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______

Trinidad, Colorado

January 10, 1898

J.J.

Best I could tell, the thieving rustler was about twenty minutes ahead of me. The second I leaped onto the back of Magnus, my flaxen chestnut mustang exploded into motion before my spurs even touched his sides. When I pressed him harder, he surged to a full gallop, his powerful strides eating up the frozen ground between us and the steel beast thundering ahead.

“Yaw!”

My voice carried sharp and urgent beneath my navy blue bandanna as we closed the distance. Magnus and I had been partners for over a year, and he read my intentions better than most men. The moment I pointed him toward that train, he knew we were chasing down something dangerous. His ears pinned back with determination, nostrils flaring in the bitter air.

We had a train to catch. More importantly, we had to bring down “Knife-Edge” Pete Kowalski.

Three days ago, Pete had slipped through my fingers when I’d raided his rustling operation outside Trinidad. Forty-seven head of stolen cattle, five dead cowboys, and a burned-out ranch house, but Pete had vanished like smoke. Word came this morning that he’d bought a ticket on the westbound Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe. The snake thought he could run to the Arizona Territory and disappear into the desert.

He thought wrong.

The locomotive’s whistle shrieked through the early morning silence as we approached the caboose. Icy wind cut through my duster, making my eyes water behind the dark spectacles. The cold bit deep, but Magnus never faltered, his breath steaming like dragon’s fire as he matched the train’s speed stride for stride.

“Yaw!”

Magnus closed the final gap with a burst of speed that would’ve left lesser horses gasping. I measured my timing with the precision that had kept me alive through eight years of hunting the worst men in the territories by calculating speed, distance, and trajectory. Too soon, and I’d be paste on the railroad ties. Too late, and Pete would slip away to terrorize more honest ranchers.

My heart hammered against my ribs as I launched myself from the saddle. For one terrifying heartbeat, I sailed through nothing but frigid air and prayer. Then, my brown leather gloves caught the caboose railing, my body slamming hard against the cold metal with enough force to rattle my teeth.

Magnus veered away from the tracks, his hoofbeats fading as I hauled myself over the railing onto the vestibule. Through the sting of tears and wind, I watched him slow to an easy lope. That mustang had never failed me yet. Lord willing, he’d be waiting when this was over.

I yanked the bandanna from my face, sucking in a deep breath of the train’s coal-tinged air. The familiar weight of my dark spectacles pressed against my nose, protection against the mountain sun that had been triggering those cursed headaches for months now. A weakness I couldn’t afford, especially not today.

Slipping the glasses into my vest pocket, I squinted against the sudden brightness and eased open the door.

The passenger car buzzed with morning conversation. Traveling salesmen compared territories, a young mother soothed her crying baby, an elderly preacher read his Bible. Normal folks living normal lives, unaware that one of the West’s most wanted men sat somewhere ahead of them.

I moseyed down the aisle like any other passenger, the soft ching-ching of my spurs barely audible over the train’s rhythm. Years of practice had taught me to blend in, to be forgettable until the moment I wasn’t. My eyes swept the car methodically, cataloging every face, every posture, but Pete wasn’t among them.

The train lurched sideways as we hit a curve, and I grabbed the nearest seat back to steady myself. My spurs jangled softly as I approached the door to the next car, every nerve singing with anticipation.

I pushed through the door, and there he was. Third row from the front, tan duster draped over broad shoulders, red bandanna knotted at his throat. Pete kept his hat pulled low, but I’d memorized every scar on that face, every tell that marked him as trouble. The way he sat too straight, too alert, one hand resting near his gun while his eyes tracked the other passengers like a predator counting sheep.

This was the moment that separated legends from corpses. When planning met chaos and only skill decided who walked away.

I pushed through the door between cars, crouching low, and the mountain air hit my face like a slap. That’s when everything went sideways.

Glass exploded above my head in a shower of glittering fragments as buckshot chewed through the window where I’d been standing a heartbeat before. Pete had spotted me, or maybe just gotten spooked by a passenger who moved too purposefully.

Didn’t matter. The dance had started.

I rolled left and came up with my walnut-handled Remington already in my fist, thumb working the hammer as I searched for a target. Through the settling glass dust, I caught a glimpse of Pete’s snarling face as he pumped another round into his shotgun.

The second blast shredded the door frame inches from my shoulder, splinters of wood joining the glass storm. Passengers in the forward car screamed, diving under seats as Pete roared something about not going back to prison.

Trapped between cars with nowhere to run and a madman with a scattergun ahead of me. Shoot. It was like being stuck between a rattler, a bear, and a coyote. Couldn’t go forward. Couldn’t go backward. Obviously, either side meant leaping off a train at full speed.

Most men would have panicked, made the fatal mistake of rushing forward or falling back. But eight years of hunting killers had taught me patience was the deadliest weapon I carried.

I spotted the maintenance ladder welded to the car’s exterior and made my choice. Up and over. The kind of desperate maneuver that would either end this fight or end me.

The metal rungs burned cold through my gloves as I hauled myself up the side of the swaying car. Wind tore at my duster, threatening to rip me loose and feed me to the wheels below. The train bucked and rolled over uneven tracks, each jolt trying to shake me free like a bronc dumping an unwelcome rider.

Belly-crawling across the roof, I gripped the shallow ridges of the curved metal surface, my fingers already going numb from the cold. Below me, Pete’s voice carried through the thin roof as he shouted threats at the terrified passengers.

“Anyone tries to be a hero, and I’ll blow their head clean off!”

The familiar pressure started building behind my eyes as mountain sunlight reflected off the snow-covered peaks around us. Those cursed headaches that had been plaguing me for months, getting worse every time I worked a job above the tree line. I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, fighting through the pain.

Not now. Not when innocent folks needed me to be sharp.

I reached the gap between cars and peered down through the vestibule. Empty, thank the Lord. Pete was still inside, probably using the passengers as shields while he figured out his next move. Smart, but not smart enough.

Easing down the ladder, I pressed myself against the cold metal door and listened. Pete’s voice carried clearly now, thick with the desperation of a cornered animal.

“Shut that baby up, lady, or I’ll do it permanent!”

The infant’s crying cut off abruptly, replaced by the mother’s muffled sobs. My jaw clenched hard enough to crack teeth. Using women and children as shields. That was Pete Kowalski, all right. A yellow-belly who’d burn down a family’s home just to cover his escape.

I’d been tracking Pete’s network for the better part of six months, watching him slither from Colorado to Wyoming and back again, always one step ahead of the law. Rustling was just the start. His gang had graduated to robbery, kidnapping, and murder. They called him “Knife-Edge” because of what he did to witnesses who tried to identify him later.

The door handle felt ice cold under my palm as I calculated angles, timing, and the dozen things that could go wrong in the next thirty seconds. Pete would be positioned to watch both doors, probably with a clear view of the aisle and at least three hostages within easy reach.

Standard outlaw thinking. Control the space, control the people, control the outcome.

Time to show him how wrong he was.

Lord, guide my aim and keep the innocent safe, I prayed silently, the same words Gray Shaw had taught me before every dangerous job. A man’s skill meant nothing without divine guidance, and I’d need both today.

I took one last steadying breath and made my move.

The door flew open under my boot, slamming back against the car wall with a crash that made several passengers scream. But I was already moving, rolling low across the threshold as Pete’s shotgun boomed overhead, buckshot splintering the wooden frame above me.

From my position on the car floor, I could see everything with the crystal clarity that came in moments like these. Pete stood halfway down the aisle, one meaty arm wrapped around the throat of a well-dressed businessman while his other hand worked the shotgun’s action. Behind him, passengers cowered in their seats. Men, women, and children who’d done nothing wrong except buy a ticket on the wrong train.

Pete’s eyes found mine, and his scarred face split into an ugly grin. “Well, well. If it ain’t the famous J.J. Westin. Heard you was taller.”

“Heard you were smarter,” I replied, shifting my weight to get a better angle. “Guess we’re both disappointed.”

“Smart enough to know you won’t risk hurting these good folks.” Pete dropped the shotgun and drew his Colt, pressing the barrel against his hostage’s temple, and the businessman whimpered. “So here’s how this plays out, Westin. You drop that iron and back away, or I start decorating this car with blood.” 

I stayed low, Remington steady in my grip, reading the situation like words on a page. Pete thought he held all the cards, but desperation made men sloppy. He had positioned himself too close to the seats, giving me limited angles but also restricting his own movement. He had made the smart tactical choice, trading the shotgun’s power for the Colt’s precision and maneuverability. But it also meant he had to be more careful with his aim.

Most importantly, Pete was talking instead of shooting. That meant he needed something from me, which gave me leverage.

“Funny thing about your operation, Pete,” I said conversationally, never taking my eyes off his trigger finger. “Spent considerable time mapping it out these past six months. Amazing how many threads connect back to one ugly spider.”

Pete’s grin faltered slightly. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do. Wyoming, Colorado, that whole network you’ve been running from Cheyenne to Trinidad. Amazing how far stolen beef travels when you’ve got the right connections.” I shifted another inch to my left, opening up a sliver of clean shooting angle. “Tell me, Pete. How many ranchers did you bleed dry?”

The color drained from Pete’s face, confirming what I’d suspected. His rustling operation wasn’t just random theft. It was an organized network that had been terrorizing honest folks across two states.

“You don’t know nothing,” Pete snarled, but his voice carried a tremor that hadn’t been there before.

“Know enough to shut down your entire operation.” I let that sink in for a heartbeat. “Wyoming’s finished, Pete. Colorado’s next. ‘Course, that assumes you live long enough to see the inside of a courtroom.”

Pete’s face flushed crimson, rage overriding the fear that had been building in his eyes. His jaw worked like he wanted to spit every curse he knew, but he made the mistake of trying to reach for the dropped shotgun while keeping hold of his hostage. The businessman, terror finally overcoming paralysis, twisted free just as Pete lunged for the weapon.

I put one bullet through his gun hand before he could grip the shotgun. Pete howled, dropping to his knees as he clutched his shattered fingers, blood streaming between them.

I was on him before he could recover, driving my boot into his ribs and sending him sprawling across the aisle. By the time he stopped rolling, my Remington was pressed against his skull.

“Stay down, Pete, or the next one goes between your eyes.”

Pete lay gasping, his ruined hand pressed against his chest, eyes blazing with pain and fury. “You broke my shooting hand, you—”

“Could’ve put that bullet through your heart,” I said calmly, keeping the gun steady. “Be grateful I didn’t.”

Around us, passengers began emerging from their hiding places, some weeping with relief, others staring at the blood-spattered scene with the fascination folks always showed when they witnessed real violence.

“Who are you, mister?” asked a young man with wide, doe-like eyes.

“Westin. J.J. Westin.”

The reaction was immediate. Gasps, whispers, a few excited murmurs as word spread through the car. The women tittered behind their hands while the men looked me up and down like they were comparing reality to legend.

“I thought he’d be taller,” someone muttered from the back of the car.

The words stung more than they should have. Not every man could be six feet of muscle and menace. Some of us made our reputations through skill and determination rather than size. But I’d learned long ago that living up to the legend was harder than building it.

“The rustler hunter,” breathed an elderly woman, clutching her reticule like it might protect her.

That was the truest thing anyone had said all morning. For eight years, I’d made it my business to track down cattle thieves, horse rustlers, and the gangs that preyed on honest ranchers. Hired by cattlemen associations fed up with their losses. Forty men brought to justice by my hand, and Pete would make forty-one.

I hauled Pete to his feet and pressed him against the back of a seat. Blood was still seeping from his shattered fingers, so I yanked his red bandanna loose and wrapped it tight around the wound. Pete hissed through his teeth but didn’t pull away. Smart enough to know he needed the bleeding stopped.

“Don’t want you bleeding to death before you stand trial,” I said, binding his hands with his own belt, careful to keep the injured hand elevated. The shattered fingers were already swelling, but he’d live to see the inside of a courtroom.

“Pete,” I mumbled, making sure the passengers couldn’t overhear. “That Wyoming operation of yours is finished. Colorado’s next. But you’re running to Arizona. Why?”

Pete’s eyes narrowed, pain and calculation warring in his expression. “You think you know everything, don’t you, Westin?”

“Know enough to put you away for twenty years. Question is whether you want to add federal charges to that.” I leaned closer. “What’s in Arizona?”

Pete was quiet for a long moment, weighing his options. Finally, he spat blood and grinned through gritted teeth. “Opportunity, Westin. The kind you ain’t never seen. They got operations down there that make my little Wyoming setup look like a Sunday picnic.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” Pete’s grin turned ugly. “But I’ll tell you this much. The Arizona Territory’s got plenty of opportunity for men who know how to take it. And plenty of ways to bury folks who get in the way.”

The train began slowing, and I could see buildings through the windows. Raton, New Mexico, if I had my bearings right. Perfect place to hand over a prisoner.

As the train shuddered to a stop, I gathered Pete’s weapons and what few possessions he had. Nothing useful—no letters, no maps, no convenient list of accomplices. Professional outlaws rarely carried evidence that could hang them.

My hand found the familiar weight in my vest pocket. Auggie’s gold button, worn smooth by fifteen years of worry and guilt. Pete’s capture should have felt like victory, but his words about Arizona left me uneasy. The metal felt warm against my palm, a constant reminder that success could turn to tragedy in a heartbeat.

But today, at least, justice had won. Pete Kowalski’s Wyoming and Colorado operation was finished, and the rustler himself was headed for prison.

Whatever waited for me in the Arizona Territory, I’d face it when I got there. But first, I had a prisoner to deliver.

______

When the train stopped in Raton, New Mexico, I shoved the outlaw toward the jail. The sheriff took one look at the bloody mess I dragged in and kindly took him off my hands, agreeing to fetch the U.S. Marshal for transport back to Trinidad. I could’ve seen to it myself, but I was due in Holbrook today. Unlikely I’d make it, especially if I waited to hear about Magnus.

I sent a telegram up to Trinidad to let the Colorado Stock Growers’ Association know I got their man. Added a note about Magnus. If they could track him down, I wanted him shipped to Holbrook. Then I wired Burt Mossman, letting him know I had business to wrap up before heading his way.

After slipping on my dark glasses, I stepped into the afternoon sun. Heat pressed against me like a too-tight shirt. My headache hadn’t backed off yet, but I forced it aside. Raton wasn’t much to look at with its train stop, sheriff’s office, a few saloons, and one sketchy hotel. Not much else.

Hunger clawed at my gut, so I headed toward the hotel, hoping it served lunch. To my delight, it did.

The wretched pounding in my head didn’t help my mood. I scarfed down my meal, barely tasting it. Just fuel. When I finished, I trudged upstairs and downed a willow bark tablet, patched my shoulder up, and stretched out on the bed.

The headaches started a few months back, while I worked a job up in Wyoming. At first, I ignored them. Figured it was just long hours and harsh weather. When they stuck around, I paid a visit to a doctor in Denver, who claimed they came from light exposure. His solution? Darkened glasses. Ain’t much dignity in admitting I needed them, but the alternative was worse.

Now, here I was, a renowned rustler hunter with a notorious reputation, wearing tinted spectacles like some Eastern businessman. At least the newspapers hadn’t gotten wind of it. Yet.

Every man had his weaknesses, I supposed. Some just hid them better than others. The glasses weren’t the only weakness I carried.

My fingers found the worn gold button in my vest pocket, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger like a worry stone. Auggie’s button. Papa’s button, before that. The last piece of a boy who’d trusted his older brother and paid for that trust with his life.

I’d been carrying this guilt for fifteen years, letting it shape every choice, every job, every lonely night in towns whose names I’d forget by morning. Maybe some men deserved forgiveness, deserved peace.

I wasn’t one of them.​
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______

Canyon Diablo, Arizona Territory

January 10, 1898

Hayley

The beans were burning.

I’d been so focused on the hushed conversation outside the bunkhouse that I hadn’t noticed the acrid scent rising from the cast-iron pot until dark smoke began curling up from the stove in the far corner. Carter and Mac had been discussing something about “moving the stock” and “adjusting the count” in voices meant not to carry, but their words had drifted through the gap in the wallboards. I’d been straining to hear without drawing attention to myself.

My wooden spoon scraped against the bottom of the pot, trying to salvage what I could of tonight’s supper, but the damage was already done. The cowboys would taste char with every bite, and in a place like Canyon Diablo, that meant trouble. I prided myself on my cooking—it was one of the few advantages I had in maintaining my cover—and letting a simple pot of beans burn felt like a failure.

“Problems, Miss Hayley?” 

Hutch’s voice carried a now familiar edge of authority mixed with something darker. He sat at the large wooden table that dominated the center of the room, arms crossed, watching me with the calculating stare of a man who missed nothing. The fireplace crackled behind him, casting dancing shadows across the bunks that lined both sides of the main wall. Everything about him reminded me of my father. The way he commanded a room without raising his voice, the cold intelligence behind his eyes, the sense that violence lurked just beneath his controlled surface.

But unlike my outlawing father, Galen Harper, Hutch seemed to possess something resembling a moral code. Twisted perhaps, but present nonetheless.

“Nothing I can’t handle,” I replied, dumping the burned beans into the slop bucket and reaching for the spare pot I always kept ready. Years of cooking for demanding men had taught me to plan for disasters. “Supper might be a few minutes late, that’s all.”

Several cowboys looked up from their bunks along the opposite wall, drawn by the smell of smoke and the promise of drama. The entire bunkhouse felt smaller suddenly, more dangerous, with every eye in the place focused on the cooking area where I worked.

“Funny thing about problems, Miss Hayley,” Hutch continued, his voice carrying easily across the open room. “They have a way of showing a person’s true character.”

I kept my attention on opening a fresh can of beans, but every nerve in my body hummed with awareness. This wasn’t a casual conversation. This was an examination, and I had the distinct feeling my life might depend on passing it. Worse, it was happening in front of an audience of rough men who would judge every word, every reaction. No amount of training would ease that fear, though I had perfected the art of appearing calmer than I felt.

Carter entered with Mac and swaggered across the room toward my cooking area, three other cowboys trailing behind him. His eyes held a vicious gleam I’d learned to recognize in men who viewed women as prey. The scent of whiskey and unwashed bodies drifted from the group, making my stomach clench with memories of my father’s gang descending on our house like locusts.

“Where’s our grub?” Carter demanded, stepping closer than necessary to where I worked at the small wooden table beside the stove. “We been waitin’ near an hour.”

“It’ll be ready when it’s ready,” I said evenly, continuing to work. Never show fear. Never back down. The lessons Galen Harper had beaten into all his children through neglect and cruelty served me well now, even if I hated owing him anything.

The room had gone quiet except for the crackle of the fireplace. I could feel every man watching, waiting to see how this would play out. In the corner of my vision, I caught sight of my brother Flynn straightening at the wooden table, his hand moving instinctively toward his gun. Apparently, he wasn’t picking up my subtle look to stay calm. Our usual uncanny ability to read each other failed me in that moment.

“That ain’t good enough.” Carter reached across me to grab a piece of cornbread cooling on the small table, his arm deliberately brushing against my shoulder. “Maybe you need some help concentratin’ on your duties.”

The rage sparked in my chest. Hot, immediate, and liquid. How many times had I watched my father’s men take the food they wanted, when they wanted it, while the rest of us went hungry? How many nights had Lilian and Justine locked themselves in the root cellar to escape the attention of drunken outlaws who saw young women as entertainment?

Flynn shot to his feet like an avenging angel, his wild blue eyes locked onto Carter’s hand near my shoulder. I watched my brother’s face transform into something that would have made Galen Harper proud and terrified. The entire bunkhouse could see the change, the shift from protective brother to something far more sinister.

“Get your hands off my sister.” Flynn’s voice carried the promise of violence, low and deadly. His right hand hovered near his gun, fingers twitching with barely restrained fury.

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. Cowboys on their bunks shifted nervously, some reaching for weapons, others just getting ready to dive for cover. Carter straightened slowly, but his eyes held challenge rather than submission. In a heartbeat, this could explode into a gunfight that left half the bunkhouse bleeding on the floor. And Flynn had started it. Ready to blow up my investigation just two weeks in.

I needed to defuse this fast. My Pinkerton training kicked in, searching for the right pressure point to redirect the confrontation.

“Oh, my stars!” I exclaimed loudly, spinning toward the stove with exaggerated alarm. “The cornbread!”

I grabbed a dish towel and yanked open the oven door, releasing a cloud of steam that wasn’t quite smoke but looked alarming enough. “Flynn, help me get this out before it burns completely!”

The sudden shift caught everyone off guard. Flynn blinked, his hand still hovering near his weapon, but the immediate threat of a ruined supper broke the deadly tension like a snapped wire. Cowboys who’d been reaching for guns now groaned in disappointment.

“Aw, come on, Miss Hayley,” Derek called out. “Not the cornbread too!”

I pulled out the second batch of golden-brown bread, perfectly fine, and set it on the small wooden table with a relieved sigh. “Just caught it in time. Flynn, would you mind checking the barn? I think I heard one horse acting up earlier.”

Flynn’s jaw worked silently, his eyes still locked on Carter, but the moment had passed. Carter stepped back with a smirk, understanding he’d been outmaneuvered but not wanting to push his luck with a room full of armed men who valued their cornbread.

“Sure thing, Hay,” Flynn said finally, his voice still tight with barely controlled anger. He shot one last warning glare at Carter before heading for the door.

Hutch had watched the entire exchange with that calculating stare, and now he rose from his chair. “Quick thinking, Miss Hayley. Takes a special kind of woman to keep her head when men start seeing red.”

“Just didn’t want to see good food go to waste,” I replied, cutting the cornbread into squares. “Especially when we’re running low on supplies.”

“About that,” Hutch moved closer to my cooking area. “How are our stores holding up?”

I launched into an assessment of our dwindling supplies, grateful for the mundane topic that let everyone’s tempers cool. By the time I finished explaining our need for flour, coffee, and salt pork, the cowboys had settled back into their evening routines.

“Think you and your brother could handle a trip to Holbrook?” Hutch asked. “Pick up what we need and maybe see what news there is from town?”

My pulse quickened. Holbrook meant contact with Mossman and the Pinkerton office, a chance to report what little I’d learned about the rustling operation Allan Pinkerton had sent me to investigate. “We could handle it. When do you need us to go?”

“Tomorrow morning. Take the pack horses and get enough supplies for a month.” Hutch turned toward the table, then settled into his usual seat, his ramrod, Ford, to his right.

The conversation was clearly over, and the cowboys began sitting at the table for supper. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that everything had just changed.

I finished serving supper while my mind turned over every word of our conversation. Hutch’s comments about keeping my head under pressure, the way he’d watched Flynn’s protective instincts. None of it felt random. He was evaluating us, but for what purpose?

The cowboys ate with their usual intensity, discussing the day’s work while I listened carefully for useful fragments. References of cattle counts that didn’t match official tallies. Mentions of brands that needed adjusting. Casual comments about avoiding certain valleys where complications might arise.

Nothing concrete, but definitely suspicious. Half-heard conversations like these had first alerted Mossman to problems at Canyon Diablo.

After supper, I prepared a plate for Flynn and covered it with a dish towel. “Luciana, would you mind handling the cleanup tonight? I need to check on my brother.”

She nodded with understanding, already gathering the empty bowls while the cowboys settled into their evening routines of cards and weapon cleaning.

I slipped outside with Flynn’s supper, grateful for the excuse to seek him out. The barn stood dark against the star-filled sky, warm yellow light spilling from the open doorway where Flynn had been working since I’d sent him away during the confrontation.

I found him aggressively brushing his horse, taking out his frustration on the poor animal’s already clean coat.

“Brought you some supper,” I said, setting the covered plate on a nearby hay bale.

He looked up, his wild blue eyes still blazing with anger. “That piece of trash put his hands on you.”

“And you nearly blew our entire operation over it.” I stepped closer, keeping my voice low. “Two weeks, Flynn. We’ve been here two weeks, and you almost threw it all away because Carter brushed against my shoulder.”

“He was—”

“He was testing me. Just like Hutch was. Just like they all do.” I crossed my arms, studying my brother’s face in the lantern light. “This isn’t our first assignment. You know better. Though it is our first time working together since I convinced you and Shane to help with this Aztec Land & Cattle Company assignment. Three Harper siblings, three different law agencies, one rustling ring.” I paused, thinking of Shane at the eastern bunkhouse, probably dealing with his own set of suspicious cowboys. “Shane positioned us perfectly—you here with me, him twenty miles east gathering intelligence from that end.”

Flynn’s jaw tightened, but he couldn’t argue with the truth. As a Deputy U.S. Marshal, he understood the rules. He’d worked undercover before. Though not with me. And that was the problem entirely.

“I can’t stand watching men like that think they can touch you. It reminds me too much of the ones who came around when we were kids. What they did to our older sisters, the way they took our food while we went hungry...”

The pain in his voice cut straight to my heart. “I know. But that’s exactly why Allan Pinkerton asked me to involve you. Your protective instincts and my investigation skills.” I softened my tone slightly. “But if you can’t control your temper, you’ll get us both killed.”

Flynn set down the brush and leaned against the stall door. “I know you can handle yourself, Hay. It’s just...”

He trailed off, but I understood his need to fill that protector role. With Shane investigating at a different bunkhouse, Flynn had picked up the mantle. Shane had been more father than brother to all of us, carrying the weight of keeping us alive when Galen abandoned us. Nearly nine years older than me, he’d been barely more than a child himself when he started hunting to keep us from starving, standing guard through long nights while Flynn, Ike, and I slept.

“Seeing men like these,” Flynn continued quietly, “it brings it all back.”

His raw honesty reminded me why we were all here. Only by the grace of God had I been spared the worst of it. That and Flynn teaching me how to fight when I turned twelve and started looking less like a child.

I’d come a long way since then. Twenty-two years old. Several years of Pinkerton service and training had honed me into a stronger woman. More than capable of defending myself. All things not needing said to the brother who knew me better than I knew myself.

“That’s exactly why we’re here,” I said. “Remember what we swore the night we burned down the house?”

Flynn paused mid-bite, his eyes growing distant. “I remember everything about that night. The four of us standing in that circle, watching Galen’s house burn. At least Lilian and Justine were already safe by then—Justine with that livestock detective Shane works with now, Lilian with her veterinarian husband. They’d found good men who got them away from all of it.”

“We swore we’d be different. That we’d fight for justice instead of running from it. Four siblings making a sacred promise while our father’s dilapidated, neglected house burned, choosing law over the lawlessness that had nearly destroyed us.” I leaned against the stall beside him. “Shane was the one who suggested we make it official. Said we needed words to bind us together.”

“And Ike quoted the verse.” Flynn’s voice dropped to almost a whisper. “When justice is executed, it is a joy to the righteous but a terror to evildoers.”

The words of Proverbs hung between us, sacred as any oath. That January night felt like a lifetime ago, the four of us holding hands while flames consumed the abandoned house where we had suffered so much. We’d dedicated our lives to justice that night, choosing law over the lawlessness our father had embodied.

“We meant it, Flynn. Every word.” I placed a hand on his arm. “Shane works with the Livestock Commission now. You serve as a federal marshal. I found my calling at the Pinkertons. Ike’s studying the law. We’re all keeping that promise.”

Flynn took another bite, chewing thoughtfully. “These rustlers are stealing from honest ranchers. Families trying to build something good.”

“We can’t let our past keep us from stopping them,” I agreed.

“I know.” Flynn ran a hand through his hair. “It’s just harder than I thought it would be, pretending to work alongside men like Hutch.”

“Hutch isn’t like our father,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely sure why I felt the need to defend him. “There’s something different about him. Maybe not entirely without honor.”

Flynn snorted. “Honor among thieves?”

“Maybe. Or maybe he’s not what he appears to be.” I thought about Hutch’s careful questions, his interest in how I handled pressure, the way he’d evaluated Flynn’s protective instincts. “Either way, we need to stay focused on our mission.”

“You’re right.” Flynn straightened, some of the tension leaving his shoulders. “I’ll do better. Keep my temper in check.”

“We leave for Holbrook tomorrow morning. That’s our chance to report to Mossman and get new instructions.” I headed for the barn door, then paused. “And Flynn? Next time someone tests me, let me handle it. That’s what I was trained for.”

As I walked back toward the bunkhouse under the star-filled sky, I felt the weight of our mission settling on my shoulders. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new tests, new opportunities to gather the evidence Mossman and the Pinkerton Agency needed to bring these rustlers to justice.

I just hoped I had played my part convincingly enough. If Hutch suspected what Flynn and I really were, tomorrow’s trip to Holbrook might be our last.​
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3 - Land-sakes
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______

Holbrook, Arizona Territory

January 13, 1898

J.J.

The train journey from Raton to Holbrook had been mercifully short after three days of cooling my heels waiting for word about Magnus. The delay had given me time to think through Mossman’s telegram and what lay ahead, but I was eager to get this assignment started. Standing on the platform in Holbrook with the afternoon sun beating down, at least I knew my horse was waiting.

It took longer than I had hoped to confirm Magnus’s whereabouts. The station manager in Trinidad shipped him to Holbrook as I asked. Except the man in Holbrook forgot to notify Raton they received him and stabled him at the livery in Holbrook.

I ran a hand through my hair before I plopped my Stetson down on it. Guess cooling my heels in Raton had some benefit. Found time for a bath and a shave. As I rubbed my hand over my smooth face, I held back a groan. It’d grow back soon enough.

“Jay Wagner?” The largest man I’d ever seen asked.

At the sound of my alias, I gave a sharp nod.

He introduced himself as Pearce. Wasn’t sure if it was his first name or last name. No matter.

“You got a horse?”

“Waiting at the livery.”

Pearce followed behind me. Never before had I felt so small. Sure hoped I wouldn’t have to tangle with that one. Would take some real crafty thinking to bring down the beast of a man.

“Mossman is waiting at headquarters.”

The livery owner had Magnus saddled and ready to go. I inventoried my things: saddlebags, bedroll, Winchester M97 pump-action shotgun. The pricey gun had been a gift from the Winchester Repeating Arms Company. Being famous was good for something. I rounded to the other side and almost smiled when I saw my Winchester M94 lever-action repeating rifle.

In my line of work, there was no such thing as too many weapons.

Magnus snorted when I eased up into the saddle. That was about as warm a greeting as he doled out. Pearce led the way to headquarters.

“Go on in. I’ll care for your horse.”

I opened the door of the cabin. Smaller than I expected for the headquarters of the largest cattle company in the Southwest. A man as large as Pearce stood near the door. A jagged scar ran from below his right eye down to his chin. He stopped me.

“Leave the guns.”

I gritted my teeth as I slipped my Remington six-shooters from each hip. A man couldn’t feel more naked than leaving his guns at the door. Though I held onto the knife concealed in my boot. He didn’t ask about it, and I saw no need to enlighten him.

“Take a seat,” the man behind the oak desk said. “Winston, leave us.”

Something about Winston didn’t sit right with me. Maybe it was the way his eyes lingered too long, or how he
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