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Leroy “Lucky” Lund had long ago decided that the world beyond the timberline held nothing for him but trouble. He preferred the company of creaking pines and wind-scoured peaks, sleeping under stars so sharp and bright they might cut a man if he stared too long. People brought noise, confusion, and usually some kind of trouble trailing behind. That’s why, whenever Lucky saw another soul—hunter, trapper, or greenhorn pilgrim—he made it clear their company wasn’t wanted. Sometimes a glare was enough. Sometimes it took the sight of his old rifle, resting across his knees, to persuade them.

It was late September, the first real bite of winter teasing the air, when he came across the wagon. He’d been tracking a mule deer along a rocky ridgeline, careful and silent, when a curl of smoke caught his eye. Lucky frowned. There shouldn’t be anyone this deep into the backcountry, not this late in the year.

He circled down through the pines, every sense alert. The closer he got, the worse the feeling grew—something was wrong. He smelled burned wood and something metallic, and when he reached the clearing, the sight nearly stopped him in his tracks.

The wagon had been ambushed. One wheel was snapped clear off, the other sunk deep in the mud as if it had tried to flee. The canvas cover was shredded, torn by bullets and flames. Lucky’s sharp eyes picked out the black scars of gunfire in the wood and the churned-up earth where horses must have bolted.

He moved cautiously, rifle raised, boots nearly silent on the pine needles. Bodies lay scattered—two men and a boy, all still, their clothes torn and bloodied. The ravens that feasted at their edges scattered with indignant caws as Lucky approached.

He checked the bodies—nothing to be done. They’d been dead too long for help to matter. Lucky’s jaw tightened. He had no love for strangers, but this kind of violence still sat sour in his gut.

That’s when he heard it: a soft whimper, muffled and desperate, barely louder than the wind through the grass. He spun, rifle ready, but the sound came not from the trees, but from the wreck itself.

Crouching low, Lucky peered under the wagon and spotted a movement—a pale hand clinging to a barrel. He slid his rifle aside and crept closer. “Easy, now,” he called softly, “I ain’t here to harm you.”

A woman’s face, streaked with ash and fear, peered back. She clutched a battered pistol, though her grip was weak. Her eyes darted, wild and searching, before settling on Lucky.

“Help,” she rasped, the single word trembling in the air.

Lucky pulled himself beneath the wagon, careful not to spook her further. “I’m gonna get you out. You hurt bad?”

She tried to shake her head, then winced, biting her lip. “Arm,” she whispered, glancing at the blood soaking her sleeve. “The rest—I’ll live.”

Lucky nodded, his movements slow and deliberate. He eased her out, supporting her weight as gently as he could. She sagged against him, exhaustion and shock making her light as a feather.

He led her to the edge of the clearing, where the ground was soft and sheltered from the wind. There, he built a small fire and heated water in a battered tin cup. He washed her wound, working in silence except for the crackle of the flames. She flinched but made no sound, biting down on a scrap of cloth.

“Bandits?” Lucky asked quietly as he wrapped her arm with strips torn from his shirt.

She nodded. “They...wanted our horses. The gold, too, if there was any. There wasn’t.”

Lucky grunted, glancing back at the ruined wagon. “They’re long gone. You’re safe, for now.”

She shivered, eyes brimming with tears she tried to hold back. “My name’s Anna,” she whispered.

“Leroy Lund,” he replied, his voice rough but gentle. “Lucky, to some.” He looked away, feeling the weight of his own words.

Anna pulled her knees to her chest, staring into the fire. For a while, neither spoke. The mountains pressed close, silent witnesses to what had passed.

Night crept in, cold and absolute. Lucky checked the perimeter, rifle in hand. He could feel Anna’s eyes on him as he moved—a quiet question, a flicker of hope in the ruins of her world.

For the first time in years, Leroy “Lucky” Lund shared his camp with another. He wasn’t sure if it was fate or bad luck that brought her, but he knew one thing for certain: his solitary mountain life would never be quite the same.
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Anna slept fitfully, curled close to the fire. Every so often, a tremor ran through her and she’d mumble a word or whimper, half-dreaming of the chaos that had left her stranded in the wild. Lucky sat with his back to a tree, his rifle resting across his knees, eyes sweeping the darkness for any sign of trouble.

The night passed slow. Coyotes yipped on a distant ridge, and once a bear crashed through the brush downstream, but nothing came close to their little camp. As the gray light of dawn filtered through the pines, Lucky rose and quietly tended to the fire, building it up before the chill could creep too deep into Anna’s bones.

She woke with a start, eyes darting until they found him. For a moment, she looked like she might bolt, but then memory seemed to settle her shoulders.

“Coffee?” Lucky asked, his tone neutral as he poured steaming water into a battered tin cup.

Anna nodded. She took the cup in both hands, grateful for its warmth. “Thank you,” she murmured, her voice stronger than it had been the night before.

Lucky nodded once and turned back to his pack, busying himself with slicing strips of dried venison. “You got family out this way?” he asked after a pause.

She shook her head. “Just passing through. My husband—” Her words caught in her throat, and she looked away, blinking fast. “We were headed for Oregon. He thought we could make it before the snow.”

Lucky let the silence fill the space between them. He’d never been one for comforting words, and the mountains had taught him that sometimes the best kindness was to let pain have its place.

“You’re lucky I found you,” he said finally, his voice low. “This is rough country for a greenhorn, rougher still for a woman alone.”

Anna drew the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “Lucky,” she repeated, a wry smile flickering for just a second. “Is that why they call you that?”

He allowed himself a faint, crooked grin. “Some folks say it’s luck. I say it’s caution, and a mean streak for solitude.”

Anna took a long sip of coffee, the fire reflecting in her eyes. “I don’t suppose you’re heading west?”

Lucky shook his head. “Wasn’t planning on heading anywhere but up into the high country. Set my traps before winter comes in earnest.” He hesitated, noticing how thin she looked, how much of her strength had been burned away in one violent afternoon. “But... I can get you to a trading post. Closest one’s two days’ ride. You’ll be safe there. After that, you can find a wagon train or a coach to take you on.”

Anna’s relief was almost visible, mingling with something else—dread, or maybe the memory of loss. “Thank you, Mr. Lund. I won’t be any trouble. Just get me out of these mountains.”

He nodded. “We’ll leave after you eat. And call me Lucky. Just Lucky.”

Anna smiled again, a little more real this time.

The sun climbed higher, melting the frost from the grass. As Lucky packed his meager supplies and saddled his mule, he felt the familiar pull of solitude—a longing to disappear back into the endless wild. But he’d made a promise now, silent or not, and a man’s word was all that counted in these hills.

For the first time in a long while, Lucky headed down the trail with someone at his side. He didn’t know what waited at the end of the journey, but he knew he wouldn’t turn back.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


They left the ruins of the wagon behind just as the sun broke above the pines, casting long shadows across the dew-soaked ground. Lucky led the way, cutting a steady path through the tangled brush, Anna close behind. His mule plodded patiently at the rear, saddlebags swaying with each step. The wild was waking up—jays scolded from the branches and a breeze carried the scent of pine and woodsmoke.

For miles, they spoke little. Anna was still pale, her wounded arm bound in Lucky’s careful wrappings, but each day her step grew a little surer. Lucky kept a watchful eye on her, though he pretended not to notice the way she stumbled now and then, or the way fear flickered in her eyes whenever a branch snapped too close.

Lucky was used to silence. It had been his only friend for years. But now, walking the winding mountain trails with Anna beside him, he became aware of something he’d almost forgotten—a longing that pressed at the edges of his heart, unsettling and strange.

She asked about the country—about the peaks in the distance, the names of the streams, the best places to find wild onions. Lucky answered in his own rough way, surprised at how natural it felt. Sometimes, Anna would laugh softly at his bluntness, and her smile seemed to ease the sharpness from the air.

As dusk fell on the second day, they made camp near a sheltered hollow ringed with wild roses
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