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In the high summer of nineteen hundred and seventy-six the Wyoming plains lay baked and breathless beneath a sky the color of hammered brass. The sage had gone brittle as old bone, and the wind that moved across the flats carried the scent of dust and distant thunder that never quite arrived. The earth itself seemed to sigh with thirst, its cracked surface a map of endurance, fissures running like old scars across the high plains.

Jake Morrison had been out since dawn on the Bar-X Ranch, mending fence where the winter drifts had snapped the wire and the spring calves had tested what remained. He was thirty-two years old, tall and rawboned, his frame spare but strong from years of riding and roping and wrestling the land into submission. Sun had burned his skin the deep color of saddle leather; his jaw carried the permanent shadow of stubble when he let it grow, and his dark hair curled thick beneath the brim of a sweat-stained Resistol. His eyes were the gray of storm clouds gathering over the Bighorns—watchful, quiet, holding something back that few ever glimpsed.

He worked alone that day, as he worked most days, the tamping bar ringing against iron posts in a slow, steady cadence that matched the thud of his heart. Sweat traced runnels through the dust on his neck and soaked the chambray shirt to his back. Blood from wire cuts mingled with the alkali on his palms, and the taste of it lingered bitter on his tongue. There was no one to hear him curse or pray, and he did both in equal measure—curses for the stubborn wire that bit back, prayers for rain that refused to come, or for something less tangible, a easing of the hollow place inside him.

The Bar-X was a big spread, running cattle across thousands of acres where the grass had turned thin and yellow under the drought. Jake had hired on five years earlier, after drifting north from Colorado with little more than a saddle and a duffel. The foreman liked his steady hand with horses and his silence around the bunkhouse fire. He bunked in a small room off the main building, ate with the crew, and kept his thoughts to himself. Nights, he read a worn Bible by lantern light or stared at the stars through the window, wondering if the restlessness in him would ever settle.

When the sun at last began its slow descent, painting the horizon in bruised purples and fading golds, he drove back to the bunkhouse. There he stripped off the filthy shirt and stood under the sputtering shower, letting the lukewarm water sluice away the day’s grime and sting the cuts on his hands. He lathered with Irish Spring until his skin felt raw and clean, the sharp scent cutting through the lingering dust. Then he took his razor to the mirror—scraping away the stubble careful and slow, nicking himself once on the jaw but not caring. A small bead of blood welled, but he wiped it away with a thumb. He wanted to look like a man worthy of the evening ahead, not the dust-covered hand who had spent the day wrestling barbed wire. Clean-shaven now, the line of his jaw sharp again, revealing the strong bones beneath, he pulled on fresh Wranglers that fit close from years of wear and a pressed pearl-snap shirt that still carried the faint scent of line-dried cotton. He settled the Resistol back on his head, lower than usual, as if to shade the sudden nervousness flickering in his gray eyes.

Only then did he climb into the old Ford pickup—a '72 model with faded blue paint and a bench seat worn smooth—and drive the twenty miles of gravel to the Beaumont place. The engine rumbled low like some wounded thing, dust kicking up behind in a trailing cloud. Waylon Jennings sang faintly from the radio about roads untraveled and hearts unclaimed, the crackle of static weaving through the notes. Jake listened without comment, one wrist draped over the wheel, the other hand resting on the open window where the evening air—still hot but carrying the first faint promise of cool—brushed against his freshly washed skin, cooling the places where sweat had dried.

The Beaumont ranch lay nestled in a shallow valley where a thin creek still ran, fed by mountain snowmelt higher up. Old man Beaumont ran a tighter operation than the Bar-X, with good bloodlines in his Angus and a reputation for fair dealing. Jake had seen Emily there over the months—at brandings, at church socials in town, once when she'd brought lunch out to the hands during haying. Each time, her presence had lingered in his mind like the scent of rain on dry earth.

Emily Beaumont was waiting on the porch when he arrived, framed by the dying light as though the day itself had paused to look at her. She was twenty-four, with hair the color of ripe wheat falling in loose waves to her waist, catching the last rays like strands of gold. Her eyes were green as new grass after rain, set in a face lightly freckled from long hours outdoors helping her father. She wore a faded denim skirt that skimmed her knees and a soft peasant blouse with delicate embroidery at the neckline, the fabric moving gently with her breath. Around her throat hung a simple turquoise pendant on a leather cord, catching the last of the sun in a flash of blue.

She smiled when she saw him—small, almost shy, a curve of lips that revealed straight white teeth and a dimple in one cheek— and something inside Jake turned, slow and irrevocable, like an old iron gate—rusted tight by years of wind and silence—finally yielding to a steady hand. He killed the engine and stepped out, boots crunching on gravel, hat in hand for a moment before settling it back.

"Evenin', Miss Emily," he said, voice low and steady though his heart beat harder.

"Evenin', Jake," she replied, stepping down from the porch. "You clean up nice."

A flush rose under his tan, but he only nodded. "Ready if you are."

They climbed into the pickup, the door creaking shut. They spoke little on the drive to Cheyenne, thirty miles of winding road through the darkening plains. The bench seat was wide enough for propriety but narrow enough that every rut in the road brought her shoulder against his arm, or her knee against his thigh. Each contact was brief, accidental, yet neither moved to widen the distance. The scent of her—sage and rosewater and warm clean skin—settled in the cab and stayed there, quiet as a secret, mingling with the faint leather of the seats and the dust that never quite left the air.

Emily talked some about the ranch—how the creek was low, how her father worried over feed prices with hay short. Jake listened, offering short replies about the Bar-X, the way the drought was thinning the herds. But beneath the words ran a current, unspoken, built from months of glances across branding fires or church pews. He stole looks at her profile, the way the dashboard light caught the curve of her cheek, the fall of hair over her shoulder.

The Laramie County Fair rose out of the dusk like a city of light conjured from the empty plain. Strings of






























d2d_images/cover.jpg





