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​Chapter 1: The Secret Letter
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The air bit sharp at midnight, cold enough to sting the insides of Mary's nose. Her breath puffed white in the darkness as she clutched the envelope to her chest, the paper already damp from her palms. The train depot loomed ahead, nothing more than a skeletal shelter and a rusted platform beside the tracks. No lanterns. No stationmaster at this hour. Just the hiss of steam in the distance and the approaching rumble that made the ground tremble beneath her boots.

Perfect.

She'd rehearsed this a dozen times in her mind while lying rigid in her narrow bed, listening to Caleb's heavy footsteps on the floorboards below. Mail the letter. Get home before anyone noticed she'd gone. Simple.

Except her hands wouldn't stop shaking.

The envelope crinkled as she gripped it tighter. Hearts & Hearths Matrimonial Agency, Denver, Colorado. The words blazed in her mind like they'd been branded there. She'd written and rewritten her inquiry four times before settling on something that didn't make her sound completely desperate. Though she was desperate. Desperate enough to sneak out in the dead of night like some common thief.

The train's whistle pierced the stillness. Mary broke into a run, her skirts tangling around her ankles. The platform shook beneath her feet as the locomotive groaned to a crawl, metal shrieking against metal. She spotted the mail car, its side door already cracked open.

Her pulse hammered in her throat. Almost there. Just shove the letter through and run.

"Bit late for correspondence, Miss Galloway."

Mary's heart stopped.

The voice rumbled from the shadows beside the depot building, deep and unhurried. She whirled, the envelope slipping from her fingers. It fluttered toward the platform edge.

No.

She lunged for it, snatching it back just before it tumbled into the gap between the train and the boards. Relief flooded through her, followed immediately by terror as a figure detached itself from the darkness.

Sheriff Gideon North.

He moved with that slow, deliberate grace that made him seem larger than he already was. And he was already enormous. Six and a half feet of solid muscle, dressed in dark wool and leather, his silver star catching the faint moonlight. His face remained shadowed beneath his hat brim, but she felt the weight of his gaze like a physical thing.

"Sheriff." Her voice came out strangled. She cleared her throat, forcing her spine straight even as her knees threatened to buckle. "I didn't expect anyone to be out."

"Could say the same."

He stopped three paces away. Close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. They were black as the sky above, unreadable and intent. He didn't look angry. Didn't look suspicious. Just... watchful. Like he could see straight through her skin to the panic clawing up her ribs.

The train hissed behind her. Any second now, it would pull away. With or without her letter.

"What brings a decent woman to the depot at this hour?"

The question held no accusation, only a quiet curiosity that somehow made it worse. Mary's mind raced. She'd planned for Caleb finding out. For Luke's sneering judgment. Even for Jace's bewildered disappointment. But not this. Not the sheriff's steady, patient attention fixed solely on her while she stood there with evidence of her escape attempt clutched against her bodice.

"A grocery order." The lie tumbled out before she could stop it. "For the mercantile. Mr. Patterson asked me to post it since I was... already awake."

She was babbling. Why was she babbling?

Gideon's expression didn't change. He glanced past her to the mail car, then back to her face. The train's whistle screamed again, a warning blast.

"Mail train doesn't take grocery orders."

Heat flooded her cheeks despite the freezing air. Of course it didn't. What kind of fool excuse was that? She pressed the envelope tighter against her chest, praying he couldn't see the address in the darkness.

"I meant..." She swallowed hard. "It's a letter. To the supplier. In Denver. About an order."

The lie built on itself, each word digging her deeper. Gideon studied her with that unnerving stillness he possessed, the kind that made hardened criminals confess just to fill the silence. Mary's pulse roared in her ears. The train lurched, wheels beginning their slow revolution.

She had to move. Now.

"If you'll excuse me, Sheriff." She turned toward the mail car.

His hand shot out, not touching her but blocking her path. "I'll handle it."

"That's not necessary—"

"It's midnight, Miss Galloway. And you're standing on a train platform alone, shaking like a newborn colt." His voice remained gentle, but something harder ran underneath. Concern, maybe. Or suspicion. "Whatever's in that envelope can wait until morning."

"It can't." The words burst out too sharp, too desperate. She flinched at her own vehemence.

The train picked up speed. The mail car slid past, its door still open but moving faster now. Mary's stomach dropped. All of it. The hours spent composing that letter. The coins she'd hoarded from selling eggs. The fragile, terrifying hope that somewhere beyond Shiloh Springs existed a life where she wasn't invisible.

Gone.

She stood frozen on the platform, watching the red lantern on the caboose shrink into the distance. The envelope hung limp in her hand, suddenly worthless.

"I'll walk you home."

Gideon's statement left no room for argument. He'd already retrieved her mare from where she'd tied it behind the depot. The horse nickered softly, apparently unbothered by the sheriff's intimidating presence. Unlike Mary, whose heart still hammered against her ribs.

"I know the way." She moved toward the mare on unsteady legs.

"Never said you didn't."

He held the reins loose in one enormous hand, waiting. The moonlight caught the planes of his face properly now. Strong jaw, broad cheekbones, eyes that missed nothing. She'd seen him in town a hundred times but never this close. Never with his full attention focused on her like sunlight through a magnifying glass.

Most men looked past her. Through her. Sheriff North looked at her like she mattered.

It terrified her.

"I don't need an escort, Sheriff. The ranch is barely two miles."

"Two miles is plenty of distance for trouble." He adjusted his gun belt, the leather creaking. "Coyotes have been bold lately. And other predators."

The way he said it made her suspect he wasn't just talking about animals.

Mary reached for the saddle horn, but her fingers trembled too badly to grip it properly. Humiliation burned through her. She was twenty-seven years old, not some addled girl, yet here she stood making a fool of herself in front of the one man in Shiloh Springs who'd never treated her like a piece of furniture.

"Allow me."

Before she could protest, Gideon's hands circled her waist. They were huge, warm even through her coat and dress. He lifted her like she weighed nothing at all, settling her into the saddle with a care that made her chest ache. His fingers lingered just a moment at her waist, steadying her.

Then they dropped to her hands where they clutched the reins.

His thumb brushed across her knuckles. She felt him go still.

"You're shaking."

It wasn't a question. Mary yanked her hands back, tucking them into her lap. The envelope crinkled accusingly where she'd shoved it into her pocket.

"Just cold."

"It's not that cold." He caught her mare's bridle, preventing her from bolting. His gaze traveled from her face down to her lap, then back up. Reading her the way he probably read criminals. "What's got you so spooked, Mary?"

Her name in his deep rumble did something strange to her stomach. He never used her given name. Always "Miss Galloway," proper and distant. But now, in the darkness with no one else around, he said it like they were something other than what they were.

"Nothing. I'm fine."

"You're a terrible liar."

The bluntness of it startled a laugh from her, short and sharp. His mouth quirked, barely. Almost a smile.

"I appreciate your concern, Sheriff. Truly. But I'm perfectly capable of riding home alone."

"Never said you weren't capable." He released the bridle but fell into step beside the mare as Mary urged her forward. His legs were long enough that he matched the horse's walk easily. "Said I'd walk you home. Different things."

Mary bit her tongue against another protest. Arguing with Gideon North was like arguing with a mountain. Immovable and utterly indifferent to her objections.

They moved through the sleeping town in silence. Her mare's hooves clopped softly on the dirt road. Somewhere a dog barked. A shutter banged in the wind. Normal sounds. Comforting sounds. Yet Mary felt anything but comforted with the sheriff's solid presence beside her, his eyes cutting through the darkness like he could see every secret she'd ever kept.

The envelope in her pocket might as well have been on fire.

"How are your brothers?" Gideon broke the silence as they passed the church.

"Fine."

"Caleb looked worn down at the feed store yesterday."

"He's always worn down."

"Luke was in town Saturday. Had words with the Miller boy."

Mary's hands tightened on the reins. "Luke has words with everyone."

"True enough." Another pause. "Haven't seen Jace around much."

"He keeps to himself."

"That's new for him."

The observation landed too close to the bone. Mary stared straight ahead at the road unwinding before them, silvered by moonlight. Yes, Jace's retreat into himself was new. So was Caleb's bone-deep exhaustion. And Luke's constant simmering rage. And her own suffocating invisibility.

Everything was falling apart, and she was trying to hold it together with increasingly frayed threads.

"They're managing," she said finally.

"And you?"

The question caught her off guard. She glanced down at Gideon, walking steady and sure beside her horse. His face remained impassive, but something in his voice carried a weight she couldn't quite identify.

"I manage too."

"That's not what I asked."

He was doing it again. That quiet, relentless probing that made her want to spill every desperate thought in her head. She pressed her lips together and focused on the road. The ranch boundary appeared ahead, marked by the split-rail fence Caleb had mended last summer.

Almost home. Almost safe.

Except Gideon showed no signs of leaving.

He walked her all the way up the rutted drive to the barn. The house beyond sat dark and silent, thank God. If Caleb saw the sheriff escorting her home at this hour, the questions would never stop.

Mary dismounted before Gideon could offer assistance, landing hard enough that her teeth rattled. She busied herself with the mare's bridle, fumbling the buckles with her still-trembling fingers.

"Let me."

Gideon's hands covered hers, large and steady and impossibly warm. He undid the bridle with practiced efficiency while Mary stood frozen, achingly aware of how close he stood. Close enough to smell leather and woodsmoke and something else. Something clean and masculine that made her want to lean into him like a fool.

She jerked back instead.

"Thank you for the escort, Sheriff. It wasn't necessary, but I appreciate it."

She turned toward the house, desperate to end this encounter before she did something mortifying like cry or confess or both.

"Mary."

His voice stopped her mid-step. She didn't turn around. Couldn't.

"You're running from something."

The words fell between them like stones in still water. Mary's breath caught. The envelope burned in her pocket. Her heart hammered so hard she was certain he could hear it.

"I don't know what you mean."

"Yes, you do." His boots scuffed in the dirt as he moved closer. Not touching her. Just close enough that she felt the heat of him at her back. "And I'll find out what."

It wasn't a threat. Wasn't even a warning. Just a simple statement of fact, delivered in that calm, inexorable way of his. Gideon North didn't make idle promises. If he said he'd find out, he would.

Mary's hands clenched at her sides. She should deny it. Laugh it off. Make some deflecting comment about his imagination running wild.

Instead, she stood silent, staring at the dark house where her brothers slept, unaware that their sister was unraveling right here in the barnyard.

"Good night, Sheriff."

She walked away before he could respond. Before her composure shattered completely. She made it three steps.

"Whatever you're planning," Gideon called softly, "you don't have to do it alone."

The kindness in his voice nearly broke her.

Mary didn't answer. Didn't trust herself to speak. She just kept walking, one foot in front of the other, until she reached the porch steps. Only then did she glance back.

Gideon stood beside her mare in the moonlight, a solid shadow against the barn. Watching her. Always watching.

She fled inside and closed the door with shaking hands, pressing her back against the wood. The envelope crackled in her pocket. Unmailed. Damning.

And somewhere outside, the sheriff waited.
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​Chapter 2: The Invisible Servant
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Mary hadn't slept. She'd lain in her narrow bed listening to the house settle around her, the envelope still tucked beneath her pillow like some forbidden treasure. Every creak of the floorboards sent her heart racing, certain Gideon had followed her inside to demand answers.

But he hadn't.

By the time gray light leaked through her window, she'd convinced herself she'd imagined the intensity in his voice. The sheriff was just being thorough. That's what lawmen did. It didn't mean anything.

She rose before dawn, as always, and dressed in the dark. Her hands found the familiar routine without thought, the worn calico dress, the apron already stained from yesterday's work, the stockings with the darn at the ankle that no one would see anyway. She twisted her ash-blonde hair into its customary tight bun, not bothering with the small mirror above her washstand.

What was the point?

The envelope went back into its hiding spot, tucked between her mattress and the rope frame. Somewhere Caleb would never think to look.

The kitchen was cold. Mary stirred the banked coals in the stove and added kindling, blowing gently until flames caught. The familiar motions steadied her. This she understood. This she could control.

While the stove heated, she hauled water from the pump. Two trips. Her arms burned by the second bucket, but she didn't slow. The biscuit dough needed mixing. The coffee needed grinding. The bacon needed slicing from the hock in the larder.

Breakfast didn't make itself.

She was elbow-deep in flour when boots thundered overhead. Caleb, up with his usual militant punctuality. More footsteps followed, Luke's heavy tread, then Jace's lighter step. Ethan's door never opened. He'd been sleeping in the barn again, claiming he needed to watch the broodmare.

They all knew he just couldn't bear the walls anymore.

Mary shaped the biscuits with practiced speed and slid them into the oven. She'd timed it perfectly, the way she always did. By the time her brothers clattered down the stairs, the coffee would be ready, the bacon sizzling, the biscuits golden.

Caleb appeared first, already dressed for hard labor despite the early hour. His dark mahogany hair was damp from washing, his jaw set in that familiar line of grim determination. He barely glanced at her as he reached for the coffee pot.

"Too hot," Mary warned.

He grabbed it anyway, cursed under his breath, and poured with a dish towel wrapped around the handle.

Luke came next, sandy-blonde hair standing in wild tufts. He moved like a man expecting a fight, shoulders hunched, whiskey-colored eyes already scanning for trouble. He dropped into his chair without a word and stared at the table like it had personally offended him.

"Morning would be nice," Mary murmured, setting plates.

Luke grunted.

Jace slouched in last, looking like he'd been up all night. Probably had been. The barn wasn't the only place he'd been disappearing to lately. Mary caught the faint smell of whiskey and cigarette smoke clinging to his shirt.

"Biscuits ready?" Jace's voice carried that familiar teasing lilt, but it rang hollow this morning.

"Almost."

"What would we do without you, Mary-mine?"

The endearment should have warmed her. Instead, it scraped like sandpaper. Because they didn't wonder what they'd do without her. They just expected her to always be there, cooking and cleaning and mending and managing, until she wore down to nothing.

"You'd starve," she said lightly, pulling the biscuits from the oven.

"Truth." Jace flashed a grin that didn't reach his eyes. "Hey, Caleb, I'm taking the roan into town today. Need to pick up that harness repair from Fletcher."

Caleb's jaw tightened. "The roan needs shoeing first."

"I'll handle it."

"Like you handled the fence repair? Or the well pump? Or the—"

"I said I'll handle it." Something sharp entered Jace's tone. The kitchen went taut as a drawn bowstring.

Mary placed the biscuit basket between them, a deliberate interruption. "There's honey if you want it. And butter."

Neither man acknowledged her.

Luke reached across the table and snatched three biscuits without looking up. Caleb took one, tore it in half, and chewed mechanically while reviewing some mental list of tasks. Jace ignored the food entirely, staring at his coffee like it held answers.

Mary sat last, in the chair closest to the stove so she could jump up when needed. She took the smallest biscuit and buttered it slowly, watching her brothers eat the meal she'd woken early to prepare.

No one said thank you.

They never did.

The silence stretched, broken only by the scrape of forks and the occasional slurp of coffee. Mary's gaze drifted to the calendar hanging beside the pantry door. May 14th. She'd mailed the letter on the 13th. How long did it take for mail to reach Denver? A week? Two? And then how long before the agency matched her with someone?

If they matched her at all.

She might not be pretty enough. Or young enough. Twenty-seven was old for a mail-order bride. Most men wanted fresh-faced girls who hadn't already been worn down by life.

"Mary."

She startled. Caleb was looking at her with those piercing blue eyes that missed nothing. Almost nothing.

"Yes?"

"You listening?"

"Of course." She hadn't been. Heat crept up her neck.

"I said we need more flour from town. And salt. Luke saw a cougar print near the north pasture, so nobody goes out alone until we deal with it." He turned to Jace. "That means you don't take the roan by yourself."

Jace's smile went sharp. "I'm thirty years old, Caleb. Think I can handle a horse ride."

"I think you can handle finding trouble."

"That what you think I am now? Trouble?"

The words cracked across the table like a whip. Luke's head came up, eyes flicking between his twin and oldest brother. Mary's stomach knotted.

"I think," Caleb said with forced calm, "that we all need to pull our weight right now. The ranch—"

"The ranch, the ranch, always the ranch." Jace shoved back from the table, chair legs screeching. "Maybe some of us have had enough of this place."

He was out the door before anyone could respond, letting it slam hard enough to rattle the dishes.

The silence that followed felt heavier than before.

Luke returned to his plate. Caleb's knuckles went white around his coffee cup. Mary rose quietly and began clearing, gathering the half-eaten biscuits and congealing bacon.

"Leave it," Caleb said.

"It needs—"

"I said leave it." He stood, draining the last of his coffee in one burning gulp. "Got to check the water line. Luke, you're with me. And find Ethan. Tell him to stop hiding in the barn and get to work."

Luke grunted and followed his brother out.

Mary stood alone in the kitchen, surrounded by dirty dishes and the remnants of a meal no one had enjoyed. Through the window, she could see Caleb and Luke striding toward the barn, shoulders set in identical lines of stubborn determination.

She turned back to the table and started scrubbing.

Her hands moved through the familiar motions. Scrape, stack, wash, dry. The water scalded but she didn't adjust it. The pain felt appropriate somehow. Real.

The mended shirts she'd stayed up late finishing hung on pegs by the door. Luke's with the torn sleeve. Jace's missing two buttons. Ethan's with the frayed collar. She'd fixed them all, stitching by lamplight while her eyes burned and her fingers cramped.

Not one of them had noticed.

Mary dried the last plate and set it in the cupboard with hands that trembled only slightly. Then she walked to the calendar and counted again. Fourteen days since she'd written the letter. Maybe another week before the agency received it. Then however long it took to find a match.

A month? Two?

Could she last that long?

The sound of hoofbeats made her freeze. She moved to the window, dish towel still clutched in her hands.

Sheriff Gideon North rode up the drive on his big bay gelding, sitting tall and solid in the saddle. Even from a distance, she could see the grim set of his jaw.

Her heart kicked hard against her ribs.

He wasn't here for a social call. Not dressed like that, with his gun belt settled low on his hips and his badge catching the morning sun.

Caleb emerged from the barn, Luke trailing behind. They met Gideon in the yard. Mary watched through the wavering glass as the sheriff dismounted, moving with that deliberate economy of motion that made him seem larger than life.

He was holding something. A piece of fabric, dark and torn.

Mary's breath caught.

Gideon spoke. She couldn't hear the words, but she saw Caleb's whole body go rigid. Luke stepped closer, staring at whatever the sheriff held. Then Caleb turned and bellowed something toward the barn.

Ethan appeared, lanky and unkempt, his dark brown hair falling in his eyes.

The four men formed a tight
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