”
Joey gave her an unimpressed look.
“I’d hardly form an opinion about the entire color spectrum based solely on your—”
“Blue. Is my answer.” Joey was staring up at the sheet again but she slid Abby a sideways glance. “You ask one now,” she said, either ignoring or not noticing Abby’s blush.
“Favorite food.”
“Easy. Bread and butter puddin’.”
“Never had it.”
“Course you haven’t, you had the misfortune of bein’ born this side of the Atlantic.” She eyed her. “What’s your favorite food? It’s apple pie, isn’t it? I know it is.”
“Sweet cornbread from Wry, actually.”
Joey looked puzzled but then she smiled. “Really?”
Abby nodded. “Before that it was apple pie.”
“Knew it.” She grinned, then seemed to think hard about her next question. “Did you always fancy bein’ a teacher?”
“Think so. Growing up the schoolhouse in Stillwater was the only place where I could ask questions without being hushed or scolded. I didn’t want to stop asking questions, so.” Abby shrugged and Joey smiled. “What about you?” Abby asked. “What did you want to be?”
Joey blew out a long breath. “Someone else. Somewhere else.”
“Like the Mayor of a brand-new town in California?”
Joey laughed. “Couldn’t have dreamed that up on my own, but reckon it’ll do.” She glanced at Abby. “Was clever of you, writin’ my name down like that. Saved my fuckin’ life, Abby.”
“I didn’t do it to save your life.”
Joey’s brow quirked.
“I didn’t,” Abby was shaking her head, “I wrote your name down before I even knew you were headed for the gallows.”
“Why?”
“Because there’s literally nobody else who could be the mayor of Bloom Town in the whole of the world. It’s your town, Joey. I just own the land.”
Joey’s eyes had gone distant in that moment. Abby watched her wrestle with it. The weight of it.
You don’t have to, she almost said. Maybe it was too permanent. Too binding. But Abby managed to be brave, staying silent and letting Joey work it out in her own mind. Whether she stayed or whether she ran, Abby would be okay. She knew that now.
“Could I have a desk?”
“What?”
“If I agree to be mayor.” There was a curl at the edge of Joey’s lips. “Would really fancy a nice, big desk.”
Abby bit her cheek to keep from beaming. “We’ll find you the biggest, fanciest desk there is.”
“Mmm,” Joey hummed happily, then her nose wrinkled. “Would I have to dress up? For work and meetin’s at town hall and the like?”
“It’s a field,” Abby said, still trying not to smile. “The town’s a field at the moment. I wouldn’t worry too much about what you’ll wear for meetings.”
Joey laughed softly. “Dumb question.”
“No,” Abby shook her head. “Not at all.”
Joey smiled at her then, soft and shy and perfect. Abby felt the warmth of it all the way in her fingertips.
“Right then,” Joey said, suddenly all business, “favorite scent?”
“Mmm. The field in Stillwater, just after a rainfall. You?”
“Used to be the smell of a campfire.” She raised a shoulder. “Before.” She sighed. “Tell me somethin’ else. Somethin’ I don’t know about you.”
Abby thought about it. “I don’t like tomatoes.”
“Tomatoes.”
“Mhmm.”
“The taste?”
“The texture. When you bite into them it feels a bit like biting into something alive, the way the skin breaks, and the juice and all that.”
Joey was making a face. “Reckon you just put me off them as well.”
“Good, they’re horrible. Tell me something about you.”
“I’m afraid of birds.”
Abby raised her head. “Seriously?”
“Terrified.”
“Is this because of Mrs. B?”
“No, she’s just…reaffirmed my aversion.”
“But,” Abby tried not to giggle, “why are you afraid of birds?”
“You ever see a hawk come down on its prey?”
Abby shook her head.
“Silent as the night, all you hear is the poor creature’s terrified squeal as it gets carried off.”
“And you’re scared a hawk is going to…what? Carry you off?” Abby kept her eyes wide as Joey squinted at her.
“I see what you’re doin’. Pretendin’ to care but you’re halfway to makin’ a joke here.”
“I’m not!” Abby laughed. “I care! I really do, I care about your hawk fear.”
“It’s a normal thing, bein’ wary of somethin’ that has razors for feet.”
“Absolutely.”
“And then there’s that fuckin’ chicken.”
“I knew it was about Mrs. B.”
“Why does he keep her round, like?”
“He pretends to be fond of her but I think he’s scared of what she’d do if he ever tried to send her away.”
“Send her away,” Joey laughed. “All it’d take is a swift swipe of an axe—”
Abby gasped. “That’s Jack’s best friend you’re talking about.”
“Christ. Serves me right, I suppose.”
“It really does.”
She shot Abby a grin that faded and turned serious. “I missed you. I really fuckin’ did, Abby.”
Abby looked away. Played with a thread that’d come loose near the top of the sheet. “I talked to you, you know. For a long time. Like you were still there.”
Joey shifted up on an elbow to meet her eyes. “You did?”
Abby nodded. “It’s going to sound crazy—it is crazy, but I would imagine you there. So clearly, like I could see you standing there, hear you saying things. And I’d tell you everything I wanted to tell you. Yell at you too,” she raised a shoulder, “sometimes.”
“Abby,” Joey was shifting again, a strange smile on her lips, “I did the same fuckin’ thing.”
“Did you really?!”
“Yes! There were days the only thing that kept me goin’ was you, standin’ there all bossy and demandin’, tellin’ me to get up and keep movin’. I’m not even jokin’, I talked to you constantly!” She was so genuinely excited.
Abby couldn’t stop smiling at her.
“I wonder if we ever did it at the same time. If we were ever talking to each other and actually answering.”
“Wouldn’t even be surprised, honestly,” Joey said, still grinning. Her eyes dipped to Abby’s lips, just once. “Did it at night too, sometimes.”
Something sparked in Abby’s core. “I did too.”
“Yeah?”
“Mhmm.”
“Fuck.”
“I missed you.”
Joey’s voice was a whisper. “I missed you too.”
And then Abby did it. She finally asked.
“Where did you go?”
Joey was silent for a long time, staring up at the sheet that was still tented over their heads.
“I went east.”
“East?”
Joey nodded. “I just felt like I could fix it if I just,” she shook her head, “if I just went back and started over. Retraced my steps, like. Or maybe I didn’t know where else to go but back towards home.”
“Did you want to go back? To London?”
Joey shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe. I wanted to see the ocean. I needed to see it to feel like myself again.”
“Did you see it?”
“Got as far as New York. Saw the harbor. But it wasn’t—” Another slight head shake. “It was just like London. Filthy and loud. It was the ocean like I remembered it, but not how it’s supposed to be. Got to thinkin’, maybe that is the ocean. My version, like. All I’ll know.”
“That’s not—”
“Not in a sad way, not in—just like, maybe I was wantin’ the wrong thing. Even if I’d seen waves of bright blue, what was the point? I was alone.” She shrugged. “I was miserable. Half-starved and tired too, but that’s—” She waved a hand. “So I left. Didn’t stay in New York longer than an hour. Turned round.”
“What happened after that?”
“Got creative, hitchin’ rides with bigger convoys, tryin’ keep my head down. Made it as far as Missouri, got caught nickin’ food.”
“That’s when you were arrested?”
Joey shook her head. “People I stole from were good. Decent. More than I deserved, honestly. Husband and wife, bit older. They gave me what I needed. Let me stay on, do some work in their barn. Stayed there through the winter.”
Abby felt a pang in her stomach. “You just—” she shrugged, “moved in with these people?” And let us think you were dead?
“I was sick at first. Hadn’t been eatin’ well. Hadn’t been eatin’ much at all, really, and with the cold…so they let me stay, they fixed me up. Got to be close with them, bit like you and Frex, I reckon.”
Abby nodded.
“Told them about you. About the children. All of it.”
Abby eyed her. “All of it?”
Joey made her eyes wide. “All.”
“Scandalous.”
“Well.” She smirked. “Reckon I left a few details out.”
Abby smiled. “The best ones, I imagine.”
Joey reached out, taking Abby’s chin between her thumb and forefinger and pulling her in, watching her eyes the entire time. It was a soft kiss, smile against smile, and Abby couldn’t keep from humming happily. They kept at it for long, lazy moments—gentle kisses, small and fragile and sweet. Every now and then their tongues would meet, but even then it felt chaste, somehow.
Still. It was maddening, all the same.
Abby pushed into her, seeking out more, but Joey pulled back.
“Just this,” she said softly, leaning in to peck Abby’s lips. “For tonight, just this.”
And, Abby realized, she was right. It was better this way. Slowly. Honestly. Knowingly, without hiding the truth in the depths of a cave. It wasn’t a cure for the pain between them, but perhaps it was a start. There would come a time to wade into the thick of it, Abby knew, but for now, as Joey had said—just this.
They passed the entire evening like that, tucked beneath the covers, kissing and kissing. Every now and then they’d pull away to ask a question.
Happiest memory. Least favorite sound. Most irksome peeve. Dogs or cats.
The night passed them by and at some point they fell asleep, forehead to forehead, hands tangled between them, Abby’s pinky wrapped loosely around Joey’s thumb.
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Things were different after that night at the tavern.
The days that followed were light and free. Swift and joy-inducing, like riding a wave.
The children panicked less when Joey was out of sight. Jack even went for a walk with Mrs. B all by himself, and Olive played with Leopold for a full hour without checking on Joey.
Abby was beginning to feel hope tugging at her chest. Joey was back, and Joey was different. She wasn’t the same woman who’d left Abby alone in that cave. Something had shifted in her, fallen into place. She seemed steady and patient and just…different. And yet, wholly the same.
Abby was finding herself more and more tempted to give in to the idea of happily ever after. A laughable notion, really, all things considered. And yet…
Maybe Joey would stay.
Maybe they could be a family—all of them, Lewis and Ella too.
But any time she let herself imagine it she’d quickly douse the thought before it could fan into a flame. She’d pour reality over the fantasy the way the sky had poured down on Wry that night, leaving the ruins to smolder.
Despite the warmth of the shared bed. Despite the gentle hesitancy of Joey’s lips, despite her hopeful words. Despite it all, Abby couldn’t shake the deepest of the barbs lodged in her heart.
She couldn’t suffer being abandoned by her again. By anyone, for that matter. She wouldn’t.
Still, they were well on their way to mending the raw wounds between them, and there was that ever-present heat—sidelong glances, a brush of a hand in the hallway. Sparks, whenever they were near. Abby wasn’t unaware that they were dancing around an inferno the way they’d danced around the Newe’s fire, eyes locked and hungry.
The fortress Abby had spent a year building had largely chipped away to a pile of broken stone, but there was still a piece of the wall left standing and Abby wasn’t willing to see it razed.
And every time she came close to giving in—every time she caught Joey looking at her with barely restrained affection, or utter humility and hope—Abby would crush the moment beneath her boot. It had become a habit. An instinctive reaction. Something even their night in the tavern hadn’t completely quelled—though perhaps it had managed to soften it just a bit.
Those first two weeks Joey had been contrite about it. Wincing, even, at Abby’s sudden sharp tone. Like she knew she’d brought it upon herself. But after the night in the tavern, she began to keep a steady gaze when Abby did it—she wouldn’t look away. As if she wanted Abby to know she would tolerate it, that she’d be Abby’s whipping boy for longer still, but that she was beginning to tire of it.
Somehow, that only egged Abby on, and every time a lingering glance would begin to lean towards affection, she was quicker and quicker to roll her eyes or turn away with a huff.
But she could feel Joey’s patience with the whole ordeal waning, and Abby was well aware it would soon dry up altogether.
And dry up it did. The night it happened, Lewis appeared at the dinner table looking pleased with himself, grinning widely and clutching a piece of parchment in his hands.
“Look,” he held it out. “Look, look.”
Abby spread it on the table.
“Lewis!” She looked at him, shocked, then looked at Frex and Joey. It was incredible—he’d drawn every last detail from above, as if looking down from the sky. The main road, the center square. A collection of houses at the end of the road. It was Bloom Town. He’d designed it all, right down to the water tower and stable.
Still beaming, Lewis took out his spelling board. He’d been doing that lately—taking the initiative to communicate.
He pointed at the letters as Abby watched.
“Build,” he spelled. “Build together.”
And Abby nodded. “Yes. I can’t think of a better idea.”
“But where’s the theatre?” Jack asked, peering over Olive’s shoulder at the town’s plans. “I thought there was to be a theatre so we can perform our play properly?”
For a moment Abby worried Lewis might get angry at himself for the oversight, but instead he just grinned wider, nodding and running off. Presumably to go add a theatre.
Lewis’s project seemed to set the tone for the evening. Everyone was eager, everyone was smiling. When Abby went to clear the dishes, Joey, still one-handed, did her best to help, and as the children set about their evening chores the two of them danced around each other in the kitchen. They would pass by one another, nearly touching, but always with a whisper of space. With each pass the sparks between grew brighter and brighter.
“Hafta take in those tents tonight ‘fore the rain comes,” Frex said, getting up from the table. He’d spent the better half of the day stringing up two hefty clotheslines across the backyard to air out the two massive prospecting tents he’d had stuffed in one of his sheds. You’ll need ‘em, he’d explained when Abby had gone out to help and to ask what the hell he was doing, least til there’s four walls and a roof in your new town. They’d spent the afternoon beating the dust from the canvas and plucking off the crispy shells of insects long dead, and the entire time Abby had snuck glances at Frex, pipe in his mouth and dust from the tents collecting on his beard. He had his friends in town. He had his animals. He’d be fine. He’d visit every so often and he’d be fine.
“Was thinkin’ of testin’ them out soon,” Frex continued, still seated at the table, “campin’ outside of town for a night to see how they hold.”
“I want to go camping!” Jack shouted from the other room.
“That sounds lovely, Mr. Frex, could we help you?”
“Don’t see why not,” he said, standing and retreating down the hall. “Have to wait a fortnight or so, still gets too goddamn cold when the sun’s down.”
“We don’t mind the cold,” Olive said on her way into the kitchen, a stack of bowls teetering in her hands. “We’re very reptiliant.”  
“Resilient,” Jack shouted from down the hall.
“I said what I said!” Olive yelled back, then handed the dishes to Joey, shaking her head. “He’s such a bore.”
Abby snorted and tapped Olive’s nose. “A bore who happens to be right. The word is resilient. It’s on your spelling check next week, so perhaps you should—”
“Resilient,” Olive said, taking a sudden stance with her arms crossed and shoulders back. “Capable of withstanding shock without permanent damage. R-E-S-I-L-I-E-N-T. Resilient.”
Abby blinked at her. “Oh. Alright. Well done.”
“Reptiliant,” Olive said, her tone just shy of scolding, “means we lived in the desert and we can suck up the sunlight like lizards so that we’re perfectly impervious to the cold.”
Abby stared at her. Joey turned from the sink, wiping her good hand on her trousers.
“’S a good word, actually,” Joey said. “Makes sense.”
Olive nodded importantly.
Abby passed by her on her way back into the living room, tugging on her braid as she did.
And that was when it happened.
As Abby passed the threshold she was suddenly attacked. The weight of her attacker landed solidly atop her head from some unknown perch above and it was all Abby could do to remain upright as Mrs. Beelzebub cawed and screeched her demonic manifesto, beating her wings wildly around Abby’s ears.
“JACK!” Abby heard Olive shout from somewhere behind her. “Come quickly!”
Abby was trying to pull the creature off of her head but every effort only seemed to end with Mrs. B latched ever more solidly onto her, and as the shock wore off she began to feel the sting of the bird’s grip piercing deeper into her scalp.
“Fuckin’ Christ!” Joey was behind her then, and maybe it should’ve been the least of her worries but Abby rather hated that Joey was witnessing it.
Jack appeared, cooing gently at Mrs. B, attempting to reason with her.
Suddenly, he shouted, “Joey! DON’T!”
But Joey did—suddenly Mrs. B was airborne and landing in a heap on the kitchen table. Abby spun around, attempting to fix her hair as she did, and found Joey standing there wielding a broom.
“You could’ve hurt her!” Jack rushed to scoop the bird from the table, coddling her and whispering into her feathers.
“Alright?” Joey was eyeing Abby with concern.
Abby nodded, still a bit dazed.
“You have to speak to her respectfully,” Jack was still glowering, stroking Mrs. B’s rumpled head, “she doesn’t respond to violence.”
“She is violence,” Joey said, “and your way wasn’t workin’. Sounded like you were invitin’ Satan to pop round for tea.”
Maybe it was the way Joey was speaking to Jack—perhaps it could’ve been construed as just this side of scolding. Perhaps it was the way she took a step or two in his direction. Whatever the reason, Mrs. Beelzebub launched herself from his arms, suddenly reanimated and ready for round two.
Abby froze beside Joey and it was as if it happened in slow motion—clumsy wings spread wide, feet dangling and awkward, red eyes unwavering from her target.
Joey grabbed Abby’s wrist, or perhaps it was Abby who grabbed Joey, and in the next moment they’d spun as a singular unit and barreled toward the front door. Out onto the porch, down the front steps, and it was so ridiculous, so insane, that when they reached the front gate they collapsed against it in laughter.
“You sure you’re alright?” Joey finally managed.
Abby nodded, still giggling. “Think so. You might be right about the axe.”
“Do the honors myself, fuckin’ hell.”
Just then, Mrs. Beelzebub hurled herself out onto the porch through an open window, clearly hellbent on ending them. Joey grabbed Abby’s wrist and they ran around the side of the house, laughing harder and harder as they did.  
Mrs. B was right behind them, half-running and half-flying. Abby could hear Jack running after the bird and she could hear Olive running after Jack.
The backyard was a menagerie of pigs and goats, fenced at the edges and cluttered within. They maneuvered their way as they ran, jumping over the pig’s trough and avoiding the goats who seemed to think they’d come out to play.
“She’s gonna kill us,” Joey said between pants, which somehow only prompted another burst of laughter from them both.
There was a long board leaning against an old crate—something Frex had put together to amuse the goats—and as they ran past, Abby realized with horror that Mrs. B was running up it, gaining height in order to—
The chicken leapt into the air at the exact same moment Joey’s foot collided with a bucket of feed, knocking it over, scattering a mess of oats and barley. Mrs. Beelzebub landed on Joey’s back, wings spread wide and fluttering, giving the illusion that Joey had transformed into some sort of deformed seraphim as the other animals swarmed around her to eat the feed.
“Fuck!” Joey shouted, reaching back with her good hand and only succeeding in giving Mrs. B an arm to gnaw on. “Abby—go!”
If the situation hadn’t been so alarming—Mrs. B’s eyes had never been quite so fixed and void—it might’ve been comical, the dramatic way Joey was shooing her on as if Abby should save herself and leave Joey to her fate.
But almost as soon as she’d landed on Joey, the bird was up and after her true target—Abby. The children were screaming; Olive with frantic cries of she’s murdering them! and Jack shouting she’s just a chicken, don’t hurt her!
Somehow Joey managed to tug Abby out of the line of fire just in time, steadying her with an arm around her waist.
The hanging tents formed a hallway of sorts at the very back end of the yard and Joey pulled Abby between the canvas walls. It seemed safer at first, but as they backed down the canvas hallway toward the high fence, they realized that they were effectively trapped.
“I’m sorry!” Jack yelled. “I tried to reason with her!”
“We’re getting Mr. Frex!” Olive’s voice came from somewhere across the yard.
“This is ridiculous,” Abby whispered, “we’re being terrorized by a—”
Just then there was a loud pecking on the canvas just to their right, causing them both to jump.
They continued backing down the corridor, slow and careful. Another volley of rapid pecks sounded and this time the taps of her beak were visible through the fabric.
“Jesus.” Joey’s eyes were wide.
Mrs. B just kept pecking.
“She’s playing with us,” Abby whispered, “she’s enjoying this.”
“What the fuck are we supposed to do?”
Abby shook her head, bewildered. What had Frex said about his friend who’d been killed by an owl?
“She’s after me,” Abby said. “You can just walk away.”
“And leave you behind?” Joey sent her a disgusted look, but then her face fell.
“I didn’t mean—” Joey winced at another round of peckings before glancing at Abby. “Not gonna do it again. Not gonna leave you.”
“We’ll see.” It came out far more callously than Abby meant it to, and it landed on Joey like a slap.
But it was fair, Abby reminded herself. It was fair to not trust her. Fair to be mad. So why did the look on Joey’s face sting as if Joey had slapped her back?
Abby didn’t have long to ponder it—in one feathery burst Mrs. Beelzebub appeared atop the clothesline, squawking at the sky before fixing an eye on the pair of them.
“What do we do?” Joey looked frantic, more terrified than she’d been in Wry the day grown men stuck guns in her face. “I hate this.” Her voice was tinged in panic. “I hate birds.”
“Hey!” Abby shouted up at Mrs. B, because something about Joey’s fear prompted it from within her, “This ends here. You can pretend to be a rabid wolverine all you’d like, but you’re not fooling anyone, you’re just a chicken!”
Chickens were not able to smile—they lacked the mouth parts, Abby was certain, and yet she could’ve sworn Mrs. B did exactly that before leaping into the air, beak like a dagger, talons outstretched and glinting.
In a moment that happened too quickly to process, Abby found herself shoved back against the fence, Joey stepping solidly in front of her, hand on her hip and stance wide.
Then, to Abby’s shock and horrified surprise, Joey caught the bird with a single hand wrapped around Mrs. B’s thrashing legs as the bird let out an ungodly screech, her wings beating helplessly in the air. She was pecking at Joey, landing her beak where she could, and Joey was helpless to protect herself with her other arm trapped in the sling.  
“Let her go!” Abby shouted. “It’s not worth it!”
“NO!” Joey screamed, attempting to hold Mrs. B at arm’s length as the bird thrashed and shrieked and fought. “Listen to me!”
“I’m listening!” Abby had no idea what to do, how to help, but she’d do whatever Joey asked.
“LISTEN TO ME!” Joey screamed, and Abby realized she was talking to Mrs. Beelzebub.
Incredibly, Mrs. B stopped flapping. Stopped pecking.
Joey tossed her to the ground—not cruelly, but not quite carefully either.
As soon as she’d gained her footing Mrs. B’s beady eye was on Abby again.
“No.” Joey moved to block the bird’s view. “You listen to me you twattin’ lunatic,” she pointed back at Abby with an arm covered in angry cuts and scratches, “she’s off limits.”
Mrs. B made some sort of chortling noise. A chilling thing for how closely it resembled laughter.
“Think I’m jokin’? Try it,” Joey said, “fuckin’ try it, and I’ll thank you for givin’ me a reason to end you.”
Mrs. Beelzebub took her eye off Abby, just long enough to consider Joey.
“You don’t touch her,” Joey pointed at Abby once more. “And if you do? I’ll pluck every fuckin’ one of your feathers for a pillow. I’ll cut your neck and roast you for dinner, and I’ll toss your bones to the fuckin’ pigs. All but your skull—your skull I’ll hang on a little post somewhere, so all the birds far and wide know what happens to delusional chickens who fancy themselves a gangster.”
The speech seemed to give Mrs. Beelzebub pause. Her glittering eye was flicking between them—Joey to Abby, then back again, and Abby could’ve sworn she was weighing her options. She sent a final glare in Abby’s direction before turning to face Joey, stretching her neck and straightening a bit. Then, the most incredible thing yet—she bowed to Joey, lowering her head just enough to be an unmistakable display of submission. When she straightened, the malice in her eyes was gone, and in its place was a foreign expression—one that looked vaguely akin to respect. And with a cluck that sounded quite a bit like resignation she turned and walked away, down the tent hallway, never looking back.  
Joey’s arms were bleeding. Angry welts were beginning to appear where Mrs. Beelzebub’s talons had pierced the skin. Joey was looking at her injuries when she suddenly glanced over at Abby and then, without saying a word, walked off in the direction of the house.
Abby watched her go. And maybe she should’ve felt grateful to Joey, taking the brunt of Mrs. B’s rage. Maybe she should’ve been impressed—after all, Joey was terrified of birds. But all she felt was rage. Great and sudden.
How dare she. Abby could take care of herself. Abby wasn’t afraid of anything. Abby didn’t need to be protected from Mrs. B, she’d lived under the same roof as Mrs. B for six months and she’d managed to survive it relatively un-maimed thus far, thank you very much. Abby didn’t need Joey to do that for her. She didn’t. She didn’t need Joey.
And she was going to tell her so.
She tore after her, catching up just as Joey slipped into the backdoor of the house. Abby, enraged and feeling wild, wrenched the door open with such force that it slammed against the house’s clapboard exterior, making Joey jump and spin around.
“I don’t need you,” Abby managed, and perhaps it might’ve been more effective if she wasn’t out of breath and panting her way around the words.
“What?”
“I said,” Abby took a breath, “that I don’t need you.”
Frex and the children were standing frozen just beyond—they’d been on their way to the door, Olive holding Frex by the hand, presumably to come call off Mrs. B.
“Okay,” Joey said, shaking her head slightly, “Did I do somethin’ to—”
“You think you can fix everything by defending me against a chicken? And then just walk away, all noble and martyr-ish?”
“Walked away cause my arms are pecked to shite and I don’t fancy bleedin’ out.”
“Fuck your fucking arms.”
“What?” Joey was looking at her like she’d lost her mind, and honestly, perhaps she had.
Abby had changed. She wasn’t a naïve preacher’s daughter any longer, she’d lost everything and put the pieces back together herself. Her scars had reopened and healed enough times over that her skin was impenetrable. She was making her own way in the world and what’s more, she understood the world now—in part at least. Better than she ever had in Stillwater, that was for certain. She’d changed in Joey’s absence, and now Joey was back and she was different too—nervous and humble and strange. Abby had come into her own, and it was infuriating because Joey was too busy staring down at the floor to notice.
It was swirling within Abby like white rapids—she was seething with the anger and injustice of it all, and at long last the cork was unstoppering.  
“I fixed everything. Everything, all on my own,” Abby said, low and brittle, “and yet you still think me too weak to defend myself against a chicken.”
“Abby, I—to be fair, it’s a scary fuckin’ chicken.”
“IT’S NOT ABOUT THE CHICKEN!” Okay, so she was losing it. But perhaps it was time.
“Alright,” Joey said softly, glancing once at Frex as if to see what he was making of Abby’s rage, “what’s it about then?” Her eyes softened when they met Abby’s.
“That!” Abby pointed. “You, treating me like I’m fragile! Be yourself. Be you again. Be impatient and rude and—”
“Why?”
“Because I’m a match for it now!” There it was. A truth that Abby hadn’t even realized was buried inside.
There was a wrinkle in Joey’s brow, just over her right eye. “You were always a match for it.”
“Then why did you leave me in that cave?”
Joey glanced at Frex again. Glanced at the children. They were hanging on every word. There was a creak from the hall and Lewis appeared, Ella at his side. Everyone drawn to the spectacle.
“Why did you leave?” Abby repeated.
“To get myself sorted!” The wrinkle deepened and Joey shook her head. “Had already done enough damage, far as you were concerned. Left before I could do more.”
“You think chloroforming me and disappearing for nine months was somehow less damaging?”
“You don’t need me!” Joey’s voice was escalating. “Look at you! Look what you’ve fuckin’ managed, all on your own! You’re fine without me! Better off, even.”
“Sit down.” There was a ringing in Abby’s ears and it was growing steadily louder. Her heart was pounding in her chest, her hands in fists at her side. She met Joey’s shocked stare. “Sit. Down.”
Joey glanced at the overstuffed armchair by the piano, then looked at Abby.
Abby nodded.
Incredibly, Joey sat. Stuck her free hand between her trouser clad knees and eyed Abby, waiting.
Abby took a step toward her. “You’re going to sit there and listen to me.”
Olive gasped from somewhere behind Abby’s back. She sounded impressed.  
Abby took another step toward Joey. “Everyone leaves, you said. We’re alone on this mess of a planet, you said. And then you sent the children away, making them think they’d never see you again. I came back to you, and you chloroformed me. And then you disappeared for nearly a year and let us think you were dead. Everyone doesn’t leave you Joey. I came back. You left me.”
“To protect—”
“No,” Abby stopped her, “you don’t get to talk right now. I have a lot to say and you’re going to hear it all. You might want to get comfortable.” Abby was almost certain she didn’t imagine Frex’s soft hum, which sounded every bit like ‘atta girl. “I never got the chance to tell you what happened that day. The day Wry burned.”
A muscle twitched in Joey’s cheek.
“Silas fell in the canyon, but you know that already. What you don’t know is that I fell in, too.”
Joey looked up, shocked.
“I managed to grab hold of a root, but just barely. And then my father left me there to die. He left me hanging off the side of the canyon.”
“How did you—? Abby, God, that’s terrifyin’, why didn’t you say—”
“That’s not why I’m telling you this. I’m telling you because I climbed out, and do you know how?”
Joey gave a slight shake of her head.
“Your knife. The knife you got me. You gave me everything I needed to save myself, including the courage to trust myself. To believe in my own bravery. So,” it was Abby’s turn to shake her head, “why don’t you believe in yours?”
A beat passed.
Joey blinked at her.
“You crossed an ocean in the belly of a ship to save three lives without any idea what awaited you on the other side,” Abby said. “You’re brave, and you don’t even see it.”
Joey gave the tiniest shrug.
“Well. You’re an idiot. You were so terrified of your own shadow you couldn’t see past the end of your own nose. You couldn’t see that Jack and Olive and Lewis and—you couldn’t see they were far better off with you than without you.” Abby eyed her. “You say you won’t run again, but how can any of us trust that when you only returned because you were captured? Set to hang?”
Joey seemed to flinch at that, her eyes narrowing. Abby kept right on speaking.
“That’s your family,” Abby pointed at the others, “and you’ll never be as complete or as loved as you are when you’re with them.” A surge of bravery. “With us. And if you leave again,” the words came to her as a whispered memory and she couldn’t keep from smirking as she lobbed them back like sticks of dynamite caught and returned over enemy lines, “you’ll spend the rest of your life chasing the echo of it.”
There was a twitch at the edge of Joey’s mouth.
Abby turned on her heel, feeling a bit like she’d just sprinted up a mountain and stood victorious at the top. Best to end it there, before—
“Wait,” Joey’s voice was low and measured, “just one fuckin’ minute.”
That was…unexpected. Abby turned back.
Joey was standing there, jaw set, her eyes glinting like steel.
“I listened to you, now you listen to me,” she said, her tone gentle, but there was an undercurrent there—something dangerous just beneath. “I’ve changed. I’m better than I was because I wanted to be better for the children. For Lewis. For you. I fucked up, I shouldn’t have left you, I shouldn’t have—” she gestured, grimacing, “the fuckin’ chloroform. Was a poor choice.”
A poor choice. Abby raised an eyebrow.
That muscle was working in Joey’s cheek again.
“Was wrong, alright? Fuckin’ idiotic, stupid, cruel, horrible, the list goes on.”
Abby couldn’t tear her eyes from Joey’s cheek. The way Joey’s discomfort, her pained expressions, kept hollowing the dips below her cheekbones. Abby could see her there between the lines—the old Joey. It was there in the flash of her eyes, and in the arch of her brow. She was barely managing to keep a grip on her temper, and recognition settled low in Abby’s stomach. Lower still when Joey’s eyes roved over her, as if she was just as hungry.
“I am sorry,” Joey said, suddenly soft. “Spent months and months rehearsin’ an apology.”
“You’ve certainly taken your time debuting it.”
“You haven’t made it easy! Been fuckin’ frigid to me, like. Mockin’ me when I try to get close.”
“I’ve earned my anger.”
“And I’ve earned my pain.” Joey’s eyes were locked on hers. “My—my fear, whatever the fuck it was in my head that made me run—I earned it, endurin’ year after fuckin’ year in that goddamn whorehouse on that shithole wharf. That shite turns to poison in your veins,” she pointed at her head, “and it addles you. So yeah, Abby. I fuckin’ ran away. But then I fuckin’ came back.” A small shrug. “Just got a bit—inconvenienced by the law on my way.”
“What?” Abby’s chest was fluttering.
“I didn’t come back because I was captured,” Joey shook her head, a ghost of a smile on her lips, “I was captured comin’ back. I was comin’ back for you, Abby. For all of you.”
“You were?” Her heart was pounding.
Joey nodded. “Now you know, so. How long?”
“How—how long?”
“Til you stop hatin’ me. Til we stop dancin’ round each other with all this.” Another shrug. “Maybe I don’t deserve another chance, but I’d like one.”
“What does that—” Mean, Abby was going to ask, because she wasn’t sure she was hearing Joey properly. Everything was fuzzy and distorted. But then I fuckin’ came back. Joey had been coming back. And now she was asking for a second chance.
“I like you,” Joey said suddenly, standing tall and looking serious, “quite a lot, if I’m honest. And now we’ve got two children between us. Not to mention you’ve named me mayor of your town, so. We’re tangled, the two of us, whether you like it or not. Come find me when you’re done bein’ angry, because it seems to me we’ve got some serious talkin’ to do.”
She moved to push past Abby and before she knew what she was doing Abby had stopped her with a hand pressed against her sternum.
Joey stared down at Abby’s hand, then flicked her eyes to hers.
“You were coming back?” Abby’s voice was barely a breath.
Joey swallowed and her eyes dipped to Abby’s lips. She nodded, her eyes dark and fixed.
“I thought I’d never see you again,” Abby whispered, letting her own eyes stray to Joey’s mouth.
“I’m sorry,” Joey said, and she looked it. Abby had never seen her look more pained. “Take it all back if I could. All of it.”
Abby looked at her. “All?”
The question hung between them, sparks buzzing and firing like the sky before a lightning storm. Joey looked up from Abby’s lips. Their eyes met and they froze, the storm surging to life.
Frex cleared his throat loudly, but still they didn’t break their holding gaze.
“Everyone pack a bag!” Frex shouted. “Think we’ll try those tents tonight after all. Jack? Help yer sister, that’s right, you too, Lewis. Ella as well. Come on now, time to go campin’—”
Abby was hearing it all as if in a trance. The children’s shouts of glee, Frex rummaging around in a cupboard for God knows what, items clinking and clanking as he hurried to pack them. And still she couldn’t look away from Joey.
It took a minute, maybe ten, for everyone to be packed and ready.
“But—Mr. Frex,” Olive’s little voice sounded concerned, “what about Joey and Mrs. Proctor?”
“Next time,” Frex said. “They’ve got some business needs sorting tonight. Come on then, we’ll collect the tents and stop in at the General on our way, you can each get yerselves a lemon lolly.”
The door slammed shut behind them and their voices faded into the dusk.
And Abby and Joey were alone.
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Joey was on her. Sliding a hand into her hair, pulling her in for a kiss just this side of ravenous. Abby clung to her, both hands pulling at her cheeks, moving to cradle her jaw.
Abby heard herself whimper, heard Joey mumble something that sounded like Abby, and then their mouths were fused again, bruising and hungry and opening to brush tongue against tongue.
Joey’s hand was traveling down Abby’s side, stopping to grip her hip and pull her into a small thrust.
“God,” Abby’s entire body pulsed with it—the memory of how good it could feel, how perfect it was when they—
“I need you,” Joey’s voice was a rasp in Abby’s ear. “Fuck, I—”
Abby cut her off with a bite to her lip and began tugging her backward, toward the hall. They stumbled on the way, Abby catching them against the wall even as she tore at her own blouse, buttons popping and flying off, threads snapping. The shirt was only halfway off when she reached for Joey’s vest, pulling at it with a vengeance, doing her best not to jostle Joey’s broken arm and refusing to pull away from her mouth for even a moment.
Joey was doing what she could with her single hand, untucking the rest of Abby’s blouse and shimmying a bit to help Abby remove her vest.
It was all a bit ridiculous and they began giggling into their kisses and Abby felt delirious with the combination of heat and joy. She spun them then, sliding a thigh between Joey’s legs and pulling back to watch her eyes as she pressed in.
Joey’s eyes rolled back, and then it was her turn to start dragging them down the hall.
They stumbled through the first door on the left—Lewis and Ella’s room, Abby realized distantly. It didn’t fucking matter.
The minute they crossed the threshold Joey was slamming Abby back against the door, her mouth on her neck and fuck, Abby needed to be closer, she needed—
“Take them off,” she tugged at Joey’s trousers.
Joey let out a little laugh and a happy hum, moving to kiss Abby’s lips again, licking into her mouth as she one-handedly unbuttoned Abby’s trousers, then her own. But it wasn’t fast enough, there were still so many layers between them and Abby needed.
She batted Joey’s hand away, ignoring Joey’s giggle as she undid her trouser ties, crouching to her knees to pull them down Joey’s legs. When Joey stepped out of them, standing there in just her linen shirt, the heaviness of the moment seemed to settle in the room.
Abby looked up. Joey’s eyes were dark as she extended her hand, offering to help Abby up.
Abby wasn’t sure what possessed her then—all she knew was that the bed was too far and she couldn’t wait another solitary minute.
“No,” she murmured. “Like this.”
Joey’s eyes went black. She traced a finger from Abby’s cheek to her chin. Her thumb trailed the length of her bottom lip. Slowly, so slowly, she slid her hand into Abby’s hair. Cupped the back of her head.
Abby moved the white tails of Joey’s shirt out of the way and her mouth watered at the sight of sharp hipbones and a taut stomach.
Maybe she should’ve teased her a bit, built up to it. Abby had the passing thought that in hindsight, perhaps she’d wish she’d made it more romantic.
But in that moment, she’d already waited as long as she could stand. With her eyes on Joey’s face, she leaned in, her nose brushing Joey’s—
Joey’s hand tightened in her hair, pulled back on her a bit, stopped her from getting any closer. Abby looked up, questioning, and she wasn’t prepared for the look on Joey’s face; mouth open, pupils blown, eyelids heavy.
“Wait,” Joey husked, low and trembling and sounding nothing like herself. “Want to savor this. I spent every fuckin’ night dreamin’ about your mouth.”
Abby smiled, only to force the giddy grin away, schooling her features into something she hoped was sultry.
“What was my mouth doing in these dreams of yours?” She asked softly.
Just the whispered question had Joey’s hips jumping. Had her breath stuttering. Fuck, Abby was grateful they had the house to themselves. They were going to need it.
“Everythin’,” Joey finally answered. “God, things I can’t even say.”
“So show me.”
“Fuck.” Joey’s hips jumped forward again but she held Abby’s head just out of her own reach.
Abby’s hands smoothed up her bare thighs and Joey sucked in a breath at the feeling. At the sight.
“Stay where you are,” Joey’s voice was a hushed breath as took her hand from Abby’s hair and braced herself, palm against the door, spreading her legs wider.
“What are you waiting for?” Abby looked up at her.
“Memorizin’ this moment.
Abby smiled, leaning in slowly, and this time Joey didn’t stop her.
The noise Joey made at the first slow swipe of Abby’s tongue was full of shock and wonder. Full of pain and relief and want and awe.
It was even better than Abby remembered, drawing those noises from her. Tasting her. Fuck, she tasted like home.
With their eyes locked together, Abby swiped again, digging in with her tongue a bit this time. Joey was already soaking wet and she parted easily for Abby, started pumping her hips against Abby’s face.
“Fuck,” she whispered, and Abby gave a contented hum of agreement. “I missed this,” Joey said, and her voice was raw but there was something else there too, something softer. “I missed you,” she said, more softly still.
And God, Abby had missed her too. She licked a stripe up Joey’s center, smiling when Joey cursed and pumped her hips a little harder. When she circled Joey’s clit with her tongue the noise Joey made was feral, and Abby decided right then that slow and reverent could come later. She sucked her clit into her mouth and rolled her eyes up to meet Joey’s.
“Fuck,” Joey said, eyebrows raised like she could barely believe, “feels so fuckin’—Christ, Abby.”
She stabbed her tongue into Joey, once, twice, then moved back to circle her clit. It came to her like muscle memory, the way she slid two fingers inside, curling them, pumping them. And fuck, the sounds it drew from Joey had Abby’s own core clenching.
“I dreamed about this,” Joey barely managed the words through her clenched jaw, “pictured you on your knees for me so many times I can’t even—”
“Tell me,” Abby pulled back to say, and she watched Joey’s eyes dip to her chin, wet and dripping.
“Wanted you.” Joey was leaning her full weight into the hand braced against the door, staring down at Abby in blissful wonder, mouth open and bitten off sobs pouring out. “I missed you,” she suddenly said again, this time sounding pained. “I missed you so fuckin’ much.”
Abby hummed against her, furrowed her brow to say I know, me too without pulling away.  
“You’re perfect,” Joey whispered, “everythin’ you did while I was—you’re fuckin’ perfect and I—fuck, Abby—” Her legs were starting to shake. She was dripping down her own thighs, down Abby’s chin and neck, the top of Abby’s shirt was soaked through with it.  
Abby licked the entire length of her with a broad tongue before pointing it and circling her clit again and again. Joey let out a high-pitched whine.
“I’m—look at me,” she said, begging, but Abby was already looking. “Don’t look away.”
Abby kept right on circling her clit, slamming her fingers into her, relishing in the extraordinary way every muscle in Joey’s body was clenched and straining.  
And then, with one last stutter of her hips, Joey broke. Her head tipped back and she sent a raw noise full of sorrow and joy up to the ceiling. Then her hand was back in Abby’s hair, rough and firm as she tilted her face back down to watch.
Abby could feel her pulsing against her tongue and fuck how had she gone so long without this? How had she resigned herself to a life without it?
“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” she pulled back to say, even while Joey’s hand was trying to hold her in place.
“Fuck,” Joey’s hips stilled and some of the haze cleared from her eyes. “I know.”
There were tears in Abby’s eyes then, sudden and strange. “What if you’d—what if—”
“I’m here,” Joey’s hand slid down to hold the side of her neck, her thumb stroking along Abby’s jaw. “I’m not goin’ anywhere—I swear to you, Abby, I’m not.”
And maybe. Maybe. Maybe Abby could begin to believe it. Begin to believe in the hope of it, anyway.
“I need you,” Abby said, because it was true, despite every angry word she’d spat not thirty minutes earlier. “I need you to—” There was a clenching in her core again, a pulse of want.
And Joey understood, of course she did. “On the bed,” she jerked her head behind them.
Abby shed her own shirt and trousers—the slow dance they’d perfected in the caves could come later, right now she needed fast and reckless.
Joey pulled off her own shirt at long last and Abby watched the firm lines of her abdomen rippling as she moved onto the bed, coming to straddle Abby’s hips. Her hair had been tied back but it was coming loose and Abby swallowed at the sight of messy curls slipping free. She ran a hand up Joey’s stomach, savoring the feeling of her skin, mesmerized by the fact that they were doing this in daylight, above ground. Everything about it felt different, and wholly familiar all the while. Joey covered her hand with her own, guiding it up to her breast, closing her eyes on a sigh as Abby stroked her thumb over her nipple.
That was different too. Joey, leaning into her touch just for the sake of being touched. Abby took her time with it, watching Joey’s reactions as she slid her fingers beneath the swell of her breasts, up her sternum, across her collarbones.
Her eyes settled on Joey’s sling. “Does it hurt? Your arm?”
“Not anymore,” Joey opened her eyes with a lazy smile. “Not right fuckin’ now.”
“Good.”
“Gonna make it difficult to—” Joey glanced around, then suddenly she was flopping down beside Abby on the bed, holding herself up on her good elbow. “C’mere.” She nudged her head.
Abby rolled over, draped across Joey, and from there all it took was a smile and a sigh to be kissing her.
Joey nipped her lip, then soothed the spot over with her tongue. She settled onto her back in favor of letting her hand trail down Abby’s side.
Abby shifted so her knees were on either side of Joey’s thighs, leaving space for her injured arm.
When Joey’s fingers finally stroked into the heat between her legs, she moaned into Abby’s mouth as if just touching her had her nearing the edge again.  
Joey stroked over her clit with two fingers before sliding those same fingers deep inside of her and it felt like—Jesus Christ, it was better than she’d remembered, and Abby heard herself make a noise like choking on a sob. Fucking finally.
Joey made a hungry sound deep in her throat as she slid her fingers out and in again, as deep as she could. Their eyes met and Joey curled the fingers inside her, tugging just the tiniest bit. Abby could’ve cried with it, and she started to, biting her lip to keep the pitiful noise inside.
Joey shook her head. “Don’t be quiet.”
Of course she wanted to hear. Maybe some of the jagged edges had been filed down but Joey was still the same and Abby could’ve sobbed with the relief of the revelation. It spurred her on, made her brave.
“What do you want to hear?” She whispered, biting Joey’s neck and giving a little thrust against her fingers. “How fucking wet you make me? How fucking bad I want you?”  
“Yes, Jesus, fuck—yes.”
Abby wasn’t sure what possessed her to do it but she reached down and pulled Joey’s fingers from within her, brought Joey’s hand up to her lips and stuck Joey’s glistening fingers into her mouth, sucking them clean.
“Jesus fucking Christ.” Joey’s eyes were locked on the sight. She looked wrecked, and it only made Abby braver.
She wrapped a gentle hand around Joey’s neck for leverage as she dragged her heat up Joey’s thigh. “Can you feel it? I’m dripping for you.”
“Oh my god.” Joey was looking at her like she’d hung the stars. That look was doing wonders for Abby’s confidence. “Come the fuck here,” Joey said, serious and low.
High on adoration and the exhilaration of Joey alive and in her arms, Abby climbed up, shuffling her knees until they were spread one on either side of Joey’s head.  
“Hands on the headboard,” Joey said, her voice scarcely more than a rasp.  
Abby wrapped her hands around the scrolling metal bar. Swallowed. Looked down at Joey’s face just in time to see her swipe her tongue across her lips.
Joey wrapped her good hand around Abby’s waist, but when Abby went to sink down onto her mouth, Joey’s hand stilled her.
“Want to hear you ask for it,” Joey’s smile was thick.
Abby was going to lose her mind, she could feel her heartbeat pulsing in her clit.
“Please, let me fuck you, let me—fuck, I’ve spent nearly a year dreaming about your goddamn mouth—”
Joey pulled her down, stabbing into her with a pointed tongue, and Abby saw stars.  
So long. Too long. How had she gone without this for so long?
Joey was trailing her tongue up her slit, taking her time with it, making a show of swallowing down everything she was gathering on her tongue. It was obscene, and Abby couldn’t tear her eyes away.  
Finally, tentatively, she swept the tip of her tongue across Abby’s clit.  
“Fuck.” Abby couldn’t even recognize her own voice through the desperate awe. Joey did it again. Then again. Softly at first, then more firmly. Soon she was drawing circles around Abby’s clit with her tongue as Abby watched, head bowed, eyes on Joey’s mouth.  
With the hand that was clenched around Abby’s waist, Joey urged her forward, arching her eyebrow like it was a dare.  
Abby gave an experimental roll of her hips and oh fuck—she did it again, then again and again, her knuckles going white and her teeth grinding through a groan.  
Joey suddenly held her still and raised her head up off the pillow to dip her tongue in then drag a broad stroke up Abby’s entire center, lingering when she got to her clit and looking Abby right in the eye and holy—she was doing it on purpose, she was dragging Abby’s swollen clit along her tongue in a way that exposed it, showing Abby how affected she was, showing her the evidence of her own arousal.  
It wasn’t going to take much more. Somewhere in the vague reaches of Abby’s mind she considered trying to hold back, realized that perhaps it was a bit humiliating to be so close so soon, but she abandoned the thought with the next swipe of Joey’s tongue.
“You’re beautiful,” Abby whispered, so close to coming she could feel it in her teeth, “you’re so beautiful and sometimes I think you don’t even know and—” Too much. Too much for the moment. Later. For now— “Fuck, Joey.”
Her hands flew from the headboard to Joey’s curls, gathering two fistfuls and holding them tight, pulling hard enough to draw a gorgeous sound from Joey’s throat. Abby was losing herself to the feeling of Joey’s tongue lapping at her, Joey’s lips kissing her swollen clit, alternating between sucking it gently and battering it with her tongue. It all caught up to Abby at once—Joey was here, Joey was alive, Joey was free, Joey was hers, and the rush of it, the high of it urged her hips faster, pushing her against Joey’s mouth with newfound fervor.  
God, just the fact that she could do this. Spread herself open for a woman, a beautiful woman who Abby wanted in every sense of the word—it was overwhelming to think about. They didn’t need to stop. As long as they had a safe place, a place away from the world’s judgment, they could keep doing this. Keep being together this way.  
“I’m gonna—” Abby looked down into her eyes. “Fuck, Joey, I’m—”
Joey was smiling up at her, Abby could see it in her eyes and fuck if that didn’t bring her right to the edge.
Every part of Abby was shaking, even her hands clenched tight in Joey’s hair. At the last minute she tore her eyes from Joey’s and settled them on her mouth—and Abby exploded. Watched herself come against Joey’s tongue, watched herself fucking into her mouth with wild abandon, distantly aware of the rabid sounds she was painting the walls with all the while.
“Oh my God,” she whispered, still thrusting but slowing, “oh my fucking God.”
Joey was still smiling as Abby settled down beside her, reaching over to swipe her palm beneath Joey’s lower lip, wiping the shine away.
“Wonder how many times we can manage it,” Joey smirked, “before they come back.”
“Feeling enthused, are we?”
“Feelin’ inquisitorial.”
Abby gave an impressed hum. “Gold star.”
Joey was just staring at her.
“What?” Abby smiled softly.
“How is it you’re even prettier now than that last day in Wry?”
Abby hummed again. “That last day in Wry I was caked in blood and sweat and tears and I hadn’t washed in days, so. Low bar.”
It was Joey’s turn to hum. “Still,” she glanced at her, “you looked fuckin’ beautiful. Always do, you know.”
Abby shifted close so that they were nose to nose on the pillow. She searched Joey’s eyes for long moments, taking in the flecks of gold scattered like stars against the brilliant green.
“Are you really back?”
Joey nodded. “Really.”
“It’s all I wanted,” Abby whispered. “You. Back.”
Joey leaned in and kissed her, gentle and pure. “It’s all I wanted too.”
Do you promise to stay? Abby wanted to ask again, but no—she’d already said she would, and words were just words until they were proven true. So instead, Abby kissed her again, letting her tongue slip along the seam of Joey’s lips.
Joey cradled her cheek as they kissed and kissed and kissed, and soon it built and grew into something more—thighs slotting between legs, hands roving, mouths seeking. The frantic heat from earlier was still there, but it was as if it had sunk beneath the surface. Hunger tingling just under their skin, still insistent and yet less urgent, giving them room to explore. To reacquaint. To remember.
Again and again they brought each other to the brink, falling together until their muscles were useless and the bed was a disastrous mess, and still, they kept on going.
Outside, the sun was low in the sky, orange clouds with golden edges streaked through with purple, soaking the world in warm brilliance. But they didn’t spare a glance out the window, and the sunset went unnoticed by all except Mrs. Beelzebub, perched atop the now-barren clothesline out back, contemplating the sky in an uncharacteristic moment of peace.
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A line had been drawn in the sand. Before and After. Then and Now. Joey had disappeared, but Joey was back.
There was still work to be done. Perhaps there always would be—maybe that was the point of it all, in the end—finding someone to soften your edges as you soften theirs.
It wasn’t perfect.
Lewis accidentally spilled a bottle of wine one night and sent himself into a frenzy, hitting his head and crying out until Abby brought his spelling board and he spelled that he was still angry with Joey.
And the look on Joey’s face when he spelled it—Abby’s heart clenched at the sight, but it wasn’t her place to get between. If Lewis was angry he had every right to address it, and if Joey cared she’d listen.
And listen she did. They retired to the sitting room that night, the two of them, and Lewis clumsily and painstakingly spelled out his grievances.
Missed you. Mines were scary. Angry men hurt me. Cruel to Ella too. Many slaves. Wanting to help them all. Maybe when the town is built we can help them?
“I said yes,” Joey said later, shaking her head at the ceiling. She was squeezed into the twin bed beside Abby, the frilly pink sheets pulled up to their shoulders. “Fuckin’ hell, I told him we could rescue the others from the mines once the town is built.”
Abby grinned. “Then we better build a bigger town.”
“Yeah?” Joey eyed her. “You think we could do somethin’ like that? Make it a haven, like? For people who need one?”
Abby leaned in to kiss her cheek. “What’s the point if it isn’t a haven?”
Joey just smiled and chased her mouth to kiss her properly.
The children were a work in progress too. Olive never hesitated to point out all that Joey had missed while she was away.
“That was the snowstorm when we built our snow fort,” Olive said pointedly at dinner one night, interjecting while Frex was telling Joey about the blizzard that had partially collapsed the roof of his shed, “but you were gone so you didn’t get to see it.”
Another time she pointed at the marks on the kitchen doorframe. “Mrs. Proctor’s been tracking our heights,” she said to Joey, “look—this is how tall I was when I came here, and this is how tall I am now. See how much I grew when you were gone? It was quite a long time that you were away and you missed ever so much.”
“I know, Petal,” was Joey’s unfailing reply. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I missed important things.”
Incredibly, it was Jack who put a stop to it in the end. It happened when Abby made a little joke at dinner after Frex mentioned he was considering hanging up his hat after one final expedition—he was getting too old and tired, he said, and you’ve no idea how exhaustin’ it is to traipse cross the country.
“Some of us have a better idea than others,” Abby said, and she said it with a smile which Joey returned—if they couldn’t begin to laugh about it then what was the point?
But Jack had slammed his fist down on the table, making everyone jump.
“Enough,” he said. “She’s apologized a thousand times. And I, for one, think it’s cruel to keep punishing her.”
Abby almost explained that she hadn’t been making a dig—that sometimes it was okay to make light of something when the hurt had been given time to fade. But instead she just nodded. Told him he was right, and apologized to Joey, who shook her head and let out a little huff of laughter.
Jack nodded in turn and went back to his meal, but Abby kept watching him. He was okay. It was a miracle, honestly, the likes of which would’ve blown the roof off the church in Stillwater, where miracles were only ever bestowed on the pious.
She watched as he scooped a forkful of peas from his plate, only for several to fall off and roll across the table, sending him into a fit of giggles as the others scrambled to stop the peas in their tracks.
Jack was going to be okay. After everything he’d been through—the horror, the hardship, the loss. Jack was going to be okay.
And if Jack was going to be okay, there was a hell of a lot of hope that the rest of them would, too.
But things just kept getting better, and happily ever after had begun to feel possible, Abby realized the afternoon they went to the General to stock up on goods for their impending journey.
“I’ll need to settle my credit,” Abby said to Edgar the owner, taking out her purse.
“Not taking your business elsewhere, I hope?” He winked at the children and accepted the cash Abby was offering.
“Unfortunately, we’re leaving town,” Abby said.
“We’re moving to the seaside!” Olive shouted eagerly. She’d begged to be allowed into town that day—their last errand run in Gauntlet’s Landing. Against her better judgment Abby had relented.
“Sad to see you go,” Edgar said, bagging up the last of their groceries and handing the bags over the counter to Jack. “Best wishes for your journey, Mrs. Proctor.”
They reconvened with Joey on the street—she’d gone to pick up some trousers and vests she’d ordered from the tailors.
“Lemon ice before we head home?” Abby asked, and the children let out twin whoops of joy.
“Doesn’t it bother you?” Olive asked after they’d made the purchase from the ice vendor. She looked up at Abby between slurps.
“What’s that?”
“That people like the grocer and the ice man call you Mrs. Proctor? It isn’t your name anymore, is it? You’re not married to that man any longer.”
Abby wasn’t sure what to say to that. She’d thought about it, of course, but what other option did she have?
“She’s right, you know,” Joey said with a nonchalant shrug, slurping up a bit of her own lemon ice. “S’ not your name.”
They began their leisurely stroll back to Frex’s, the children skipping far ahead. As they walked, Abby thought about it.
“I could go back to Dawson, I suppose,” she said. “Not that the association is any better. Maybe I should just make one up.”
“Taylor’s available.”
Abby looked at Joey, who looked instantly embarrassed.
“Stupid idea, never mind.” Joey scrunched a shoulder and shook her head, turning away before immediately turning back on an aggressive pivot. “Hang on. Know what? It’s not a stupid idea. I want you to take my last name. If you’ll have it.”
Something bright and glistening was dawning in Abby’s chest. “Abby Taylor?”
“Abby Taylor.”
“So it would be like...like we’re a family?”
Joey nodded. “The children would be yours. Ours,” she added softly.  
“And you and I would be...?”
Joey regarded her carefully, sliding her hands into her pockets the way she seemed to do when she was just a bit nervous. “Came out west to be a mayor’s wife, yeah?”  
Abby nodded.
Joey looked away, squinting at something up the street. “How would you feel about seein’ that through?”
Abby’s stomach fluttered. She’d known where it was going, at least she’d suspected. But to actually hear Joey say it...
“It’s not allowed,” Abby couldn’t stop smiling, “legally, I mean.”
Joey shrugged. “Our town, our rules.” She flashed a smile. “The Kuttuhsippeh could do it for us. They have a ceremony, a—there’s fire and dancin’ and horse-hair twine to bind the two and—but we could use ribbon, if—if horse hair is too—rustic or—or I dunno, doesn’t exactly sing romance but it’s their tradition so maybe—maybe the horse hair’s important symbolically, never thought to ask but now I’m wonderin’ cause they use symbols a lot so that’s—don’t really know what it would symbolize though, comin’ from the backend of a horse but we could ask about it if—if that was important to you—honestly maybe I’m just talking shite, we don’t need an actual ceremony if you don’t want one, we’ll know ourselves and that’ll be—”
Abby cut her off, kissing her right there in the middle of the street. Kissing her for a long and breathless moment before pulling away, resting her forehead against Joey’s nose before looking her in the eye.
“If I take your name, we all take it. As a family. Lewis and the children too. And you can’t run. You have to stay.”
Joey looked at her then. Reached to cradle Abby’s face and hold her eyes for long seconds, maybe as long as a minute, searching and serious.
“I’m not going anywhere, Abby. I swear to you.”
And at long last, Abby believed her. At last, the words were enough.
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They arrived at the empty plot of sprawling green land the first week of June.
Frex joined them for the journey—gotta make sure you make it in one piece, don’t I? And while he grumbled the entire way, it hadn’t gone unnoticed the way he’d melted when Olive had fallen asleep on the train, snuggled against his shoulder. The way he lit up every time Jack sought him out for another story of his travels and trackings.
They’d hired a convoy from San Francisco and erected the large tents that would serve as home for the next few months while Lewis and the builders began working on their home. On the other buildings. On the town.
The main portion of the land was a field of tall grass and sturdy ground—flat and perfect for building, according to Lewis, who spelled out his excitement on his letterboard.
At the edge of the future town there was a small swell of land, a grassy knoll, and once they crested it they could see the sea stretching endlessly beyond.
“Oh!” Olive exclaimed, putting her hands to her temples in amazement. “I’ve never seen anything more profoundly majestic in all my life!”
“I wish the Coopers could see this,” Jack said, and for a split-second Abby thought him darling for thinking of them despite having parted ways so poorly, but then he said, “they can keep their stupid old pond, I’ve got an entire ocean.”
“It really is incredible, isn’t it?” Abby said. The water stretched out infinitely, kissing the clouds at the edge of the horizon. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
“Joey?” Olive was tugging on Joey’s sleeve. “Are you—are you crying?”
“No.” She tried to disguise a sniffle as a huff.
“You’re crying, I can see you—”
Abby tugged Olive’s braid and hushed her. Olive shrugged and chased after Jack, who’d gone tearing down the hill, back toward the tents, hollering and screeching the whole way.
“You okay?” Abby nudged Joey’s shoulder with her own.
“I’m—it’s just—it’s nothin’ like the wharf, it’s—that’s really it,” Joey shook her head softly in amazement, swiping an arm across her cheeks to dry her not-tears. She looked at Abby and grinned, eyes still watery, then turned back to the horizon with a little nod. “That’s the ocean.”
For dinner they spread a blanket and picnicked right there. Cold roast beef and vinegar pickles, fizzy soda and berry tarts for dessert.
After, Frex and Lewis and Ella retired to their respective tents, but the children wanted to play a bit longer so they sat there, Abby and Joey, side by side, silently watching the distant waves.
For a long while, they sat.
The sun dipped in the sky, the clouds turned pink at the edges. The fireflies came out, pulsing in the field around them like a million tiny stars, and still they sat in silence.
The colors of the sunset seeped and bled and gave way to purple night. The children grew bored of chasing fireflies and each other, and wandered back to the tents on their own.
The water was black now, the moon’s reflection dancing in shimmering streaks on the rolling surface.
At long last Abby found herself yawning, struggling to keep her eyes open.
“Think I’m going to turn in,” she stifled another yawn, “big day tomorrow. And every day after. For years. God, what have we gotten ourselves into?” She laughed, but Joey didn’t respond. She seemed miles and miles away. Abby smiled. “I’ll see you back at the tent?”
Joey nodded without looking away from the tide.
Abby leaned down to kiss her head, and it seemed to break Joey from her reverie. She grabbed Abby’s wrist, pulling her back down for a proper kiss.
“Don’t stay out here all night,” Abby said when they broke apart.
Joey grinned. “Be in soon. Just want to hear the waves a bit longer.”
On her way back to the tents Abby looked back. Joey had pulled her knees up, hugging them to her chest, resting her chin. She looked small and serene in the moonlight, and Abby was utterly tempted to run back to her. To grab her from behind, hug her, breathe her in and never let go.
Instead, she watched her. Memorized the pale slant of her jaw in the moonlight. The way the sea breeze tossed her curls. The way she’d never looked quite as peaceful, quite as herself, as she did in that moment, lost in her thoughts, eyes to the sea.
It was entirely unfathomable, Abby realized as she headed back to the distant glow of the tents, that a train ride from Iowa had led her here, to this precise moment.
Unfathomable, and yet exactly as it should be.
They were together. They were home. They were free.
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Samuel,
Suppose it’s fitting I only have a few pages left in this journal. Mayors probably shouldn’t sit round writing letters to their dead brothers, reckon it makes me look a right loony. Could make the taxpayers uneasy, that.
But if I’m honest, it’s time. Time to say goodbye.
The only way I can think to explain is to tell you that a new family moved to town the other day. New families are coming all the time, but this family had a boy of about fifteen, and he looked like you. More than a bit. Used to stop me in my tracks, seeing anyone or anything that reminded me of you. Felt like a rail spike driven into my heart. But this time, when I saw this boy, my chest went all warm and thick. Honey dripping from my ribcage, like. I told him about you. Said ‘you look just like my brother’, and this time I didn’t panic over what I’d say if someone asked ‘where is he now?’. That’s progress, that is. Has to count for something.
I only wish that you could know them. The children. Abby. Even Frex. You’d love them all, and Christ, they’d love you. Don’t doubt it’d send me sulking, the way they’d take to you and forget all about me. Charming sod, you were.
I’m sorry they won’t know you. It’s a loss they’ll never even know to grieve.
So, this is goodbye then. Officially. Soon as I sign this page I’m tying rocks to this book and tossing it to the sea, where it belongs. Where you
belong.
Whenever I complained about the wharf and its reeking filth and heavy despair, you always reminded me it was only a glimpse. A sliver. The wharf was only one part of the endless sea. And you were right. I see that now. The ocean is bright and brilliant and ever changing and always the same and it smells like freedom and when I take my morning swim and look up to the sky, it feels like the only baptism that’s ever mattered. A cleansing of the past, eyes bright towards the future.
These days I’ve started to wonder if maybe I needed the wharf to one day appreciate the sea. Christ, I really have gone soft. I’ll gnaw on the bones at dinner later. Shoot off a couple rounds at the sky. No one has to know.
I still miss you. Don’t think that’ll ever change. But nowadays, the missing is a bit like the Pacific breeze, coming and going, sometimes a tempest and sometimes a whisper. Most of the time I don’t notice it. Don’t think about it.
Except, there are days that I do.
On those days, I always stop to face the sea. Feel the breeze against my skin. And I always end up smiling.  
-Joanna
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Bloom Town, California, September 1854
The entire town had been buzzing for days, alive and humming with a current of anticipation.
The streets were crowded, packed full with men, women and children in far greater numbers than the burgeoning township had seen before. Most of them had come from afar to see the colorful new village by the sea. To be in the audience on the opening night of the town’s little theatre.
“I heard they built the stage before they’d even started on the jailhouse, have you ever heard such a thing?” One woman asked her husband.
“Well, I heard they’ve never even used the jailhouse, folks here are so civil,” the husband said. “Rumor has it the sheriff isn’t even here half the time!”
The woman shook her head. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”
Abby was pinning a sign with an arrow and the word Theatre to a wooden beam outside Hibiscus and Gravy—Ben and Esther’s contribution to the ever-expanding Bloom Town—to guide newcomers to the stage that night. Her back was turned to the couple but their chattering had her smiling around the nail in her mouth.
It was true, for the most part. They had built the stage before they’d built the jailhouse, and Frex did split his time between Bloom Town and Gauntlet’s Landing. Visiting Sheriff was the title he’d given himself when he’d begrudgingly agreed to the job. Though each time he returned from Gauntlet’s Landing he always came with a few more belongings.
Last week Frex had returned with two of his goats. Abby had been reading on the porch when he’d returned—he always stayed in the house directly across the dirt road from theirs—and she’d leaned against the railing feeling smug as she watched him struggle through the little swinging gate, a mountain of luggage on his back and the goats hitched to a tether at his waist.
“But you’re not moving in, right?” She’d shouted from across the way. “Just bringing your goats on holiday?”
Frex grunted. “Isabella’s been poorly is all,” he growled. “Figure the sea air’ll be good fer ‘er. And Steven here—stoppit Steve, ‘ey, I said stoppit—Steven goes wherever she goes, so.” He scolded the goat again—it kept head-butting his rear end with its tiny horns while the other one, Isabella, was happily gnawing on the newly erected fence.
Abby chuckled. “Well. Welcome back to definitely-not-your-home. We missed you.”
“Yeah, yeah.” He disappeared into the house, grumbling all the while.
That same evening Abby had sent the children over with pot pie and roasted potatoes, and Olive had stayed to play on the piano Frex paid a ridiculous sum to have transported from Gauntlet’s Landing. Lewis had eagerly begun building a shelter in Frex’s yard that night—as soon as he caught wind of the goats’ arrival. And Frex had emerged in his sheriff’s uniform the next morning, back to his usual, slightly less grumpy self, still denying his residency even as he’d stopped in their kitchen to steal a bite of bacon and ask Joey how he should go about changing his mailing address to California.
Abby finished hammering and turned, hands on her hips. She sighed. All the signs were in place. Her thumbs started twitching and she resisted the urge to pull on them. Right. On to the next task. Anything to keep busy and avoid losing her mind.
Just then the clock began tolling, a series of great, echoing bongs. Abby counted. One. Two. Three. She waited.
Three?! How could it only be three o’clock? Impossible. Surely it was at least five.
She walked in the direction of the now-silent clocktower. It was in the middle of town, right in the center square, its stone base surrounded by rocks collected when they’d first cleared the surrounding land to build. A scavenger hunt of a project that had occupied the long days that first summer, when the town was still just stacks of redwood planks and whispers on the wind. It was an impressive thing, the clocktower base. Hundreds of pebbles, large stones and even a tiny boulder or two, all of them gathered and then painted by Jack, Olive and the Originals, as Jack called them. The children of the town’s earliest residents. An unruly gang about ten strong.
One family had moved down from a spiritualist commune farther north with their children, two floppy-haired waifs who took an instant interest in Frex’s crystals. Another family had come all the way from China by way of San Francisco with their fourteen-year-old son, Wen. Wen taught Jack to body surf the waves that first summer and Jack had been worshipping him ever since. There was a pair of twins—half-Native girls whose mother had fallen in love and married a white man. Rejected by both of their respective families, they’d been searching for a place to belong. Another three of the Originals were cousins from Georgia. They’d been born into slavery but had escaped west with their families after an uprising on the plantation where they’d been held. The youngest—a girl of five named Ezzie—had puffy pink scars running up the length of her right arm, all the way to her neck.
“Burns, I think,” Joey had said one night at bedtime when Jack asked. “But I’m not sure.”
“I’m going to ask her what happened,” Olive had said.
“No,” Abby said, and at the exact same time Joey said,
“You’re not.”
Olive had stopped turning down her sheets to stare at them. “But you both said that we’re to be friendly to the newcomers and ask what brought them to town.”
Jack was nodding. “You did say that.”
And they had, to be fair. Abby and Joey had sat them both down the day families had begun arriving and told them that it took a great deal of bravery to move your family to a fledgling town with nothing but blind faith that life would be a little bit better there. They’d told them that any children who arrived would likely be nervous and maybe even homesick, and that they expected the pair of them to be welcoming and interested in the children’s stories.
“We did say that,” Abby agreed, “but it’s…” She’d looked at Joey, entirely unsure how to finish that sentence.
The children had looked between them and Joey had sighed, then motioned for all of them, including Abby, to crowd onto Jack’s bed.
“We do want you to be welcomin’ and all,” Joey said, pulling Olive onto her lap, “but there’ll be all sorts comin’ to town, and I suppose what we should’ve said is listen to their stories when they offer them, but be patient about it.”
“But how will Ezzie know I want to listen if I don’t ask?” Olive was once again looking between them. “How will she know I want to be friends?”
Questions like that had become a frequent occurrence as more and more families moved to town. The children’s social skills had most certainly suffered in their prolonged isolation at Wry, and their fleeting alliance with the Cooper boys had perhaps done more harm than good.
“You shared your paints with her today, yeah?” Joey asked. 
Olive had nodded. “I showed her how to make turquoise for the ocean by mixing blue and green.”
“That’s a pretty good start,” Abby said, smiling.
“It’s like us,” Jack had said a moment later. “Olive, we wouldn’t want Ezzie to ask us about London, would we?”
Olive thought about it. “I might. If we become very best friends, I mean.”
She’d been opening up about it lately, Olive had. Bit by awful bit. Shedding, Joey said. Shedding her past the way a snake sheds its skin.
“Gotta be careful with that too though,” Joey said softly, tucking a wayward strand of Olive’s hair behind her ear. “Ezzie’s only five, and some of the others are even younger. Need to remember that and mind what you say.”
Olive’s forehead wrinkled as she seemed to ponder what Joey said. “Is it worse?”
“Is what worse, Petal?”
“Is what happened to us at the brothel worse than what happened to Ezzie when she was a slave?”
Joey had looked at Abby and Abby had just looked back, helpless. She wasn’t sure there was an answer to that question, so she stayed silent and instead found Jack’s hand beneath his quilt and squeezed.
“Not really somethin’ you can compare,” Joey said after a long while. “Venom from a red diamond kills you just as quick as the bite of a sidewinder.”
“But we’re here,” Jack said. “Us, Ezzie and the others. Those things didn’t kill us at all.”
“No,” Joey’s soft smile grew into a grin. “No, they didn’t.”

When Abby reached the clock in the crowded square she groaned. It really was only three o’clock. Five hours until showtime. What was she supposed to do for five whole hours? She gave in to temptation and pulled at her thumbs.
Crowds ebbed and flowed around her as she looked from the clock to the crowds, from the crowds to the hill in the distance—the theatre—and back to the clock again. She was entirely unsure what to do with herself. Up until that moment, she’d kept busy. Just that morning they’d still been rehearsing. One final dress rehearsal before the big night.
As they’d rehearsed, Lewis had been checking and double-checking that the set pieces were all in place, and Ella had been putting the finishing touches on the designs. She was quite the artist, it turned out, and while Lewis had built the set, she’d painted the scenery—intricate landscapes painted onto sheets of burlap sewn together into enormous curtains twenty feet high.
Many of the townspeople were musicians, and while the levels of talent ranged from professional to bleak, Olive had nonetheless been utterly delighted when they’d banded together as a volunteer orchestra for the production.
“I told you it needed music,” she’d said to Jack weeks earlier, utterly triumphant when their family was treated to a private debut of the original score, composed by Wen’s father, a maestro in his home country.
Jack hadn’t answered. He’d just sat there in awe, eyes glistening, jaw falling when the strings reached a climactic crescendo and the score exploded with a jubilant crashing of cymbals.
“They wrote that for my play,” Jack had whispered a long while later, as if he couldn’t quite believe it.
That morning the orchestra had also been rehearsing alongside them until lunch, when they’d all taken a break to eat. But afterward, none of the musicians had bothered to come back.
“They all went home to nap, they’ll be back at their call time tonight,” Olive explained when Abby had nearly panicked. “I’m sorry to say it, but you’ve been bleeding us dry.”
Abby had looked out across the small sea of cast members. The children looked fit to jump out of their skin and the adults looked like they’d eat the piano in exchange for a few hours off. Loathe though Abby was to admit it, Olive had a point.
She threw up her hands and told them as long as they were backstage by sundown, they could have their afternoon free. The adults had disappeared before she could change her mind, and the children had run, shrieking down toward the town, stage makeup still on their faces as they tore through the crowded main street like an unruly horde of faeries.
Even now, hours later, they were still buzzing through the town like wasps, their energy endless. That very moment, a group of them streaked by the clocktower where Abby was standing, and her skirt was tugged on the whoosh of their breeze like a narrowly missed bullet.
“Akoaih!” Abby caught the little boy by the back of his shirt as he ran by. “Costumes stay by the stage, go put your wings back, this is the third time I’ve had to tell you.”
“Sohr, lady Abby,” he grinned, not sorry in the least. His front teeth had grown in but his eyes hadn’t lost their mischief.
Abby watched him run back toward the theatre as another group of children raced by to her left—Olive leading the pack.
“Don’t break anything,” Abby shouted, “especially not you Kaiwani, you don’t have an understudy!”
“Stop worrying!” Olive shouted over her shoulder as she ran. “It’s all going to be fantastically brilliant!”
Abby smoothed her skirt and turned in a circle. Everyone was bustling and chattering and eager, the energy was growing as the day marched on, frenetic and contagious. Olive was right, it was going to be fantastically bril—but maybe she’d just check the prop table one last time, make sure everything was still in place.
She took two steps in the direction of the theatre and faltered. Joey would tell her to stop worrying. To breathe. To go look at the ocean and let the view put her anxieties into perspective.
Joey had become quite nearly spiritual about these things of late, and while the newfound wisdom and serenity had certainly put a leash on Joey’s own temper, Abby couldn’t imagine that meditation would prove useful at this precise moment in time. In fact, she was quite sure she’d push Joey into the ocean if she suggested it.
Then again, it was unlikely Joey would come out from behind her desk long enough to suggest much of anything. She’d been hard at work writing Bloom Town’s laws into existence, locking herself in her office to read up on things like state legislature, municipal taxes and the history of the surrounding area.  
Truth be told, she’d become a bit obsessed, but when Abby had mentioned it one night over yet another family dinner sans Joey, Frex had simply chuckled.
“And what’s that yer hidin’ in yer lap, there?”
Abby had raised an eyebrow at him. “I need to memorize the order of scenes to coordinate set changes and prop storage. At least I’m here!”
“Are ya? Jack asked you a question near ten minutes ago and he’s still waitin’ on an answer.”
Abby sighed and looked at the boy. “I’m sorry, Jack. What was your question?"
“I asked if I could have the rest of your pudding.”
“Oh. Of course.” Abby went to push the bowl over but found it empty. She looked at Jack.
“You didn’t answer, so I had the rest of your pudding.”
Frex chuckled, dabbing soup from his beard with his handkerchief.
Abby went to cut into her roast, looking down when her knife clinked against an empty plate.
“And I had the rest of your roast.” Olive looked only slightly sheepish.
The two of them had been bottomless pits lately. Growing, Joey had said a few weeks back when she’d managed to carve out some time to come home and grace them all with a bit of attention. She hadn’t been wrong. They were closing in on their eleventh and thirteenth birthdays, and it seemed every month they were half an inch taller. Thankfully, a haberdashery had finally opened, established by newcomers Frank and Fern—an eccentric couple from the Midwest who had stumbled upon the town by accident and decided to stay. Abby had stood in the long line to put in an order at the shop the first day it opened, but so had everyone else in town, and Abby was beginning to fear that Jack and Olive would outgrow the new clothes before they’d even been sewn. 
That was what she could distract herself with, she realized, setting off in the direction of the little clothing shop on the far side of the square. She’d just pop in and check the status of their order and see if—she sighed. Closed For Opening Night. Of course. Frank and Fern had volunteered to make alterations and last-minute adjustments to the production’s many costumes, and they were likely hard at work backstage.
Just then Abby felt a pull on her sleeve. Cleo, the youngest daughter of one of the newest families in town.
“Message for you and it’s real important!” The little girl said, her red hair wild and her freckles brilliant in the sun.
Abby thanked her and reminded her to be backstage at sunset as the girl ran away to join one of the unruly gangs running to and fro in maniacal anticipation.
She unfolded the note.
The mayor would like to see you. Immediately.
She rolled her eyes, even as she laughed. Maybe one day, a great many years from then, Joey would stop referring to herself as The Mayor every chance she got. Then again, she suspected Joey quite enjoyed the aggravated groan it always drew from her.
Abby folded the note and tucked it into the pocket at her waist before smoothing her skirt and straightening. Right. The mayor’s office. That would do for a momentary distraction.
The office building was in the center of town, as most of the businesses were, just a stone’s throw from the haberdashery. It was a beautiful thing—Lewis and several of the earliest townsfolk had come together to construct it from logs felled from a forest of Redwoods just under a mile away. The entire building was post and beam, with high ceilings and a stone fireplace in the foyer. It had been Joey’s idea to make it that way. Warm and inviting, rather than imposing. The mayor’s office on the lefthand side of the open foyer, the Sheriff’s on the right.
Abby walked in to find Joey behind her desk in a wingback chair, nose in a book, smoking a cigarette with a boot-clad ankle crossed over her knee. She greeted Abby with a barely-there tip of her hat.
The image stopped Abby in her tracks. God.
“Lock the door, Mrs. Taylor.”
Abby pursed her lips around a smile and slid the deadbolt into place. She turned slowly, hands clasped behind her back, as innocent an expression as she could muster on her face.
“Probably wonderin’ why I’ve called you in today,” Joey said, smoke pluming from her nose.
“I am,” Abby nodded. “I can’t imagine a single thing important enough to draw your attention from the Code of Conduct.”
“Well,” Joey said, leaning forward to stub her cigarette in the ash tray Olive made for her at the Artist’s Center Ella had founded earlier that year, “I hear you’re havin’ trouble relaxin’. Hear tonight’s festivities have you actin’ like a right weirdo out there in the street.”
Another thing about Joey being the mayor: she always knew everything about everyone. Abby strongly suspected that Olive was her informant. She was certain one of these days she’d catch them at it and prove it once and for all.
“What can I say?” Abby asked, slowly making her way to stand in front of the desk. “It’s an exciting day.”
“Mmm,” Joey nodded, “it is. Very excitin’. And no one should be more excited than you, the way you’ve put it all together, the incredible amount of work you’ve done—”
“Well, I’ve—”
“Wasn’t quite finished speakin’.”
Ah. It was one of those days. Abby didn’t hide her smile this time.
“C’mere.”
Abby did.
Joey swiveled in her chair to greet her, pulling her onto her lap with a smirk.
“So.” Joey wrapped her arms around Abby’s middle and sighed, long and deep. “What are we goin’ to do ‘bout this?”
“About what?” Abby looked down as Joey gently tugged her thumbs free of her fists.
“All this pent-up energy,” Joey smoothed her hands over Abby’s, relaxing them, “practically buzzin’, you are.”
Abby gave a sheepish shrug. “I’m excited.”
“Yeah?” Joey’s smile was thick as molasses, and she arched her brow at Abby. And just like that, the moment became something else entirely.
Abby could feel her cheeks getting warm. It had been well over a week, maybe longer—the two of them had been so busy with their respective projects of late.
Then Joey said, “Frex came back from Gauntlet’s with a new walking stick.”
And that…was not what Abby had expected her to say. She looked at her.
Joey smiled. “Got me thinkin’.” She traced a swirling line on Abby’s thigh, over her cotton skirt. “You remember the, um. In the drawer? Down in the caves?”
“The doom stick?”
Joey gave a low chuckle. “Mmm. Got to thinkin’ ‘bout the poor sod who comes cross it down there.”
Abby giggled.
“Think it’s funny, do you?” Joey tickled her side with a finger.
“Well,” Abby straightened. “I would, but,” she looked Joey square in the eye, “they won’t find it.”
“No?”
Abby shook her head.
“And why’s that?”
“Because I took it.” She grinned. “When I left. I—I don’t know what possessed me to—I—” Why was she suddenly nervous? “I only thought to spare whoever next stumbled upon the caverns.”
“Spare them?” Joey’s brow was arched again. “Rob them of the discovery, more like.”
Abby snorted. “Well.” She tucked a dark curl behind Joey’s ear and straightened her hat. “Either way. I took it.”
Joey grinned. “I know.” She took Abby’s hand and moved it down between her trouser-clad legs.
Abby’s eyes shot to Joey’s.
“You’re—” Abby glanced at the locked door and lowered her voice just in case, “you’re wearing it?”
“Problem?” Joey’s head went to one side, a smile teasing her lips.
Abby shook her head and tried to swallow. Her mouth had gone all dry.
It happened quickly then. Mouths crashing together in a mashing of lips and tongues, a clumsy clattering of teeth. They lost all finesse as Joey scrambled to undo her trouser ties and Abby tugged up her skirt, scratching her own thighs in her haste.
They only slowed to savor the moment as Abby moved to straddle her and sank down onto leather like slick iron, looking Joey in the eyes and allowing herself only the softest whimper.
“God—” Joey breathed, her breath a warm puff against Abby’s cheek.
Abby stayed stone-still, wrapping one hand around the back of Joey’s neck and feeling quite a bit—for some strange reason—like crying.
“Hey,” Joey whispered because she saw, she always saw, “what’s goin’ on? Hey, look at me—what is it?”
But Abby didn’t know. She was happy, she was gloriously happy, and the notion that there wasn’t a thing in the world to worry over only pushed her closer to tears.
“I don’t know,” she said, blinking as Joey wiped at her brimming eyes, “I’m not—I think I’m just—I think I’m just happy.” As soon as she said it she fully burst into tears, then started laughing at her own silliness.
Joey caught her chin and steadied her gaze. “Know what I think?”
Abby sniffed and shook her head.
“I think today is a catharsis. Think you’ve been puttin’ everythin’ into this production, and now that openin’ night is here you’re on a hair trigger.”
“M-maybe.”
“It’s all a bit full circle, yeah?” Joey cupped her cheek as she asked.
Abby nodded and a new onslaught of hot tears escaped.
“Tell you what,” Joey said, her hands going to Abby’s waist, “we can do this another—”
“No,” Abby’s tears were gone in an instant. “I don’t want to do it another day, I want to do it now.”
“It just…it feels a bit odd to do this when you’re cryin’.”
“I’m not crying.” Abby swiped at her cheeks, tears still falling. “I’m not, I promise.” She attempted a wide smile to prove her point.
“That’s—that’s worse, if I’m honest, you look like you’ve come from the woods to steal children’s teeth.”
“Stop making jokes,” Abby wrapped a hand around the front of Joey’s throat and squeezed, ever so gently, “and fuck me. I said I’m fine.” There was nothing off-putting about her smile this time—she knew because of the way Joey responded to it, letting out a little startled huff and failing to keep her eyes from rolling back the tiniest bit.
“Right,” Joey said once she’d recovered, giving a quick nod. “I can do that.” She gripped Abby’s hips, looked her in the eye and gave an exploratory thrust.
Just that one little motion knocked all the air out of Abby and she slumped forward, resting her head against Joey’s.
“You sure?” Joey whispered.
Abby nodded. “Need it. Need you.” And she did, she realized, in a sudden rush of clear-headedness—this was exactly what she needed. She’d missed this; the closeness, the heat. They probably both needed this more than they’d even known.
Joey’s arms went around Abby, encircling her, hugging her close with a hand on her neck and a hand on her spine. It would’ve been tender if she hadn’t then begun pounding into her from below, holding Abby to herself, her hips jumping off the chair, slamming against Abby over and over, the sound of it obscene.
“You’re so good,” Joey whispered, her mouth hot against Abby’s ear. “Bein’ so good for me, takin’ me so deep.”
“Fuck, yes.” Abby was nearly sobbing with it. “Keep talking…”
Joey pressed her lips just below Abby’s jaw. “Like hearin’ me talk about it?”
Abby nodded against Joey’s shoulder.
“Like hearin’ me say how good you feel?” She tucked a loose tendril behind Abby’s ear. “How perfect you are?”
Abby nodded again. “You—you know I do—”
A soft chuckle and another ruthless thrust. “What else you wanna hear?”
“Everything.”
“Everythin’?” Joey brought her hand beneath Abby’s chin, angled her in for a kiss. “Like how after you come all over me this way I’m gonna spread you open on that fuckin’ desk and put my tongue so far inside you you’re gonna feel it for a week?”
“Fuck, keep—yeah—” It didn’t even matter. It didn’t matter what Joey was saying, she could’ve been reading the Code of Conduct and Abby would still be mindless and writhing on her lap because it was just her, her breathless rasp and the way her words sounded when they were said around a smirk.
“Wanna hear what you’re doin’ to me?” Joey gripped her hips, pounding into her and Abby met her glazed eyes for a moment before crumpling back into her with a little nod. It was too much.
“Makin’ me drip for you,” Joey husked. “Fuckin’ ruinin’ this chair,” she let out another little laugh, “but I don’t fuckin’ care—I’d torch this whole goddamn buildin’ to keep on fuckin’ you this way.”
Abby rolled her head against Joey’s shoulder, glancing down between them. Fuck. Instinctively she reached down behind herself, finding her way around where they were joined to stroke through Joey’s heat.
Joey’s breath stuttered and she spread her legs wide on the chair, granting Abby access to explore with slow strokes.
Abby bit Joey’s neck softly, drawing a gasp from her and making Abby smile against her skin.
“Does that feel good?” Turnabout was fair play.
Joey nodded, exhaling hard through her nose.
It was an awkward angle but Abby found her stiff clit and began to tease it with barely-there circles.
Abby smiled. “Feels like maybe you need my tongue…” She circled it again.
“Playin’ with fire,” Joey said, dark and low.
Abby leaned in, scraping her teeth against Joey’s neck. “I’m already burning.”
Just then Joey went still. Abby looked down at her, questioning.
Joey smiled, but stayed still. Abby whined and wriggled her hips, but only succeeded in widening Joey’s grin.
Then, Joey raised a brow. “Beg for it, pretty girl.”
Fuck. Abby tilted her head, resting her lips against Joey’s ear.
“Please.” She followed it with a nibble, then traced the soft shell of Joey’s ear with her tongue.
“Christ.” Joey’s eyes rolled back and she gripped Abby’s hips, fucking her with a ferocity that pushed Abby closer and closer to the edge.
Abby shifted and suddenly Joey was hitting a spot that made it—fuck, it was so good, too good—
“I’m gonna—” Abby bit down on her own tongue to stifle a groan.
“Good girl. Let me hear you.”
And even if she’d wanted to, Abby wouldn’t have been able to silence herself as she started to come, muffling a scream into Joey’s shoulder, an unbridled cry bursting from deep in her throat. She rode it out, eyes squeezed shut as she writhed and stuttered in Joey’s lap.
“Jesus,” Joey whispered, long moments later when she’d set the appendage aside in favor of cradling Abby on her lap unimpeded, peppering her temple with soft kisses.
Abby smiled against Joey’s collarbone. “That was overdue.”
Joey grunted something that sounded like agreement.
The thing was sitting there on Joey’s desk, glistening and obscene. It was quite nearly comical, seeing it there amidst the tax ledgers and town histories. But the more Abby looked at it, the less funny it became.
Finally, she decided to be brave.
“Can I—” She glanced at Joey. “Can I try it?”
Joey looked at her. “Like—?” She gestured at Abby’s crotch then glanced down at herself.
Abby gave a sheepish shrug. “Would you…want that?”
Joey swallowed, still staring down, and Abby felt a surge of panic.
“It’s okay if you don’t, I don’t mind, I was just—”
“Yes,” Joey said, seeming to suddenly snap back into herself, “I want that. I, um. Now?”
Abby stifled a soft giggle. “Now.”
It took a bit of finagling and strap adjusting to get the thing to sit properly. Once it was in place Abby looked down, and…well…it was quite a bit bulkier than it looked, and how was she supposed to…? It was just so…there. All her bravado evaporated.
“Hey,” Joey’s finger was under her chin, lifting her gaze, “look at me.”
Abby did.
“You don’t have to.”
“I want to, it’s just…”
“Bit weird, I know, but,” she tugged on Abby’s hand, placing it between her legs, “feel what you’re doin’ to me?”
“Fuck,” Abby said, because just like that her confidence was back at full mast, “okay, yeah, um—that’s—where? Where should we—?”
With one swift, sweeping motion, Joey pushed all the books and papers on her desk to the floor, then hoisted herself onto the shining wood surface.
“C’mere.” Joey’s voice was rough, already in tatters.
Abby swallowed and stepped toward her. One step, then two, then another until she was right there, all she had to do was press her hips in just so and—
Joey, apparently not willing to wait, grabbed the thing and slipped it inside, giving a short, sharp hiss before closing her eyes and slowly, ever so slowly, laying down.
It was second nature, Abby soon realized. The way her hands found their way to Joey’s waist. The way it felt like muscle memory, pumping into her and savoring every sound she pulled from Joey’s throat.
Abby stuck two fingers in her own mouth, dragging them down to circle Joey’s clit while she pounded into her.
“God, your fuckin’ mouth.” Joey looked away like it was too much.
Abby smiled. “What about my mouth?”
“Christ woman,” Joey snorted around a moan, “you want me to talk filth to you even when it’s your turn to do the fuckin’? One hell of a kink you’ve—”
Abby silenced her by sticking her fingers in Joey’s mouth. “I like hearing your voice.”
“Greedy,” Joey managed around the fingers she was sucking on.
“You like it too.”
“True,” Joey flashed a smile. “Want to hear you though. Fuckin’ love hearin’ you.”
“Good, because I have plenty to say.”
“Like?” Joey barely got the word out, she was whining now, her forehead creased, moving her hips into each thrust.
“Like…I love you.”
Joey’s eyes flicked up to hers, a bit of the heat lost to surprise for just a moment. There were endless wells of both affection and heat between them, but they’d never done this—they’d never mixed the two.
“Y-yeah?” Joey whispered, “What else?”
Abby smiled. “I don’t ever want to spend another day without you. Every day for the rest of my life, I want to be with you.”
“That’s sweet but I’m the mayor, thought you knew? Very important round these parts. Got a town to run, can’t be expected to hold your hand every minute of—”
Abby reached to tickle her spot—it had come in handy, that particular bit of knowledge, and she’d thanked Dakayivani the last time she’d seen him. She hovered her hand over Joey’s ribcage, threatening.
“Don’t you dare—don’t—fine, fine, every day together, I want that—Abby!” She shrieked. “Stop! Abby, stop. Every day, alright? Christ, I want that too, you menace.”
Abby grinned and ran both hands down Joey’s ribcage, letting her thumbs settle into the dip of her waist, pulling her into another thrust. Fuck. There was something to this. Something in the way Joey was spread wide for her, letting Abby take her fill. It was nearly primal, the way she felt as she stabbed into Joey with measured movements.
Joey sighed, seeming to settle in, to shift her focus to what they were doing. The pleasure of it. Her eyes slid shut, a little line appeared in her brow and Abby just watched her. Stared and stared. Mine. Just the thought had her hips skipping ahead, picking up their pace. She’s mine.
Joey raised up on her elbows to stare down the length of herself, watching Abby move between her thighs.
“Does it feel—” Right? Okay? Good, even?
“Feels fuckin’ amazin’,” Joey breathed, spreading her legs even wider and snapping her hips up to meet Abby’s.
Abby’s fingers went back to Joey’s clit, rubbing clumsily as she set a brutal pace, slamming into her as best she could again and again and again. Soon Joey was crying out, bitten off sobs and raspy exhalations.
“Christ, you’re gonna make me—”
“Yeah?” Abby abandoned Joey’s clit in favor of bracing her hands on the desk on either side of Joey’s ribcage so she could lean in as she fucked her.
Joey met her, pushing up to meet her lips, the kiss instantly becoming open-mouthed and frantic. Joey slid a hand around Abby’s neck to keep her there, forehead to forehead while Abby’s hips snapped back and forth, drawing incredible sounds from Joey’s throat.
“Has anyone else ever—with the—” Abby stopped herself from asking because it didn’t matter and it wasn’t the time and—
“No one, never—just you.”
The admission fueled Abby to new heights and she gripped Joey’s hips to thrust deep, her own hands like soft porcelain against Joey’s skin, all taut muscles, sun-darkened and strong. 
“Fuck, Abby,” Joey’s face was full of awestruck agony, her mouth open now, sweat on her brow. “Keep—fuck, right there, don’t—Jesus, fuck.”
“Love seeing you like this,” Abby admitted, panting through the words. “So fucking gorgeous when you’re—”
Joey made a noise that had Abby’s center clenching, her vision sparking.
“Fuck, Joey.”
“Don’t stop—”
“Love this,” Abby was losing herself, “love fucking you—love you—fuck, love being your wife.”
Joey inhaled sharply, her eyes snapping to Abby’s, awe and wonder behind them. It was the first time either of them had said the word.
“I love—” Joey’s brow furrowed, “I’m gonna fuckin’ come.”
“Want that, want you to come while I’m inside—”
But Joey was shaking her head frantically. “Want you, your—” she was scrabbling at Abby’s arms, pushing at them, “want it to be you, your mouth, fuck, I need to come in your mouth.”
Abby pulled out and dropped to her knees so fast it was as if Joey’s words had commanded her there, her body acting completely outside her own free will.
“Yeah, oh shit—I’m gonna—” Joey grabbed at her head, thrusting against her wildly, “oh fuck, fuck, I’m fuckin’ comin’, fuckin’ take it, pretty girl—Jesus, fuck—” She was snapping her hips into Abby’s mouth, thrusting relentlessly as she came, a fistful of Abby’s hair in her hand to keep her face exactly where it was so she could writhe on it.
She collapsed back against the desk when she came down and Abby stood slowly, leaning over her, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.
“Think you’re the one who took it,” she nipped at Joey’s ear, “pretty girl.”
Joey gave a low chuckle, and they stayed like that for long moments, just breathing and existing and holding each other. Then, Joey pulled back and looked at her. Brushed back Abby’s hair, cupped her face and looked and looked. A slow smile warmed her eyes.
“I love you,” she said, somehow sounding soft and firm in equal measure.
Abby grinned. “I know you do.” She brushed her lips against Joey’s. “And I love you.”
Joey just kept looking at her. She did that from time to time—as if she still couldn’t quite believe that Abby was real. 
Just then, the clocktower in the square began bonging once again.
Abby listened, counting, then bolted upright. “How is it only four o’clock?!”

It was, perhaps, the longest day in recorded history, but time ticked steadily onward and eventually, finally, at long last, the shadows began to grow long. As the sun slipped downward toward the sapphire sea, people began to make their way to the theatre.
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A seemingly endless line of shadowy figures ascended the hill, backlit by the orange sunset, stopping every now and then to admire the flowers that outlined the meandering pathway. It had been a mild September, and many of the bursts and blooms were every bit as vibrant as they’d been all summer. They’d grown from the bulbs Abby had collected for Joey in Gauntlet’s Landing, and there was something metaphorical about the way they guided people to the summit.
Abby watched, peeking out from the wings of stage right, as the seats—a large semicircle of wooden benches, many rows deep—began to fill.

In the weeks leading up to the play’s debut, Abby had asked Frex to make an official decree forbidding everyone—save for the cast, crew and orchestra—from the grounds of the theatre. Some of the overly curious townspeople had grumbled, but it was worth every cantankerous mutter to see their faces when they beheld the mechanical garden framing the stage, green-painted ropes twining and curling throughout the clusters of buds, waiting until act two’s finale to blossom.
The garden had been the final, extravagant addition to the set, the idea for which was conjured one evening from the wild reaches of Jack’s endlessly creative mind.
It had happened during dinner, which seemed to be a theme. When the day was done and they were all together around the table, ideas and stories seemed to pour as easily as the sweet tea the children had begun to request with dinner, much to Joey’s chagrin.
The night Jack told them about the idea, Olive was having dinner at Cleo’s, and Ella was painting at the theatre. It was just Abby, Joey and Jack, and the conversation had turned—as it tended to do—toward the opening of the play.
“And at the very end,” Jack said, taking a swig of tea and swallowing, “when everyone’s come together and all is well, I want the flowers to bloom.”
“Flowers?”
“Yes, draped all over the stage, dripping from the sides and the top—everywhere, like an enormous picture frame of green buds that will open up at the very end like an enchanted garden.”
They stared at him. Just then Lewis walked in, nibbling his hat and blinking repeatedly, the way he always did when he picked up on tension.
Joey had whistled low and given Jack a little head shake. “Sure have big plans rattlin’ round up there.” She’d ruffled his hair and seemed to miss the way he was suddenly frowning.
“It’s a beautiful idea, Jack, truly,” Abby said quickly, “but it’s—well, it would be quite a lot of work, wouldn’t it?”
“I rather think things that require a lot of work are the most rewarding.”
Abby stared at him blankly. He was a little bit cleverer every day, and it was a bit unnerving. He’d bypass them all by fifteen.
“Right,” Joey said. “Explain it to us, then. How you plannin’ to make these flowers?”
“With…” Jack looked around the room as if the ingredients for an elaborate set piece were right there, hidden in plain sight. “Paper!” He grinned triumphantly.
“But there’s no roof over the theatre,” Abby said. “What about rain?”
Jack’s shoulders fell.
“How’s this then, mate—we’ll get Ella to have the whole lot of you to paint paper flowers, and then in the final scene everyone can all carry them out onstage.”
But Jack was shaking his head. “It isn’t the same. It isn’t magical. It needs to be different…bigger…it needs to—to—” His hand was balled in a fist as he searched for whatever he was trying to say. “It’s the final scene of a play about a town that’s a garden, but—but it isn’t really a garden, it’s just the people—the people make it that way, they’re the flowers, so I want the finale to just—to just—” He shook his head again, lost for words once more.
“We understand, mate,” Joey said. “You want to make your point with the imagery.”
“I want them to see it there, but to feel it here.” Jack softly hit his fist against his chest.
“You know what, Jack?” Abby had been watching him closely through the entire exchange, glee bubbling like warm champagne.
“What?”
“You’re an incredibly gifted storyteller, and your play is going to be absolutely beautiful.”
He smiled, but it was short lived.
“It won’t,” he said, stomping off. “Not if the finale is just a bunch of stupid children holding flowers better suited for the bin than an audience!”
Abby met Joey’s eyes and they sighed, simultaneously. He was happy these days. He was good and kind and had a handle on his temper. But even still, every so often, there were echoes. Faint glimpses of the boy he was before. Passionate, Abby had concluded one night months earlier when he’d torn up a page of his play after trying for several hours to get one particular line exactly right. He was passionate. And—though the execution was sometimes similar—Abby figured that passion and anger were opposites, really. Passion created, anger destroyed. So now, when Jack stormed off to brood, Abby and the others just waited it out. He always came back in better spirits, and besides, passion was hardly a flaw.
Two days had then passed with no mention of the final scene, until one night Lewis came in to dinner with his hands behind his back, his grin wider than Abby had ever seen it.  
Jack was eyeing him. “What is it?”
“Is it a kitten?!” Olive asked around a mouthful of green beans.
“Better fuckin’ not be,” Joey muttered from the kitchen. One of the other families in town had brought their cat with them—Lady, she was called. Lady and Leopold had spent two consecutive summers establishing Bloom Town’s feline population with litter after litter. They’d allowed Olive to adopt two more—a pair of orange cotton balls that followed Leopold around like fiery shadows—before cutting her off. But that didn’t stop her trying
It wasn’t a kitten that Lewis pulled from behind his back. It was some sort of wooden device, angular and shaped a bit like a teardrop. It was just big enough that Lewis struggled to hold it in one hand as he cranked a wooden lever attached to the teardrop’s bottom.
Crank by crank, the paneled sides of the device began to open, until its circular center sat flat on Lewis’s palm and the panels flared out around it.
“Oh my god,” Abby whispered, “Jack, it’s a—”
But Jack was already flying out of his seat, practically airborne as he launched himself across the room, wrapping his arms around the tall man’s middle with such force the mechanical flower was nearly knocked from Lewis’s grasp.
“All of them’ll be rigged to a main lever,” Joey said. “They’ll all open at once.”
“You knew about this?” Abby looked at her, aghast.
Joey shrugged. “Think Lewis can make five hundred fuckin’ flowers by himself?” She glanced at him. “Probably could, actually, you’re brilliant mate, but still. That’s a lot of fuckin’ flowers.”
Lewis giggled. “Flowers.”
In the weeks that followed, everyone in town had pitched in to paint the wooden flowers in deep jewel tones of sapphire, ruby, emerald, goldenrod, plum and more.
Then, at long last, the gearwork garden was secured to the stage’s proscenium arch, the colorful blossoms like a burst of butterflies perched on an ornate picture frame.
On the afternoon the enormous task was completed once and for all, Joey had stood in the empty seating area, hands in her pockets, staring up at the stage.
“Alright?” Abby asked, going to stand beside her.
Joey nodded. “Just realized something is all.”
“What’s that?”
Joey glanced at her, eyes shining and smile bright. “It’s gonna to be a proper bit of theatre, you know?”
“Mm,” Abby nodded, grinning as one of the stagehands tested the mechanical flowers for a second time, closing them and making them bloom all over again.
“Back in London when I lived on the streets, I slept outside Covent Garden once. Posh area, was the only time I ever saw it.” She gestured at the stage. “Somehow this feels even grander.”
Abby made a show of feigning shock. “You’re telling me our sweet Lewis has carved flowers even grander than the ones in fancy Oven Garden?”
Joey let out a little huff of laughter. “Covent Garden’s a theatre, love.”
“Oh.” Abby’s cheeks went warm.
Joey winked at her and took her hand. “Sat on a park bench cross from the theatre’s entry. The opera was on that night, everyone wearin’ their satins and furs, like. Spent hours and hours just watchin’ those enormous front doors because every now and then they’d open—some usher come down to have a smoke or somethin’—and the music would spill out onto the street.”
Abby smiled. “You continue to surprise, Mrs. Taylor. I wouldn’t have pegged you for an opera aficionado.”
“I’m not, think it’s a bit shite to be honest. Not natural, that sort of singin’, sounds a bit like they’re garglin’ underwater with their throats coated in egg yolk. Does my head in. But thing is, I remember when the audience came back outside after, still wearin’ their fancy trappin’s, but their faces had changed.”
Abby looked at her.
“Was like they’d seen heaven inside that building, swear they were glowin’. Some were cryin’, even. Think I understand why now.” Joey nodded toward the stage. “Think this’ll do the same. Openin’ night?” She nodded to herself, her lower lip out. “Think folks’ll leave here glowin’.”
Abby looked down to hide her smile. “Do you know what I think?”
“Go on, then.”
“I think you,” Abby had leaned in and kissed her cheek, “have gone utterly and irrevocably soft.” She’d tugged on her hand. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

As the audience grew, so too did Abby’s excitement. It was very possible she’d go mad with it; the delirious joy surging in her veins.
Joey had been wrong. People weren’t going to leave glowing, because they were already showing up that way. Beaming, eager and excited. And if they were already oohing and ahhing over the vines and unopened buds, surely the play’s final moments would earn Jack and the rest of the cast the rapturous and frenetic applause they so deserved. They’d hear the cheers all the way in New York. The North Pole, even.
It would be an incredible moment, the finale—with the orchestrations swelling and the flowers blooming and the entire cast on stage, even the mythical beasts the heroes tamed along the way (played spectacularly by Silver, Hooper, and Totem, all of whom had taken to wearing antlers and golden wings with the same self-assured entitlement of a prince accepting his crown).
They weren’t the only equine cast members either. Kaiwani’s character—the coveted leading role that the girl had spent months upon months perfecting her English for—rode into the finale on a young, cream-colored horse. A yearling who the Newe had brought with them during one of their previous visits earlier that summer. They’d presented her to Joey and Abby. A wedding gift.
Nanihade Pia, Kaiwani had said. Her name is Pia.
She was named for the piapoko plant, they later learned. An herb with large, white flowers that was used to heal all wounds.
The members of the orchestra had been filtering in, taking their seats before the stage at their leisure, but just then one of the cellists began tuning his instrument, the sound melancholy and low. One by one, the other musicians followed suit, and soon there was a soft symphony of dissonance as harps, brass and strings were all readied for the task ahead.
At long last, Abby tore her eyes from the chattering audience and humming orchestra. She’d directed the play thus far, she had to see it through. First things first. Make sure things were coming along backstage.
Not a single cast member had ever performed on stage before, it was a debut for every last one of them, and Abby was expecting at least somebody to be struggling with nerves. She checked on stage right, first. It was an outdoor venue primarily, but the stage itself was flanked by two large edifices that worked well to house props and keep costumes safe and, Abby was relieved to find, perfectly suited for keeping eager children contained.
Stage right was…well, perfectly fine, it turned out. Everyone in costume, waiting patiently.
Calm, cool and collected. Right. Stage left, then.
But stage left was exactly the same.
“You’re a magnificent director,” Olive said when Abby asked how it was possible for novice performers to be so composed, “we don’t need to worry because you’ve prepared us so well.”
Abby hugged her, careful not to knock her bow tie askew. She had several costumes throughout the production, but her first consisted of black boots, black breeches, a black vest and a bow tie. Jack and Lewis were wearing identical ensembles for the play’s opening. An inside joke, of sorts. A throwback to the outfits they’d worn beneath their disguises that first night, a thousand years ago and only yesterday, when they’d taken Abby from the train.
Abby took one last look around the dressing room. “You’re sure you don’t want me to stay back here with you all?”
The look Olive gave her could’ve frozen a pitcher of cactus cordial on Wry’s hottest day.
“Everyone is perfectly capable, we know what to do,” Olive said. “It’s much more sensible for you to be out there watching the performance because—I’m sorry to say it but somebody’s got to—if you stay back here, you’ll just stand around tugging your thumbs and getting in our way!”
Well, that—that was just...
“Okay. I—okay. I’ll just go out front,” she started to turn then remembered, “but I do want to check on Jack first.”
“Mama!” Olive groaned.
Abby found him behind the theatre, pacing and reciting his lines while Mrs. Beelzebub clucked happily from his shoulder. The clucks turned ominous when she noticed Abby, but she was more bark than bite these days, ever since Joey had gone head-to-head with her. Still, every so often Abby would wake to find beak scratches in the wood of the headboard, just over her pillow. She didn’t let it bother her. She figured it was Mrs. B’s way of saying I could if I wanted, I just choose not to. And that, Abby had to admit, was proof that anyone could change.
“Just wanted to say break a leg,” she said when Jack realized she was there.
“Break a leg?”
She waved a hand. “Theatre talk. Just—I’m so proud of you. You said you were going to write a real stage play and you have, you really have. It’s a masterpiece, Jack. Truly.”
“Is Joey watching?”
Abby smiled. Olive had been the one to suddenly start calling them Mum and Mama one morning at breakfast. Simple as that—she’d just decided, unprompted, those were their names now. When it’d happened, Abby dropped her napkin purposefully so she could duck to retrieve it and hide the sudden onslaught of tears. Joey had let her tears fall right there at the table.
“Oh honestly,” Olive had shaken her head at them, “you’re being utterly ridiculous.” And that had been that.
Jack wasn’t quite there yet. Abby was still Abby, Joey was still Joey. But just a few days prior, he’d given Abby permission to page through his journal to see if there was anything useful to include in the program. There, she’d found a picture. A drawing at the very back. Three cats, a chicken, two children and two adults. ‘Leopold and the kittens, Mrs. B, Me, Olive, Our Mums’ he’d written. Abby’s heart had soared.
In his own time, she’d thought as she put the journal back where she’d found it. In his own time.
“Joey is watching,” Abby said, still smiling. “Front row center.” She’d demanded the exact seat months ago, going as far as claiming it was her mayorly right. “Frex is sitting beside her, and I’ll be on the other side. Esther, Ben and Ella are sitting with us too.”
Jack nodded thoughtfully. “Good,” he said. “That’s exactly where you all should be.”
“Well, you’ve worked so hard, we wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“No,” Jack said softly, “that’s not what I meant. It’s exactly where you should be because without all of you, there’d be no play.”
Abby’s throat clenched before she’d even fully processed his words.
“It’s for you. For all of you,” he said, seemingly oblivious to the tears gathering at the edges of Abby’s eyes. “I know I’ve been difficult,” he said, his forehead furrowing, “but you kept me anyway. Even at my worst, when I was horrid and nasty, you never…” He shook his head, then met Abby’s eyes. “I’m not like Olive, I’m not good at feelings and cuddles.” He shrugged and swallowed. “So, I wrote a play. To say thank you.”
When Abby hugged him, her tears spilled over and dripped onto his combed hair.
“I love you,” she whispered, releasing him when Mrs. B began to growl. Sentiments always seemed to set her off.
Jack said nothing, but it was there in the softness of his eyes.
Abby smiled. In his own time.
Out in front of the stage, the audience was abuzz, friends and neighbors waving to one another from across the way, others with their noses buried in the paper programs that had taken Abby weeks to write out. The large stage was fitted with gas lamps built right into the wood, and several townspeople had gathered at the platform’s front just to admire the lighting.
The crowd just kept growing—it had tripled in size while Abby had been backstage. There were so many people that Ben and Joey had run down to Hibiscus and Gravy for chairs, letting people fill in at the edges, still others choosing to stand at the back once the seats had all been taken.
In the distance, the sun was an orange sliver on the watery horizon. Then, it was gone, and nothing remained but an infinite indigo sky, speckled with blinking stars.
Everyone began settling into their seats. In the front row Frex sat down, then Joey, and then Abby—only after Joey caught her tugging on her thumbs and yanked her down with a press of her lips to Abby’s wrist.
Suddenly, a great bong cut through the frenzied chatter, followed by another and another.
Eight o’clock. It was time.
Suddenly, there was an outburst of applause that began at the back of the audience, rippling to the front as the children’s ensemble appeared, taking their place in the aisles with their black wings shining and their lanterns fluttering.
The tears were back in Abby’s eyes as she clapped right alongside the rest of the town. It was as if the anticipation had reached a fever pitch, and now that the moment had finally arrived, the applause had burst from everyone like stuffing from a seam.
The cheers and whistles went on for long moments, and while the children were meant to be stoic guardians of the underworld, Abby couldn’t fault them for the way they were grinning.
How could anyone be stoic on a night like this?
Then, just as sporadically as it had begun, the applause ceased and a hush fell over the crowd.
Jack, Olive and Lewis had taken their places on stage, front and center, hands clasped behind their backs.
Olive was grinning at the audience, her eyes flicking here and there. When her gaze landed on Joey and Abby, her smile grew wider. She gave them a tiny wave, almost imperceptible, a wiggle of her hand by her waist.
Lewis seemed just a bit nervous—he was nibbling on his collar, a great blush spreading across his cheeks. Ella had helped him groom his hair and he looked downright dapper in his three-piece suit.
Jack took a step forward, closer to the edge of the stage. His smile was sparkling as he looked out at the patrons, taking it all in with a confidence that made Abby certain he was meant for this—for passion and performance and storytelling. Standing there in the spotlight he looked more at home than he ever had before, his eyes big and bright and clear. The darkness was gone, there wasn’t a trace of it left. He’d emptied it all into the play. The anger, the hurt, the horror. Then he’d gone and given it a happy ending, and it was then that Abby realized he’d had hope inside of him all along. It had just needed a place to take root. To grow.
“Good evening, everyone!” Jack said at long last, his voice even and strong. He gave a small nod and the conductor raised his baton. The orchestra readied their instruments, bows hovered over strings, flutes were pressed to puckered lips, every musician waiting for their cue.
The audience had gone pin-drop silent.
Joey reached for Abby’s hand, linking their fingers and winking at her, all fondness and warmth. Abby was glad for the tether, lest the euphoric jubilation float her up into the stars.
“Tonight is rather like the end of one journey,” Jack was saying, “and the beginning of another. We’re so pleased you’ve all come to join us in our little city by the sea.”
His words carried across the theatre, and perhaps even farther, the ripples to be heard in every corner of every land, wherever people were lost and wandering.
“It’s our great honor to welcome you,” he said, “to Bloom Town.”
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