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may your fearless, broad-shouldered hero eternally smite those miniature spawns of darkness while you stand on a chair screaming like you just saw the Devil himself.
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Prologue
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“Sheriff Bailey? Aunt Mildred? What brings you here?” Leah Johnson asked the moment she stepped into the house. Doug Cashley, her father’s best friend and the ranch’s foreman, followed closely behind her. She kept a polite smile in place, though every muscle in her body ached from spending the entire day in the saddle checking fences across their vast property. All she wanted was a long, scalding bath. But with her father away visiting his closest friend, her godfather, in Sacramento, welcoming unexpected visitors fell to her.

Mildred stood beside Patricia Johnson, whispering urgently into her sister’s ear. Sheriff Scott Bailey turned toward Leah. He didn’t get a word out before she saw it: the grim heaviness in his eyes. Her heart lurched. She glanced toward her mother, but Patricia had turned away, her shoulders rigid.

“Mom? What’s going on?” Leah’s voice wavered as she stared at her mother’s trembling back. Patricia didn’t respond. Mildred only tightened her arms around her sister.

“Sheriff?”

Sheriff Bailey exhaled slowly. “There’s no easy way to say this.”

Leah’s heart plummeted. “Just tell me.”

“I received a telegram from David Smith. Your father never arrived in Sacramento. The sheriff there sent men to investigate. They found the stagecoach near Clearlake. It appears it was attacked, possibly robbed, and then set on fire. The horses panicked, lost their footing, and the whole coach went over the mountain bridge into the water. There were... no survivors.”

Leah went white as linen. She gasped. Doug looked just as stunned, but he reacted first, pulling her into his arms. Her mother’s quiet sobs filled the room, but Leah couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Thankfully Mildred was there to hold Patricia upright.

Leah forced down a hard swallow. “So... they found everyone’s body?”

Sheriff Bailey shook his head. “No. But the telegram said no one could’ve survived that fall. Part of the coach shattered on a rock before sinking into the lake.” His voice softened. Leah refused to meet his eyes.

“Then that means,” she said shakily, “that right now my dad is considered missing?”

The sheriff grimaced. “Leah, I don’t want you getting your hopes up. They’re searching for the bodies as we speak.”

Doug stepped closer, worry clouding his features.

“Leah, sweetheart... you’re not making this easier for your mother. Pretending won’t help anyone.”

Anyone who truly knew her, especially Doug, who had been like a second father, could see she was seconds from breaking. She tried to stay strong for her mother, but the thought of losing her father gutted her. Leah and Mitchell Johnson were inseparable. She adored him. She idolized him.

“Pretending?” Leah snapped, jerking out of Doug’s hold. Her blue eyes flashed like lightning. “As long as they haven’t found his body, Dad is missing. And I’m not giving up on him.”

Sheriff Bailey reached toward her, but she turned away just as Patricia finally faced her. Her mother stepped forward and wrapped trembling arms around her.

“Sweetheart,” Patricia whispered, voice breaking, “from the sound of it... there’s no way your father could have survived something so terrible. We can’t cling to false hope.”

Leah bit hard into her lip as she eased out of her mother’s arms.

“No, Mom. Dad is alive. I know he is. And I will never, ever stop believing that.” Before anyone could stop her, she spun, bolted out the front door, and sprinted toward the stables. She saddled her horse with shaking hands, mounted, and kicked hard into a gallop. She didn’t slow until she reached her sanctuary: the waterfall at Willow Creek.
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Leah managed to hold herself together only until she slid from her horse and sank onto the broad fallen tree trunk beside the creek. When her boots touched the damp soil and the tumbling water wrapped around her, the walls she’d fought to hold up finally cracked.

She bowed her head, fingers digging into the rough bark, and let the emotions she’d shoved down surge free. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t. God wouldn’t take her father from her, not him. Not the one person who had always stood between her and the world’s cruelty, who had taught her to be strong, to ride fearlessly, to trust her instincts, to speak her mind. 

He wasn’t just her father; he was her favorite person in the world, the steady anchor shaping the woman she was becoming. A choked sob escaped her. The creek’s rhythmic rush, usually so soothing, only magnified the hollow ache in her chest.

Her mother had never been the strong one. Patricia was gentle to the bone, shy to a fault, and fragile in ways Leah only began to understand as she grew older. She had been abused for years, tormented by her stepfather and stepbrother, until the day Mitchell Johnson and Mildred stepped into her life like lifelines. It took years of tenderness and patience to draw Patricia out of the shell she’d built for survival.

Mildred, too, carried her own scars. Their parents divorced when the sisters were young, splitting them apart: Patricia with their mother, Mildred with their father. They hadn’t reconnected fully until around the time Leah’s parents met. By then, they were strangers learning to be sisters again.

Then Mildred’s husband died suddenly, leaving her a widow with a broken heart and a suitcase full of responsibilities. She returned to Hoopa Valley, rebuilding her life piece by piece, teaching school in town by day, tutoring wealthy families’ children by necessity. No matter how far she traveled, she always came home when Patricia needed her. Or when Leah did. And Leah had needed her more than ever today.

She scrubbed at her face with trembling hands. Her father had always known Patricia’s insecurities ran deep, so he had prepared Leah from the time she was barely tall enough to grasp a saddle horn. He taught her livestock, land management, bookkeeping, everything she would one day need to run the ranch.

But that time was supposed to be years away. She was only nineteen. She still relied on his steady voice, his broader experience, his unwavering belief in her. He was supposed to be there to guide her. To stand beside her. To grow old watching her become the rancher he believed she could be. Her breath hitched. The idea of facing the world without him felt unimaginable.

“No,” she whispered fiercely, the word catching on a sob. “You’re not gone, Dad. I know you’re not.” The waterfall roared on, indifferent, as if daring her to keep believing. And she did. With everything she had left.
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The sobs tore out of her with such force that her knees buckled. She dropped to the ground, clutching the damp earth as her breath hitched and broke. It felt as though the world had cracked open beneath her. She wasn’t ready to let her father go, not now, not ever.

Her chest tightened painfully, her breaths coming fast and sharp, until she was gasping like someone drowning on dry land. Panic blurred her vision. The waterfall’s roar faded beneath the pounding of blood in her ears. Then, warmth. Two strong arms wrapped around her from behind, lifting her off the ground and pulling her securely against a broad, familiar chest. She didn’t need to look. She knew that embrace. Knew the steadiness, the strength, the scent of leather and pine from long hours on the trail. Jaxon.

“I just heard, Leah,” he murmured, his voice rough with emotion. “Cash told me. I’m so sorry.”

She clung to him desperately, pressing her forehead against his shirt as her breath shuddered out. Held in his arms, the spinning in her head slowed just enough for her lungs to remember how to work, but the tears kept coming, hot and relentless.

“He’s not dead, Jaxon,” she choked, her voice trembling with stubborn conviction. “He can’t be.”

Jaxon’s grip tightened. He eased back just enough to lift her chin with gentle fingers. His dark eyes searched hers, those deep blue eyes now swollen and swimming with grief.

“Leah,” he said softly, “look at me.”

She tried, but her gaze faltered. He brushed away a tear with his thumb before speaking again.

“Whatever happens... you’re not alone,” he whispered. “You have people who love you. Family. Friends. Me. We’re not going anywhere. I’ll be right by your side, no matter what comes.”

She swallowed hard, blinking through her tears, a tiny flicker of steadiness rising in her chest, not hope about the nightmare unfolding, but comfort. The comfort of knowing she wouldn’t face it alone.
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Sharper Than Barbed Wire
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Patricia, their foreman Doug Cashley, and Leah stepped down from the stagecoach, stretching their stiff legs after the long ride. It had been years since any of them had set foot in Eureka. Mitch had always handled their business trips, and only Cash accompanied him now and then. Today, the small town felt unfamiliar, too loud, too busy, too full of faces that didn’t know their grief. But with Mitch gone, at least in the eyes of the law, they had no choice. They were here to meet with Mitchell Johnson’s attorney and discuss the future of the ranch.

Four months had passed since Sheriff Bailey had stood in their parlor with a telegram in hand and sorrow in his eyes. Four months since they learned Mitch had never reached Sacramento. Despite search parties, official inquiries, and desperate efforts to find remains, his body had never been recovered.

Leah refused, steadfastly, fiercely, to believe he was dead. Her mother, however, had surrendered to despair. Patricia had wrapped herself in mourning like a shroud, withdrawing deeper into the fragile shell, she had worked so hard to climb out of. Leah had known this would happen. Her mother had always been delicate, easily overwhelmed, and prone to collapsing inward when life pressed too heavily.

Patricia could hardly bear to look at Cash. Though he tried to be the loyal friend he had always been, she avoided him whenever possible. He reminded her too much of Mitch. His voice, his mannerisms, the way the two men had joked like brothers... every glimpse seemed to tear another hole in her heart.

Fortunately, Cash’s sister, Ruby, had stepped in. She served as the Johnsons’ cook and housekeeper and had a remarkable gift for navigating the emotional storms of both Patricia and Leah. The two women couldn’t have been more opposite. They shared the same golden hair and blue eyes, but everything beyond that was night and day.

Where Patricia was timid, soft-spoken, and tender-hearted, Leah was fire, feisty, outspoken, stubborn as a mule. She loved fiercely and worked tirelessly, with a will as sharp as barbed wire and a tongue that could cut when someone deserved it. But she had never inherited her father’s boundless patience, especially not for the constant tears and emotional neediness her mother clung to like a lifeline.

Leah tried—she truly did. She loved her mother. But listening to Patricia spiral into despair day after day wore her thin. Leah didn’t understand why someone needed to talk and cry about every feeling. Leah handled pain the opposite way, she stuffed it down, locked it up, and pushed forward. The only people who had ever coaxed her into opening up were her father and Cash, usually sitting beside her at the waterfall until she finally broke.

Cash loved Leah as though she were his own daughter. Like Mitch, he had always encouraged her to stand tall, speak her mind, and never let anyone walk over her. Most ranchers in and around Hoopa Valley respected her, some even feared her just a little. She was sharp, quick-thinking, and impossible to deceive. More than one cowboy had tried to cheat her on livestock prices or land deals. All of them had walked away with their pride bruised and their wallets lighter. Leah was a fighter. Always had been.

And she never hesitated to call out dishonesty when she saw it. That unfiltered honesty, combined with her beauty and fierce independence, was probably one of the reasons she hadn’t found a suitor yet. Plenty of young men admired her from afar, but she needed someone who could match her wit, challenge her stubborn streak, and not shrink at the first spark of her fire.

Someone strong enough not to be intimidated by her spirit. Someone who could go toe-to-toe with her and not flinch. Someone... rare.

And as she followed Patricia and Cash toward the attorney’s office, Leah couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever meet a man like that, or if her father’s disappearance had already changed the course of her life forever.

[image: An object with a white handle

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

The secretary opened the office door and gestured them inside. Patricia, Leah, and Cash stepped in and found Walter Richardson rising stiffly from behind his desk. He forced a polite smile and motioned for them to sit.

“Mrs. Johnson,” he began solemnly, folding his hands, “I’m afraid I have unpleasant news. Your husband accumulated a significant amount of debt over the past year. I’ve received multiple complaints claiming their bills were never paid.”

Patricia nodded silently, her eyes already glazing with defeat, but Leah exchanged a sharp look with Cash. Neither of them believed a word of it. Mitch Johnson had been many things, but careless with money was not one of them.

“What would you suggest we do?” Patricia asked timidly, staring down at her hands.

“I recommend you transfer ownership to the individual named in Mitchell’s Will.”

Leah stiffened. She glanced at her mother, who looked ready to nod along with anything this man said, and felt her patience snap.

“Excuse me, Mr. Richardson,” Leah said, keeping her tone cool but firm, “but I don’t believe my father got into debt. He was meticulous with our finances and worked closely with the banker in town. I’d like to see these unpaid bills.”

“There’s no need for a girl,” he began dismissively, Leah cut in at once.

“I’m nineteen years old,” Leah snapped, her glare sharp enough to slice through the desk, “and I would appreciate it if you didn’t treat me like a child.”

The lawyer blinked, taken aback by the steel in her voice.

“Well,” he tried again irritably, “this is a matter between your mother and me. There’s no reason for you to involve yourself.”

Leah leaned forward, unflinching. “I am involved, whether you approve. My father intended for me to take over the ranch. I’ve been running it alongside him and our foreman for years. So, I’d appreciate it if you stopped talking down to me simply because I’m a woman.”

Richardson gaped at her. Cash, standing protectively behind her, looked one breath away from leaping over the desk. The attorney cleared his throat. 

“Regarding you taking over the ranch... your father did not leave it to you or your mother. According to his Will, the property goes to a man.”

“Oh, really?” Leah lifted a brow, her voice dripping skepticism. She heard Cash suck in a furious breath through his teeth. “And what man would that be?”

“Let me check...” Richardson shuffled through a stack of papers and pulled out a page. “Milton Rowland.”

Patricia flinched violently, dread flashing across her face. Leah and Cash reacted with instant disbelief.

“Is this some kind of sick joke?” Cash snapped before Leah could speak. “Why would Mitch leave his ranch to that man? A man who hasn’t contacted the family in years, and who doesn’t know which end of a cow is the front?”

“Mr. Cashley—” the attorney began, only for Leah to slice over him again.

“This is ridiculous. My father would never put anyone from my mother’s family in his Will. Who gave you that document?”

“Your father,” Richardson insisted defensively. “He signed it himself.”

“Show me the signature,” Leah demanded.

The man stared at her, stunned by her audacity, clearly unaccustomed to women who spoke with such force. His hesitation only fueled her determination.

“There’s no need—”

“Show. Me. The. Signature.” Her voice was low, steady, and unmistakably dangerous. “And stop trying to manipulate me just because my father isn’t here to stop you.”

Cash stepped closer, a silent warning of what would happen if the attorney refused. Finally, Richardson fumbled through the papers and slid the Will toward them. Leah examined the signature, instantly recognizing the shaky, unfamiliar scrawl for the forgery it was.

“Just as I thought,” she said coldly. “That is not my father’s signature. Did you fabricate this yourself, or did someone else hand you this mess?”

“How dare you?” Richardson sputtered, flushing red.

“How dare I?” Leah shot back. “You’re the one telling lies. There are no outstanding bills. My father taught me every aspect of our operations, and we’ve always dealt in honesty. If there were problems, our business partners would have contacted us directly. Every one of them knows me and works with me. I meet with our banker regularly, and Cash also knows everything that crosses that ranch.”

Richardson blinked, mouth twitching, but Leah wasn’t done.

“Oh, and before I forget, my father didn’t trust you anymore. He started involving our family attorney in all work-related matters and made sure copies of his actual Will were kept in multiple safe locations.”

That struck home. Richardson’s face drained of color. If he’d expected to railroad a grieving widow and a young woman, he had badly miscalculated.

Leah stood and turned to her mother. “Come on, Mom. We’re done here.”

Patricia rose slowly, nodded stiffly at the stunned attorney, and followed Leah and Cash out the door. Behind them, Walter Richardson remained frozen in place, mouth agape, sweat beading at his temples, as the truth of his shattered scheme settled over him like a winter frost.
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Walter Richardson had never encountered a woman quite like Leah Johnson. She wasn’t merely spirited, she was a force of nature, sharp-tongued and unyielding, the kind of woman who could slice through deceit with a single look. Even as she stormed out with her mother and Cash in tow, he sat in stunned silence, equal parts rattled and genuinely impressed.

The office had barely settled into stillness when a side door creaked open. Another man stepped inside, tall, cold-eyed, radiating displeasure like heat from a forge. Walter straightened instinctively, throat tight. The newcomer didn’t bother with greetings.

“Richardson,” he snapped, “that was beyond pathetic. You were supposed to control the meeting. Instead, you let that little beast run circles around you. I told you to focus on Patricia, not Leah.”

Walter swallowed hard. “I tried, sir. But that girl... she understands business better than half the ranchers in California. She sees through every trick. And she knows her mother is a pushover. Leah Johnson won’t go down without a massive fight. She’s smart as a whip and takes feistiness to an entirely new level.”

The man scoffed with open contempt. 

“You’re too easily impressed. Even that girl has weaknesses. Everyone does.” He paced once, jaw clenched, then flicked his hand dismissively. “I’ll report this,” he said coldly. “But I doubt our boss will be pleased. Consider yourself fired, Richardson. We’ll find an attorney with more backbone, and far less incompetence.” He turned on his heel and stalked out.

Walter didn’t move. Oddly enough, he wasn’t even upset. His stomach had twisted with regret since the day he agreed to this arrangement. He had known it felt wrong, felt dirty. And after facing Leah Johnson, after seeing the fire in her eyes, he wished he had never signed his name to any part of this scheme.

One thing was certain, though: he would never forget her. Leah Johnson had inherited far more than just her father’s ranch. She had inherited his iron spirit. And she would be hell to reckon with.
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“Maybe we should have listened to Mr. Richardson. I’m sure he meant well.” Patricia looked uncertainly at her daughter, but Leah shook her head without a shred of hesitation. Across the table, Cash and his sister Ruby glanced over as they finished supper. Ruby had just pushed back her chair to fetch dessert when Leah spoke again.

“No, Mom. Walter Richardson wasn’t trying to help us. He’s working with someone, someone who wants our ranch and everything we own. Men like him think that because we’re women, they can manipulate us. Dad warned me countless times about men who prey on widows, thinking they’re easy targets who can’t manage business on their own.” Her voice trembled with indignation.

“I won’t let that happen. This is our ranch and will stay our ranch. Dad and Cash worked too hard for anyone to waltz in and take it just because they’re too lazy to build something themselves.”

“Leah’s right, Patti,” Cash added, leaning forward. “You always want to see the good in people, and that’s admirable. But some folks are nothing but dishonest vultures. Richardson tried to trick us, and he failed spectacularly. You should be proud of your daughter for seeing through that scheme before any of us.”

Patricia glanced toward Leah, her eyes softening with pride before filling again with worry.

“I am proud of her. Of both of you. But I don’t want to lose my daughter because criminals don’t like being challenged.”

“That’s the only way to stop them, Mom,” Leah said firmly. “The men who hired Richardson don’t think we’re a threat because we’re women. They think they can invent lies about Dad and our business, and we’ll just... hand everything over. They need to learn that women aren’t stupid, and we can outplay them just as easily.”

“Leah—”

“Trust me, Mom.” Leah leaned forward, her voice gentle but unwavering. “I know what I’m doing. Dad may be gone, but I still have Cash as my mentor. He loves this place just as much as Dad did. And as much as I do.”

Cash nodded with a warm smile. “Yes, ma’am. Every word of that is true.”

Patricia sighed, shoulders sagging with a mixture of relief and lingering dread. Ruby stood and brushed off her apron.

“Don’t worry so much, Patti. We’ll all look out for each other. And you know the ranch hands adore Leah. Hoopa Valley is full of good people who’d do anything for this family. Even the Hoopa Tribe has taken a shine to your daughter. Mitch did a great deal for this community, and nobody’s forgotten it. You’ve got plenty of folks watching your back.”

“I know,” Patricia murmured. “I’m still worried, though.”

A sudden, sharp knock at the door made everyone freeze. Cash got up and crossed the room.

“Scott! What brings you here?” Cash asked as he opened the door. “You’re just in time for dessert. Want to join us? Ruby always cooks enough to feed half the valley.”

“Come on in, Scott,” Ruby called with a grin. “I’ve got plenty.”

Sheriff Bailey stepped inside, hat in hand. 

“I don’t want to trouble you. I came to see if Patricia might like to take a walk with me.”

All eyes shifted to Leah’s mother. Patricia turned the shade of a ripe strawberry.

“I—I’d love that,” she stammered. “But please have dessert with us first. Ruby always makes something delicious.”

The sheriff smiled and accepted the invitation. After dessert, he offered Patricia his arm, and the two slipped out into the cool evening.
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Leah walked to the window, watching them disappear down the road, her teeth worrying her bottom lip. Cash stepped beside her and draped an arm gently over her shoulders.

“Penny for your thoughts?”

“My thoughts?” Leah tilted her head. “It just feels strange. Sheriff Bailey keeps coming by so often lately. It almost seems like he’s trying to court her.”

Cash chuckled softly. “You’ve got to remember. Scott and your parents were close for years. Maybe he’s just looking out for her, trying to be there the way any good friend would.”

“Maybe,” Leah murmured, still watching the dark shape of them moving down the path.
“But something about it feels... off.”
Cash gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze but said nothing more. Sometimes, Leah’s instincts were sharper than anyone gave her credit for.
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Thrown Over His Shoulder
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“Engaged? You can’t be serious.” Leah stood rigid in front of her mother, outrage and disbelief blazing across her face. Cash lingered nearby, arms folded, silently observing every word, every movement, as though preparing to intervene if necessary. Patricia tried to reach out and touch her daughter’s hand, but Leah stepped back as if the gesture burned.

“Is this some kind of sick joke?”

“Leah, please,” Patricia whispered, her voice trembling. “Try to understand.”

“Understand?” Leah’s voice cracked, rising with emotion. “Mom, Dad hasn’t even been gone five months. They never found his body. We don’t even know if he’s dead!”

“Your father is dead, Leah,” Sheriff Scott Bailey interjected gently. He gave her a sympathetic nod, as though that alone could soften the blow. “I know this is hard, but it’s time to accept it.”

Leah’s expression turned to ice. “You don’t understand anything, Sheriff. It isn’t your father who’s missing. And no, I don’t have to accept anything.”

Patricia wrung her hands nervously. “Scott and I have talked this over, and we feel this is the right step.”

“No!” Leah’s voice rang through the room. “How can you move on so quickly? Why are you rushing this?”

“We need a man in the house again, Leah,” Patricia said softly. “The ranch is suffering.”

Leah’s jaw dropped. “We need a man in the house. Really, Mom? What does Cash look like to you, a chicken?”

Ruby snorted behind them, unable to help herself. Cash shot her a warning glare, but even that didn’t entirely hide the corner of his mouth twitching.

“Besides,” Leah continued fiercely, “the ranch is not suffering. Cash and I have been running it just fine. The ranch hands are loyal, hardworking, and supportive. We’re doing well.”

“Cash can’t do it all by himself,” Patricia insisted, though her voice wavered. “And you’re just a girl, Leah.”

Those were the wrong words. Everyone in the room saw the explosion coming. Before Leah could unleash her fury, Cash stepped forward, wrapped his arms firmly around her, and pulled her back against him, more to shield Patricia than protect Leah.

“That’s not fair, Patti,” Cash said calmly, though his voice held an edge. “Leah’s been running the ranch for a long time now. Yes, Mitch and I were there to help, but she’s perfectly capable of doing it on her own.” He held Leah still, hoping Patricia understood the warning in his steady gaze: stop now.

Patricia sighed and lowered her eyes.

“We’re not getting married right away. We thought... maybe in a few months. Perhaps by the end of the year.”

Leah jerked out of Cash’s arms, her anger rekindled.

“I don’t have time to listen to this.” She spun around and stormed toward the door.

“I’m not trying to replace your father, Leah,” Scott called after her, reaching out as though he could hold her with words alone. “I’m trying to help.”

But Leah didn’t slow. She didn’t look back.

“Leah, please,” Patricia cried, tears spilling down her cheeks. Scott wrapped an arm around Patricia’s shoulders and drew her gently against him.

“Give her time,” he murmured. “You know how much she loved her father. We can postpone the wedding if she’s not ready.”

Patricia nodded weakly, but the pain in her eyes said she feared she might lose her daughter long before she ever gained a husband.
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Not knowing what else to do with the storm raging inside her, Leah stomped into the stables, her boots striking the packed dirt floor like warning shots. The smell of hay and horses usually calmed her, but not today. Not when anger was licking up her spine like wildfire.

Jaxon and two other cowboys were mucking out stalls. They paused when she marched past, grabbed a shovel and a pitchfork, and started attacking the nearest stall as if it had personally offended her. Without a word, the men shared a look. Everyone on the ranch knew that when Leah moved like that, trouble was brewing.

Jaxon approached first, cautious as if she were a wild mare ready to kick.

“All right,” he said slowly, “what’s wrong, Leah?”

She didn’t even look up. “Why do you think something is wrong?”

“Just a hunch,” he replied lightly. “That, or it’s the steam rising off your end of the barn.” He leaned on his pitchfork. “You want to talk about it?”

Leah shook her head sharply.

“It might help,” he continued gently. “And I don’t think that pitchfork will survive much longer if you keep stabbing that straw bale like it owes you money. It looks about ready to beg for mercy.”

The two cowboys across from them snorted into their sleeves. Leah did not find it amusing. In fact, she felt an alarming urge to hurl the pitchfork directly at Jaxon’s smug grin.

“I’m not in the mood for your jokes, Jaxon,” she snapped. “Don’t make me stab you next.” Her glare made it abundantly clear she wasn’t bluffing. Jaxon straightened, all humor vanishing.

“Okay. That’s enough. Put down the pitchfork and follow me.”

“No.”

“Leah—” His voice dropped into a deep, no-nonsense growl that vibrated straight through her chest. “You’re too wound up to be doing this. Someone’s going to get hurt, and I’d rather it not be you. Hand me the tool. Come outside.”

She tightened her grip. “No!” She heaved a load of dung and straw into the wheelbarrow with such furious force that half of it splattered onto the ground, and onto Jaxon’s boots. The cowboys stared. Jaxon closed his eyes for a brief second, muttered something under his breath that suspiciously sounded like a prayer, and prepared to wrangle the most stubborn woman in all of Hoopa Valley.
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“I’m not telling you again.” Jaxon’s glare was fierce enough to stop a bull in its tracks, but Leah continued ignoring him, stabbing at the stall as if she intended to dig her way straight to China. He stepped closer, jaw clenched. “If I have to carry you out of here, I will.” 

He knew he was pushing her farther than he should, but reasoning with Leah Johnson when she was this stubborn was like reasoning with wildfire. Still, he hadn’t expected what came next.

She dropped the pitchfork, snatched up the nearest bucket of water, and flung it at him. Jaxon barely jumped out of the way in time.

“Oh, you’re in big trouble now, young lady.” 

Before she could reach for another bucket, he charged forward, spun her around, and tossed her over his shoulder like she weighed nothing. Her furious kicking and shrill protesting didn’t bother him in the slightest. He’d wrangled angry steers that put up less fight. 

He strode out of the stable and headed straight for the creek behind the ranch house.

“I recommend you calm down now,” Jaxon warned, his voice low and vibrating through her body. “Before I lose it too. I swear, Leah, I’m this close to putting you over my knee and giving your backside some attention.”

“You wouldn’t dare!” she raged, pounding her fists against his back.

“Yes, he would dare,” another deep voice chimed in. Leah craned her neck enough to squint at Cash, who had followed them outside. “And if he doesn’t, I’ll be next in line.”

Leah froze mid-wiggle.

“Are you ready to calm down?” Jaxon asked when she finally stopped thrashing. “Or do I need to make my threat come true?”

She rolled her eyes dramatically and scoffed. Jaxon lowered her back to the ground, but he didn’t let go, his hands remained firm around her arms.

“So,” he said, staring directly into her eyes, “what’s going on with you?”

“Nothing.”

“You just tried to drown me in the barn, young lady. ‘Nothing’ isn’t the word I’d use.”

“Fine,” she snapped. “It’s none of your business. There, better?” Her blue eyes still sparked with fury, but a hint of sass glimmered beneath it now. Jaxon held her gaze, unmoving. Leah pressed her lips together stubbornly, and Jaxon exhaled slowly. This girl could test the patience of a saint.

“Leah,” Cash said, stepping closer, his voice gentle. “I know this is a shock for you, but your mother’s decision is out of your control. If Patricia wants to marry Scott, there’s nothing you can do. It’s only a matter of time before you’ll get married too.”

“Patricia and Scott Bailey are getting married?” Jaxon blurted out, eyes widening. Suddenly, Leah’s fury clicked into place.

“Not right away,” Cash said. “Scott told her they’d wait until Leah’s ready.”

“I’m never going to be ready,” Leah hissed. “How can she move on so fast? We haven’t even had a funeral for Dad.”

Cash sighed. “Your mother is lonely, Leah. After what she went through growing up, she clings to strong men. She’s scared. With your father gone and Scott taking an interest, she’s going to choose what makes her feel safe. Just try to understand her.”

“I’m sorry, Cash,” Leah shot back, “but I’m done trying to be understanding. I know she’s insecure. I know she had a rough childhood. But this isn’t just about her. Dad did everything for her. Catered to her every need. And now she’s throwing herself at the next man who looks her way. She needs to grow up.”

Jaxon and Cash exchanged a look, equal parts sympathy and concern. Cash finally pulled her into his arms, letting her rest her forehead against his chest.

“Your mom isn’t built like you,” he said softly. “She doesn’t have your fire. Your father tried to nurture that fire in you because he didn’t want you to live your life afraid like she always did.”

Leah pulled back, eyes flashing.

“You know very well Dad and Ruby practically raised me. Mom did nothing. Ruby was hired because she couldn’t handle chores or take care of a baby. Your sister did everything. Honestly, maybe Ruby should’ve been Dad’s wife.”

Cash barked out a laugh. 

“Ruby and your father?” He shook his head, amused. Leah lifted her chin defiantly. “She was a child when Mitch married your mother.”

“I know. But I saw the way she looked at Dad sometimes. She liked him.”

“Well,” Cash conceded with a grin, “your father was a handsome man.”

“Yes,” Leah agreed, then added with utter seriousness, “but so are you. Maybe you should marry my mom.”

Jaxon burst into a wide grin. Cash nearly choked on his own spit. Leah’s ability to pivot a conversation faster than a cutting horse never failed to stun both men.

“I don’t feel that way about your mother,” Cash managed.

“But don’t you get lonely?” Leah asked innocently. “What about Jaxon’s and Robyn’s mom?”

Both men coughed violently. Leah caught the faint blush on Cash’s neck, and her eyes gleamed with mischief. 

“Lisa Finlay is about your age, isn’t she? I bet if you asked, she’d court you in a heartbeat. She’s beautiful. Peter died two years ago. Jaxon and Robyn are grown. Robyn will find a husband soon, and if Jax ever went to town, he’d find a pretty lady too.” She flashed the men an exaggeratedly sweet smile.

“Leah...” Cash warned, eyebrows drawing together. “You’re walking on thin ice.”

“Why? I care about your happiness. I want you to be loved. Is that so wrong?” She batted her eyelashes dramatically and cast him the most innocent sideways glance she could muster. “I’m sure you wouldn’t mind Cash becoming your stepfather, right, Jax?”

The look on their faces told her everything she needed to know. Leah squeaked, spun around, and sprinted. Jaxon had her in three strides. He scooped her up, slung her over his shoulder again, and marched straight to the creek. Before Leah could come up with another outrageous idea, he dropped her into the cold water. Of course, she managed to splash the two men hard enough that they were soaked from boots to hat.
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Robyn Finlay wrapped her arms around Leah the moment she climbed into the hayloft. The familiar, dusty sweetness of hay wrapped around them, creating a private cocoon high above the noise of the ranch. The hayloft had always been their refuge, a place to talk freely without worrying about wandering ears or unexpected interruptions.

Robyn settled back against a thick pile of hay, strands clinging to her skirt, while Leah dropped down beside the wooden beam near the ladder and pulled her knees to her chest.

“How are you holding up?” Robyn asked gently. “Jax told me your mom got engaged to Scott Bailey.” She grinned when Leah immediately rolled her eyes heavenward.

“Don’t get me started,” Leah groaned. “Half the time I still can’t believe it myself.”

“Have you tried telling your mom how you feel?”

“She doesn’t listen,” Leah muttered, plucking at a loose piece of hay. “I never thought of my mom as selfish, but right now she’s only thinking about herself. If it were up to her, she’d marry him tomorrow. Scott’s the one slowing things down.”

Robyn’s brows lifted. “Really? I’ve always thought of him as a good guy.”

“He is,” Leah admitted reluctantly. “I like him a lot. Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t mind at all. But this,” her voice tightened. “This feels wrong. We don’t even know if Dad is dead or just... missing. What if the robbers took him? What if he’s being held somewhere and they’re trying to figure out who he is so they can demand ransom? And Mom just throws herself into a new relationship a few months after learning Dad never made it to my godfather’s.”

Robyn exhaled softly. “I get why you feel that way. But... not everyone is the same. Take my mom, for example. She’s finally ready to think about another man, but it’s taken her years.”

Leah snorted. “Honestly, I’m surprised it took her that long, considering your father wasn’t exactly a saint.”

Robyn’s lips tightened, but she nodded.

“Part of it was fear. Fear she’d end up with someone even worse. Father wasn’t physically abusive, but he made our lives miserable with his drinking, the gambling, the yelling... the way he tore her down every chance he got. It takes a long time to believe you deserve better.” Her voice softened further. “I really hope she finds a good man this time.”

“I know one,” Leah said slyly. She wiggled her eyebrows, and Robyn burst into giggles.

“Jax told me what you said.” Robyn shook her head, amused. “I’m not sure he loves the idea, but honestly? Cash would make a great stepdad. And Mom and Cash would make a beautiful couple. He’d never treat her the way my father did.”

“No, he wouldn’t,” Leah agreed. “Cash might not be shy, but he’s cautious. He takes his time.” A mischievous spark lit her eyes. “Which is why we may need to help him along.”

Robyn squealed and slapped a hand over her mouth to smother it.

“We’re matchmaking now?”

Leah winked. “Oh, absolutely. Someone has to make sure good men end up with good women around here.”

“We might have to do some matchmaking for Jaxon too. That boy is a hopeless case,” Robyn sighed dramatically.

Leah snorted. “I don’t even get it. Jax is a good-looking guy. I’m surprised the girls in Hoopa Valley aren’t lining up for him.”

“Oh, they are,” Robyn said with a smug little smirk. “I heard Miriam Henderson and Mia Collins at the store the other day. You should’ve heard them.” She lifted her chin and adopted an exaggeratedly breathy tone. “‘I don’t understand why I can’t get him to notice me, Miri. He’s so handsome. If he asked me to court him, I’d say yes in a heartbeat.’”

Leah burst out laughing. Robyn wasn’t finished. She fluttered her lashes, fanned herself, and switched to her second impression.

“‘Why, I know just what you mean, Mia. Every time he smiles at me, I could swoon. His broad shoulders, those muscular arms, and don’t get me started on those dreamy eyes—’”

Leah doubled over, clutching her stomach as laughter overtook her.

“Stop! You sound just like them!”

Robyn rolled her eyes. “They’re ridiculous. I swear, the man can sneeze and half the town faints.”

“Well,” Leah said with a half-shrug, “he’s just waiting for the right one.”

Robyn gave her a slow, meaningful look. 

“Funny you say that... because several girls are jealous of you.”

“Me?” Leah blinked. “Why? Jaxon and I are friends, nothing else. He’s your big brother, so we grew up together. That’s all.”

“Mmhmm,” Robyn hummed knowingly. “But you get his attention. You spend more time with him than any other girl. People notice.”

Leah rolled her eyes. “He works here. I work here. Jaxon is second in line to Cash. Of course, Jax and I are around each other. There’s nothing to it.”

“The gossips of Hoopa Valley say otherwise,” Robyn sing songed. “If they had their way, you two would be getting married tomorrow.”

Leah gasped, heat flooding her cheeks so fast she was sure she turned scarlet. Jaxon? Marrying her? His lips on hers? Absolutely not. No way. Her stomach flipped traitorously at the thought. And thank goodness he wasn’t—

Two strong arms wrapped around her waist from behind, lifting her clean off the hay. Leah nearly rocketed out of her skin. She squeaked, actually squeaked, before twisting to look over her shoulder.

Jaxon stood there, his handsome face far too close, his smile far too devastating. Worse... the feel of his arms around her waist made her stomach drop straight through the floorboards.

“So,” he drawled, voice low and smooth enough to melt butter, “you and I are getting married tomorrow? Why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve gotten myself a decent suit for the occasion.”

Leah opened her mouth, but nothing came out. His tone was serious. Dead serious. And in her panic, she completely missed the wicked sparkle in his eyes. Robyn, however, saw it instantly, and the grin spreading across her face could have lit the entire hayloft.

“Shouldn’t I propose first?” Jaxon asked, his tone innocently earnest, his eyes dancing with mischief. Leah stared at him, utterly speechless. Her face felt like it was on fire. When Robyn started giggling behind them, Leah shot her a lethal glare that only made Robyn giggle harder.

Jaxon gently turned Leah fully toward him, his hands warm on her waist. Her breath hitched when he tilted her chin upward, forcing her to meet his deep brown eyes.

“We haven’t even kissed yet,” he murmured, leaning in far too close. “Should this be the moment?” His voice was low. Smooth. Dangerous. Leah swore her heart stopped. Heat surged through her cheeks until they burned. Jaxon’s face was inches from hers, so close she could feel the warmth of his breath. And just when she thought he might actually do it, panic flared.

She scooted back so fast she nearly slid off the hay pile. Jaxon caught her effortlessly and pulled her right back against him.

“J-Jaxon,” she finally managed to gasp. “This is not funny. Robyn and I were talking about the ladies in town gossiping about us.”

“Who said I was joking?” His tone shifted, just enough to sting. Something earnest flickered in his eyes. “Let me show you how serious I am.”

Before she could protest or run, he tossed her over his shoulder again with infuriating ease and started down the ladder. Robyn followed, laughing so hard she nearly missed a rung.
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Once they reached the barn floor, he set Leah on her feet and caught both her hands in his. Unfortunately for her racing pulse, Cash and a few ranch hands were stacking straw bales nearby with front-row seats. Leah looked like she might faint on the spot.

When Jaxon started to lower himself onto one knee, Leah shrieked and yanked him back up so quickly it nearly dislocated his shoulder.

“Jaxon, stop this nonsense immediately!”

“What nonsense?” he countered, eyes wide with wounded innocence. “Are you seriously rejecting me to my face like that?”

The guilt rolled through her like a wave. His gaze had that effect, deep, soulful, and piercing enough to unravel her defenses.

“Oh, I get it now,” he said with a thoughtful nod. “This isn’t a romantic spot for you. You want something more scenic. Let’s find one.” He tightened his grip on her hand, ready to drag her off for a proper proposal.

Leah let out a strangled sound and tore herself free, spinning around and bolting for the ladder. She was one rung up, one, when his arms locked around her waist again. He lifted her clean off the ladder and set her firmly on the ground.

“I’m only teasing you, Leah,” he chuckled, lowering his voice as he leaned close again. “No need to run away from me.” His grin hit her square in the chest like a bucking horse. Her heart somersaulted. She slapped his arm, but the heat in her cheeks betrayed her.

“Why would you do that to me? I nearly had a heart attack!”

“A heart attack?” Jaxon’s voice dropped to a low, seductive rumble. “Hmm... because you were hoping for a proposal?”

Her jaw fell open. No sound came out. Not one word. Jaxon’s grin deepened. He leaned in, brushed a kiss over her burning cheek, and whispered, “Thought so,” before winking at her. Leah’s heart thudded wildly as he stepped back. She shook her head, but her pulse refused to calm. It was official: Jaxon Finlay was going to be the death of her.
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It was a hot, suffocatingly humid day, the kind that clung to skin and turned every breath into thick, heavy air. Everyone from the Johnson Ranch was drenched in sweat and thoroughly miserable, but the work had to be done. They needed the cattle gathered and driven to Eureka for sale.

It was early September, still weeks before the rush to move livestock, but the Johnsons always prepared for winter long before the first frost. With herds scattered across their vast land, early planning was the only reason they survived the harsh months year after year.

They reached Pecwan Creek three hours after leaving the ranch. Though it was still morning, the sun blazed down like midday fire. Horses were lathered with sweat, cowboys wiped their brows with soaked bandanas, and even the cattle looked irritable.

“You’ve been awfully quiet today,” Cash said, casting Leah a sideways look filled with concern. “You all right?”

Leah let out a long sigh and pushed damp strands of hair away from her face.

“I’m fine. Just... restless.” She hesitated, fingers tightening on her reins. “I can’t shake the feeling that something bad is about to happen. Nothing’s wrong, not that I can point to anything, but the feeling’s been gnawing at me since we left Hoopa Valley.”

“Maybe it’s the weather,” Jaxon offered. He pushed his hat back and wiped the sheen of sweat from his forehead. “This heat is downright miserable. I’d welcome a thunderstorm at this point, anything to cool us down.” His tone was light, joking, but the tightness around his eyes betrayed his own discomfort. Fall couldn’t come soon enough.

Leah shook her head. “No. It’s not the heat. I can’t explain it... but ever since we rode out, I’ve had this sense that someone’s watching me.” She swallowed, her eyes scanning the tree line. “It’s unsettling.”

Cash straightened in his saddle. Jaxon’s shoulders tensed. She knew these men better than most people in her life, and she saw the worry flash through both pairs of eyes. Cash’s gaze swept the creek bank and the surrounding forest.

“Did you see anyone? Track anything unusual?”

“No.” She bit her lip. “And I feel ridiculous even saying it. Maybe I’m just tired and letting my imagination run wild.”

But neither Cash nor Jaxon looked convinced. And Leah’s heart beat a little faster, because deep down... she wasn’t convinced either.
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“So, what’s the plan?” Jaxon asked, glancing between Leah and Cash as he adjusted the reins in his hands.

“If we can locate the whole herd quickly enough,” Leah replied, scanning the broad valley stretching out before them, “we might be able to head back this afternoon.” 

Cash nodded in agreement, his expression focused and thoughtful. Jaxon tipped his chin toward the grazing land.

“How many should be in this area?”

“We drove up five hundred head when we brought them here in the spring,” Leah said. “And there should be at least fifty calves added since then. Maybe more—the grazing is ideal out here.”

“Good-sized group,” Jaxon murmured, glancing across the open field where dust shimmered in the heat.

“Okay, let’s spread out,” Cash decided, his voice carrying the authority of a man who’d worked the land for decades. “I’ll take a few of the men and check the hill behind us. That area curves down toward the creek, stragglers drift over there sometimes.” He pointed toward the sloping ridge where pine trees shaded the ground.

“You two,” he continued, looking at Leah and Jaxon, “take the rest of the boys and start driving the ones already in the field. Push them toward that narrow gap between the hills. It’ll funnel them together and make gathering easier.”

Leah nodded, already turning her horse toward the meadow. Jaxon mirrored her movement, though not without a quick, searching look, still thinking about her earlier unease.
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Within moments, Jaxon and Cash were shouting instructions. Cowboys peeled off in groups, hooves thundering as they rode toward their assigned spots. The organized chaos of ranch work unfolded, men whistling, horses snorting, cattle bellowing as the herd began to shift. Leah nudged her horse forward, Jaxon riding close beside her.

“Ready?” he asked quietly. She drew in a deep breath, shook off her nerves, and nodded. 

“Let’s get to work.”

Together, they rode out across the sunbaked field, unaware that the uneasy prickling under Leah’s skin was about to prove itself right.
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Jaxon had just driven a group of cows and their calves back toward the main herd when Leah spotted several strays grazing on lower ground down the hill. She clicked her tongue, turned her horse, and headed after them.

It was quiet there, too quiet. The stillness wasn’t peaceful. It felt watchful. Heavy. Every instinct inside her tightened. Even the cattle seemed uneasy, shifting their weight and flicking their ears nervously as she approached.

“Easy now,” Leah murmured, though her own heart was beating faster. She quickly rounded the animals together and began pushing them back up the incline toward the others. Halfway up the hill, the eerie silence shattered. A sudden explosion of crows burst from the nearby trees, wings beating furiously, their shrill cries slicing through the air like alarms. Leah jerked in the saddle, nearly losing her seat.

“Easy,” she breathed, though the tremor in her voice betrayed her. She urged her horse forward, trying to get the cattle moving faster, but they kept drifting apart, resisting her attempts to keep them corralled. Something had them spooked, and now she was too.

She angled her horse toward the narrow trail beside another stand of trees, hoping to guide the cattle around it. She never made it. A figure exploded out of the shadows, fast and silent as a striking snake. Before Leah could react, a pair of strong hands grabbed her, yanking her violently out of the saddle. She didn’t even manage a scream. A rough, calloused hand clamped over her mouth, smothering the sound in her throat. Panic shot through her like lightning.

She kicked, clawed, twisted, anything to break free. The man was strong, but Leah had grown up on a ranch. She fought with every ounce of strength she possessed. In the struggle, they lost their footing. The ground beneath them gave way. They tumbled down the steep slope. Leah felt branches scrape her skin, rocks slam into her ribs, and then her head struck a large boulder with a sickening crack. White-hot pain flashed across her vision. And then, everything went black.
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He darted behind a tree and snatched up a burlap sack hidden in the brush. The moment his fingers loosened the knot, the bag came alive, violent, writhing, hissing movement. The rattles started before he even opened it fully, the dry, deadly buzz slicing through the air like a warning from the devil himself.

With a sharp shake, he released several rattlesnakes onto the ground. Leah’s horse squealed in terror, rearing up and bolting. The calves scattered first, then the cows followed, breaking into a frenzied stampede as the snakes slithered between them. Dirt flew in clouds, hooves thundered, and chaos erupted across the hillside.

He didn’t bother watching for long. The animals were doing exactly what he wanted, running far, far away from the unconscious girl. Satisfied, he turned back to Leah.

She lay motionless where she had fallen, her golden hair tangled across her face, her breathing shallow. Blood trickled from a cut near her temple. He crouched, scooped her up with ease, and slung her limp body over his shoulder. With practiced steps, he carried her down the steep slope, moving between jagged rocks and thick trees as though he had memorized every inch of the terrain.

Within seconds, the terrified cattle were gone. And the man, along with Leah Johnson, vanished into the shadows of the wilderness.
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“Leah? Leah?” Jaxon’s voice cracked with rising panic as he scanned the hillside. She had been right behind him minutes ago, driving cattle, steady in her saddle, and now she was gone. A cold, hollow feeling opened in his chest. Then he spotted Cash hurrying toward him, leading Leah’s horse by the reins. Jaxon’s heart dropped. He spurred his own horse forward and met Cash halfway.

“Where’s Leah? How did her horse get to you?”

Cash’s face was grim, lined with worry.

“I don’t know. When we drove the cattle back toward the creek, her horse came barreling toward me, riderless. Spooked bad.” He shook his head, jaw tightening. “I circled the area, checked the brush and the hill. No sign of her.”

Jaxon’s stomach twisted painfully. Leah would never leave her horse willingly. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. They began shouting her name, voices echoing across the hills and returning to them empty.

“Leah!”

“Leah, answer me!”

“Leah!”

Cowboys nearby heard the urgency and joined the search, spreading out over the terrain, scanning the ground, calling for her, listening for any cry or rustle. Nothing. No movement. No shout. No sign of her. The silence that followed was suffocating.

Jaxon’s pulse hammered in his ears. Cash’s expression hardened into raw fear. Something had happened to her. And whatever it was, it wasn’t an accident.
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Leah drifted back to consciousness in a haze of pain. At first, everything was muffled, the world tilting, her stomach churning, her head throbbing with a deep, unbearable ache. Then she felt hands on her, rough and impatient, trying to hoist her upward. A wagon. He was trying to lift her onto a wagon.

A fresh spike of pain tore through her skull, white-hot along the edges of the wound she’d gotten when she hit the rock. But instinct surged up and took over. She fought.

“No—stop! Let go of me!” Her voice was hoarse, cracked, but sharp enough to carry her panic. “What are you doing? Who are you? What do you want from me?” She twisted violently in his grip, striking whatever part of him she could reach. Her nails raked across cloth and skin. Her elbow caught his ribs. She kicked blindly.

Her sudden burst of strength startled him enough that he lost his grip. Leah dropped to the dusty ground with a painful thud, gasping as the impact sent another shockwave through her skull.

But adrenaline shoved her forward. She dug her palms into the earth, ready to push herself up and run. She never got the chance.

A dark shape loomed above her. Metal flashed in the corner of her vision. Before she could even turn her head, the cold, solid butt of a gun slammed into her temple. Right over the wound. Agonizing pain exploded through her skull, white, blinding, searing. Her breath caught, the world spun violently. Then everything dissolved into darkness again.
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3

He Picked the Wrong Woman
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It was nearly dark when Heber’s wagon finally rattled into the small, weather-worn farm just outside Kneeland. Shadows stretched long across the yard, and the last streaks of daylight were fading behind the hills.

Colt stepped out from the barn, wiping sweat and dust from his brow.

“Heber, where have you been all day?” he called, irritation edging his voice as he approached the wagon. Heber rolled his eyes dramatically. 

“Ain’t nothin’ but my work, Colt. Don’t you go worryin’ none.”

That tone, arrogant, dismissive, made Colt’s stomach tighten. Heber hopped off the seat and strutted to the back of the wagon, yanking the canvas cover aside. Colt froze.

Lying motionless inside, bound and bloodied, was a young woman, barely older than twenty. Her blonde hair was matted with dirt and dried blood, her face pale beneath the grime. She looked like she had been dragged through hell.

“Who is she?” Colt demanded, disbelief rising in his voice. “And what is she doing here?” He turned his glare on his older brother, fury simmering just beneath the surface.

“Ain’t your affair, all right?” Heber barked. “She’ll be stayin’ on with us awhile. That’s all you gotta know.” He climbed into the wagon and began untying her wrists. But when he bent to lift her, Colt shoved him aside and scooped the young woman into his own arms. She was frighteningly light, her head lolling against his chest. Up close, the injury looked worse, an ugly, swollen gash at her temple, dried blood covering half her face.

“What did you do to her?” Colt spat, barely keeping his temper in check.

“She tried boltin’ on me and cracked her head on a damn rock,” Heber replied with a shrug. Colt’s jaw clenched. 

“That looks like more than a fall on a rock. Did you hit her too?”

Heber smirked, completely unashamed.

“She woke thrashin’, so I gave her a good whack with my gun butt.” He grinned, wicked and proud. Colt felt his stomach turn. There were vile men in the world, but his brother... his brother was something worse. Without another word, Colt carried the unconscious woman into the dimly lit house.

“Haul her to your room, Colt,” Heber called after him. “She can be your plaything for a spell.”

Colt stopped walking. For a heartbeat, his rage was so strong he couldn’t move. Then he stalked into his small bedroom, laid the girl gently on his bed, and spun around. He grabbed Heber by the shirt and slammed him against the wall.

“You’re nothin’ but prairie coal, Heber,” Colt muttered, fury tremblin’ in his voice. “I ain’t hurtin’ that girl, and I ain’t dishonorin’ her. I’m goin’ for the doctor and the sheriff. You’ll rot behind iron for this.”

Before Heber could respond, his Indian woman stepped into the room carrying a bowl of water and cloths. The moment she saw Colt pinning Heber to the wall, fear flickered in her eyes. Heber jerked free of Colt’s hold, grabbed the woman by the wrist, and shoved the barrel of his gun against her head. The bowl slipped from her hands and shattered on the floor, water splashing across the boards. She gasped, trembling.

“You listen close,” Heber growled, “you tell a soul, and Sarah and Cora both die. I’ll make damn sure of it.”

Colt’s blood ran cold. He knew it wasn’t an empty threat. Heber had crossed plenty of lines before, but threatening the lives of the two innocent Indian women was too much. Colt breathed hard through his teeth. His brother wasn’t just cruel. He was one of the worst human beings alive.
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Heber was fifteen years older than Colt, old enough to have been more of a shadow than a brother throughout Colt’s childhood. He and their older brothers had moved out when Colt was barely five, leaving home with nothing more than a knapsack and a trail of trouble behind them. Their parents rarely spoke his name after that, and Colt didn’t see him again for years.

Then, the previous week, Heber rode back into his life without warning, grinning like he owned the world, with two Indian women walking behind his horse like frightened shadows. One of them, Cora, was little more than a child, fifteen at most. The older woman, Sarah, perhaps in her late twenties, was thin and wary, her eyes hollow with fear and exhaustion.

Colt had wanted to throw Heber off the property the instant he saw them. But he didn’t. Not because he wanted his brother there, Heber was the last man he would willingly host, but because he didn’t want to put the women in even greater danger.

Heber’s life had always been a trail of immorality, crime, and selfish destruction. Yet Colt had made a promise, a dying promise, to their mother. On her deathbed, she had clutched Colt’s hand and whispered through fading breath: “Only turn your brother in if you can keep yourself, and others, safe.”

Colt had lived by those words. Barely. He knew full well Heber would never change. But as long as those two girls lived under his roof, he couldn’t risk provoking Heber into further violence.

And now, seeing how Heber had treated this new girl, the blonde woman he’d dragged in, bloodied and unconscious, Colt felt that promise twisting around his heart like barbed wire.

He didn’t know where Sarah and Cora had come from. He suspected the truth, though, Heber had either snatched them from their tribe or ‘bought’ them from someone equally vile. The thought made Colt’s stomach churn.
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Heber finally released his grip on Sarah’s wrist. The terrified woman scrambled out of the room to fetch fresh water, her feet slipping in the spilled puddle on the floor. Colt’s jaw tightened, fury burning through every nerve in his body. Someday soon, he promised himself, his mother’s words or not... Heber was going to answer for all of this.
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Leah stirred when something cool and wet touched her forehead. The faint dabbing sent a flash of pain through her skull, pulling a low groan from her throat. Her eyelids fluttered, heavy and swollen, and when she finally pried them open, she found a young Indian woman leaning over her with gentle, careful hands.

The woman was cleaning the wound at Leah’s temple. Her dark eyes filled with sympathy and worry. Panic shot through Leah like lightning. She tried to sit up, tried to run, but the sudden movement made her head explode with agony. She gasped and fell back against the pillow, dizzy and disoriented.

“Where... where am I?” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Who are you? How did I get here?”

The woman set down her cloth and placed a calming hand on Leah’s shoulder.

“Shh... you are safe. Please, don’t move too quickly. What is your name?”

Leah opened her mouth, then froze. Her mind felt like a blank, endless fog. No names. No faces. No memory at all.

“I... I don’t know,” she stammered, breath hitching. “I don’t remember.”

A man stepped closer, tall, broad-shouldered, worry shadowing his features. He looked younger than the other man lingering in the doorway.

“Do you know where you’re from?” he asked softly. “Who your family is?”

Leah tried. She really did. But nothing came. The more she reached for the memories, the faster they dissolved like smoke. She shook her head helplessly. Before he could say anything more, the older man shoved past him. He was rough, hard-eyed, with a coldness that made Leah’s stomach twist. Something about him, his voice, his presence, felt wrong. Unsettling. Familiar in a way that made her skin crawl.

“Ain’t no need to worry none, Leah,” he said, all honeyed smoothness. “Your memory’ll trot on back before long.” He gestured around the room. “Name’s Heber. That there’s Sarah,” the Indian woman flinched at the sound of it, “an’ this fella’s my brother, Colt.”

Leah’s gaze flicked toward Colt. He looked tense, like he wanted to say something, interrupt something, but his eyes darted toward Heber, then Sarah, and the words died on his tongue. Heber continued, far too casually, “You’re Colt’s wife.”

Leah’s breath caught. His voice was too smug. Too controlled. Too cold. Even without her memory, she could sense the lie coiling through his words like a snake. Colt stiffened visibly at Heber’s declaration, his jaw locking tight, but he didn’t refute it. Leah didn’t know why he held back, but the tension radiating off him was palpable.

“Yep,” Heber continued, voice slick as oil, “you’re Colt’s wife, an’ you walloped your head on a beam in the barn. Two good hits. We found you out cold.”
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