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JACK

The smell hits me first—sawdust, sweat, and animal musk all baking under the midday sun. It’s loud, too. Voices bark out bids, boots clomp against packed dirt, and somewhere a kid cries over a melted snow cone. Typical auction day chaos. I’m standing near the holding pens, my boots caked in dust, laser-focused on a brindle steer I’ve had my eye on all morning. He’s sturdy. Temperamental. The kind of stock that keeps a man’s ranch sharp.

“Seven-fifty!” someone yells. I counter without hesitation. “Eight hundred.”

It’s instinct. Numbers. Weight. Feed-to-gain ratio. Things that make sense. Not like the woman standing across the arena.

I spot her between a cowboy hat and a swinging gate—long blonde hair, dark jeans, tension in her shoulders like she’s braced for a blow. Elena Dawson. My dead partner’s widow. The woman I swore I’d never see again. The last person I want to see.

My pulse spikes, but not in any way I like.

What the hell is she doing here?

She’s scanning the crowd like she’s looking for someone—or running from them. I turn away fast, ducking my head and adjusting my hat. Not supposed to be my problem. Not anymore.

But fate’s got other ideas.

There’s a commotion near the pens—snorting, shouting, someone yelling, “Gate’s not latched!” A blur of brown muscle bursts loose—a steer breaks free, barreling straight through the crowd.

People scream and scatter. The auctioneer’s voice is swallowed by the chaos. I jump the fence, instinct kicking in before I can think.

And then I see her. Elena. Frozen. Right in the steer’s path.

“Move!” I bark, but she doesn’t.

Damn it.

I bolt toward her.

Doing a quick assessment, I see cowboys scrambling. Some are moving small kids, some are yelling to lock the gates, but I clock a saddled horse tied off at the post—calm in the chaos.

In three strides, I’ve got the reins in hand and I’m talking to the horse like we’re old friends. “Let’s go catch us a steer.”

I swing up fast, grab the horn, and we’re off—saddle’s already cinched tight, thank God. No hesitation. He’s a solid animal—muscle, speed, no fear—and he tunes in like he knows exactly what I need. I don’t know who he belongs to, but he’s a damn fine horse. We close the gap fast on the steer that’s causing all the panic.

We’re feet away when I spot her.

Elena.

Still frozen. Eyes wide, shoulders locked. Like she’s not even in her body.

I can’t stop the steer in time.

I make a snap decision—kick the horse and pivot toward her. He responds like a pro, launching us forward.

She sees me. I see her. Everything narrows to that one breath.

I reach down, bracing with my left leg and gripping the reins tight, and swoop low off the saddle. She moves in perfect sync—reaches up. My arm reaches across her chest, my hand wrapped under her arm for leverage, she uses the momentum to swing herself up behind me.

She’s safe.

I angle the reins hard to the right and we veer away from the path of the rampaging steer. He’s headed toward open space now, and two other cowboys are giving chase. Let them deal with it. I’ve got something more important behind me.

I slow the horse to a steady walk as we head back toward the barn. Her arms wrapped around my middle, her body pressed close. I can feel the heave of her breath—fast and shallow—against my back.

“You okay back there?” I ask, voice lower than I mean it to be.

She doesn’t answer right away. Then, with a voice tight and shaking just enough to make my chest squeeze, she says, “Ask me when we find my heart on the ground.”

We dismount near the hitching post close to where it all started. Elena slides off behind me and lands less gracefully than I expect—knees buckling a little. I catch her elbow on instinct.

She jerks away like my touch burns. “I’m fine.”

Could’ve fooled me. Her face is pale, and she’s doing that thing—looking everywhere but at me, like if she doesn’t meet my eyes, the history between us won’t matter.

“You always show up places where you’re not supposed to be?” I ask, tugging the reins over the post. I try to sound casual, but my voice comes out harder than I meant.

She crosses her arms. “You always play cowboy hero? That wasn’t exactly subtle.”

“You were about to get trampled, Elena. Forgive me for not waiting to send a written invitation.”

The sarcasm in her eyes fades just enough for me to see what’s underneath. Fear. Exhaustion. Maybe something more.

A breeze kicks up the dust around us. She brushes a strand of hair behind her ear, then finally meets my gaze. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Same.” I pause. “You running from something?”

She blinks. Too fast. Her mouth opens like she might deny it, but nothing comes out.

“Look,” I say, backing off a step. “Whatever brought you here, maybe this isn’t the place for it.”

She flinches like I slapped her. Then the walls go back up. “Don’t worry. I’m not staying.”

She walks past me, stiff and unshakable. But the way her hands tremble as she reaches for her phone—it tells me everything I need to know.

Elena Dawson is in trouble.

Again.

And whether I like it or not, I still give a damn.

She’s almost to the parking area when her phone buzzes.

I see the shift in her shoulders first—like someone just ran a cold knife down her spine. She doesn’t unlock it. Just stares at the preview message: a symbol. One she clearly recognizes.

“Elena,” I call out.

She doesn’t turn. Doesn’t move.

I take a few steps toward her, cautious, like she’s a skittish colt about to bolt. “What is it?”

She finally looks back, eyes narrowed, lips parted like she wants to say something but can’t get it out. Her hand clenches the phone tighter, knuckles white.

“It’s nothing,” she says, but her voice is brittle.

I don’t buy it. “Right. Just another friendly message that turns your face that shade of pale?”

“Jack, don’t.”

“I’m not the one standing out here shaking.”

That gets her. Her jaw tenses, but she lifts her chin like she’s daring me to call her out again.

“You gonna tell me who sent that text?” I ask.

“I said drop it.” Her voice cracks right at the end.

We stare at each other for a beat too long. Then, before I can press again, she turns back toward her SUV and climbs inside, slamming the door.

Through the windshield, I see her hands shaking on the steering wheel. Then she starts the engine and pulls away in a cloud of dust.

Whatever that message was, it rattled her to the core.

And I’ve got the sinking feeling that this wasn’t just some awkward run-in at a county auction.

This is the beginning of something worse.

I stay rooted to the same spot long after the dust settles.

The voices of the auction crowd return to their usual rhythm, but I’m not listening. I’m staring at the spot where her taillights vanished down the gravel road, wondering why the hell my chest feels like it’s stuck in a vise.

Something’s off. More than off—it’s sideways. 

And now it’s clawing at me.

I run a hand down my face, frustration simmering just below the surface. I’d finally gotten to a place where I wasn’t thinking about her. About him. About the wreckage they left behind.

And now? One look, one damn rescue, and I’m right back in the thick of it.

Tom appears beside me, the same steady presence he’s been since Declan and I started this place, holding two paper cups of coffee. “Well,” he says, passing one over. “That was dramatic.”

I grunt. “You could say that.”

He follows my gaze. “Was that Elena?”

I nod once.

“She looks rough.” Tom sips his coffee, watching me. “You gonna pretend you don’t care?”

I don’t answer. Because pretending would be a lie. And I’ve done enough lying to myself to last a lifetime.

I glance down the road again, jaw tight. Whatever she’s running from, I’ve got the sinking feeling it’s coming here next.
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ELENA

The glow of my phone screen is the only light in the room.

I’m curled up on the edge of my threadbare couch, knees tucked under my chin, heart pounding with every buzz, every ping, every vibration that rattles against the coffee table like a countdown. Three voicemails. Five texts. All unknown numbers. All vague, threatening, and anonymous.

“You should’ve left it buried.”

“People are watching.”

“Next time, we won’t knock.”

Each one colder than the last. Each one delivered with the kind of precision that makes my skin crawl.

I haven’t slept in almost forty-eight hours. Not really. Just shallow dozing with one eye open and the front door double bolted. Even now, I keep glancing toward the windows, half-expecting to see shadows moving behind the thin, sagging curtains. It’s irrational. Paranoid.

Except... maybe it’s not.

My apartment used to be a safe place. Small but cozy. Now it feels like a box closing in. The wallpaper peels near the baseboards. The ticking of the old wall clock echoes like a hammer. Every creak from the hallway sends a jolt through my chest.

I press play on the most recent voicemail.

Static. Then a muffled voice, warped through a voice distorter. “He left you things. We want them back.”

I delete it before it finishes, throat tight.

I hate that I still call this place home. I hate that after everything—after burying a husband who wasn’t who he claimed to
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