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Chapter One
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The cavalry column rode into Cottonwood Crossing shortly before sundown, trailing dust behind it like a long brown ribbon.

Mara Ellison stood beneath the wooden awning of her father’s mercantile and watched the soldiers pass. Their horses were tired. Their blue coats were coated with dust. The men carried themselves stiffly after too many days in the saddle.

The rider at the front was different.

He wore no uniform.

His buckskin jacket was worn at the shoulders and fringed along the sleeves. A rifle rested across his saddle, and a faded red neckerchief was tied loosely at his throat. His dark hair touched the collar of his shirt. He looked more like a man who belonged to the mountains than to any military column.

Mara had never seen him before, but she knew at once what he was.

A scout.

Her father stepped out beside her and followed her gaze.

“That is Cole Ransom,” he said quietly.

Mara looked at him. “You know him?”

“I know of him.”

The way her father said it made her uneasy.

The cavalry halted near the livery stable. Soldiers dismounted and began leading their horses toward water. Cole Ransom remained in the saddle for a moment longer, studying the town with sharp gray eyes.

Then he looked directly at Mara.

She expected him to glance away. Instead, he held her gaze for a heartbeat before touching the brim of his hat.

It was a small gesture, but there was something unexpectedly gentle in it.

Mara nodded politely and returned inside the store.

She had begun sorting bolts of cloth behind the counter when the bell above the door rang.

The scout stepped inside.

Up close, he seemed even more weathered than he had from the porch. A narrow scar ran beside his left eye. Dust covered his boots. His face was lean and sun-browned, but his manner was calm.

“Ma’am,” he said.

His voice was low and respectful.

“What may I get for you?” Mara asked.

“Coffee, if you have it. A pound of beans. Some dried meat. And a little flour.”

She gathered the supplies while he placed coins on the counter.

“You are traveling with the cavalry?” she asked.

“For a while.”

“That sounds uncertain.”

His mouth lifted slightly at one corner. “Most things are uncertain in this country.”

Mara tied the package of coffee with string. “My father said your name is Cole Ransom.”

The faint smile disappeared.

“Your father has a good memory.”

“He did not say how he knew of you.”

“That may be for the best.”

Before Mara could reply, the door opened again.

Her father stepped inside, his expression hardening when he saw Cole standing at the counter.

“You have your supplies,” Jacob Ellison said. “Best be on your way.”

Cole did not argue. He lifted the bundle beneath one arm and turned toward the door.

At the threshold, he paused.

“I mean no trouble, Mr. Ellison.”

“Trouble has a way of following men like you.”

Cole looked back at Mara. For the briefest moment, the hard expression left his face.

Then he stepped outside.

Mara watched him cross the street toward the cavalry camp as the evening sun settled behind the cottonwoods.

She did not know what Cole Ransom had done in his past.

She only knew that the sadness in his eyes did not belong to a cruel man.

And for reasons she could not explain, she hoped he would not ride away with the soldiers in the morning.
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The cavalry remained in Cottonwood Crossing for two days.

By the second morning, the town had settled into an uneasy rhythm. Soldiers watered horses at the creek, repaired worn tack outside the livery, and purchased supplies from the mercantile. Their captain, Buck Slade, spent most of his time studying maps inside the sheriff’s office.

Cole Ransom came into the store shortly after sunrise.

Mara was arranging jars of preserves on a shelf when the bell rang above the door.

He removed his hat as he entered.

“Morning, Miss Ellison.”

“Good morning.”

He placed a folded list on the counter. “Captain Slade needs supplies for the men.”

Mara read the list. “That is enough flour and coffee to feed an army.”

“Some mornings, it feels like one.”

She smiled despite herself.

Cole began carrying sacks from the storeroom while Mara checked each item against the list. He moved quietly for a man with such a rugged appearance. There was no swagger in him. No effort to impress anyone.

When he reached for the last sack of flour, Mara noticed a dark stain along the sleeve of his buckskin jacket.

“You are injured.”

Cole looked down as though he had forgotten about it.

“It is nothing.”

“That is blood.”

“A scratch from the trail.”

Mara folded her arms. “A scratch does not soak through a sleeve.”

He studied her for a moment, then gave a tired sigh.

“My father kept medical supplies in the back room,” she said. “Sit down.”

Cole hesitated before taking a chair near the counter.

Mara brought a basin of water, a clean cloth, and a small tin of salve. When he removed his jacket, she saw the cut along his upper arm. It was not deep, but it had been poorly wrapped.

“You should have cleaned this sooner,” she said.

“There was no time.”

“There is always time to stop an infection.”

Cole watched her as she washed the wound.

“You sound like a doctor.”

“My mother taught me a few things.”

“Then I am fortunate you were here.”

His voice had softened.

Mara tied a fresh strip of cloth around his arm. “There. Try not to tear it open again.”

“I will do my best.”

The bell above the door rang sharply.

Jacob Ellison stepped inside and stopped when he saw Cole seated beside his daughter.

His expression tightened.

“What happened?”

“Mr. Ransom was injured,” Mara said. “I cleaned the wound.”

Jacob looked at Cole. “The captain is asking for you.”

Cole stood and pulled on his jacket carefully.

Outside, raised voices carried across the street.

Buck Slade approached quickly, followed by two soldiers.

“Ransom,” he called. “We found tracks near the north ridge. Six riders, possibly more.”

Cole’s face changed immediately. The gentleness disappeared, replaced by the alert expression of a man who understood danger.

“How close?” he asked.

“Less than five miles.”

Cole picked up his rifle.

As he stepped toward the door, he glanced back at Mara.

“Stay inside today, Miss Ellison.”

The concern in his voice sent a chill through her.

Then he was gone, riding north with the cavalry while dust rose behind them in the morning light.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three

[image: ]


The sound of gunfire reached Cottonwood Crossing shortly before noon.

Mara stood behind the mercantile counter with her hands resting on the wooden edge, listening as the distant shots echoed across the ridge.

One shot.

Then three more.

Her father stepped to the front window and pulled the curtain aside.

“Stay away from the glass,” Jacob said.

Mara did not move at first.

“Do you think they found the riders?”

“I think we will know soon enough.”

The town seemed to hold its breath. Doors were closed. Horses stood tied outside the saloon with their reins hanging loose. Even the blacksmith had stopped hammering.

Nearly an hour passed before hoofbeats sounded at the far end of the street.

Mara hurried to the doorway.

The cavalry column rode back into town slowly.

Two soldiers were wounded. One leaned heavily in his saddle while another held the reins of a riderless horse.

Cole rode beside Buck Slade near the front of the group.

His hat was gone. Dust covered his face, and there was fresh blood on his sleeve where the bandage had torn loose.

Mara stepped into the street before her father could stop her.

“Cole.”

He looked toward her, and relief passed across his face.

“I told you to stay inside.”

“You are hurt again.”

“It looks worse than it is.”

Buck Slade dismounted beside him.

“The riders were not drifters,” the captain said. “They knew where to wait for us.”

Cole slid carefully from the saddle.

Mara noticed the
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