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Chapter 1 – The Great Escape
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Harper Quinn didn’t run in heels. She strutted. She sashayed. Occasionally, she power-walked through a Nordstrom sale. But this? This was survival.

Her veil flapped behind her like a manic jellyfish as she sprinted down the hotel’s marble staircase, bouquet flying out of her hand and bouncing once, twice, before landing in the fountain with a soggy splash. Somewhere above her, someone screamed her name. Too high-pitched to be the groom. Too emotional to be her mother. Probably the wedding planner, mourning the death of the color scheme.

She hit the curb, yanked open the door of a 1967 cherry-red convertible that definitely wasn’t hers—oops—and floored the gas. The engine coughed, then roared like it liked a woman in lace behind the wheel.

“Sorry, Brad,” she muttered as the car peeled away from the curb. “You cheated, I stole your car. Let’s call it even.”

The veil whipped out the window and vanished. Good. She never liked that thing anyway.

An hour later, the sky cracked open like a bad mood.

Harper squinted through the rain-streaked windshield, squatting in the middle of nowhere. The GPS had died somewhere around You’re Lost, Sweetheart, and the fuel gauge hovered between Nope and Good Luck. Her once-pristine heels were now tossed in the passenger seat, and her gown had turned from bridal couture to soggy meringue.

The convertible wheezed, sputtered, and coasted to a dramatic stop at the side of a gravel road surrounded by fields, fences, and absolutely nothing useful.

“Well, that tracks.”

She shoved open the door and stepped into mud with all the grace of a drunk flamingo.

“Fantastic. Just perfect. I’m going to die out here. In a Vera Wang. I hope the coyotes appreciate satin.”

Lightning split the sky.

Somewhere, a horse neighed.

Harper froze.

A shape emerged through the mist and rain, slow and steady. A man on horseback. Big. Broad. Wearing a black cowboy hat like it wasn’t a costume. As he got closer, the rest came into focus—mud-spattered jeans, soaked flannel shirt, and the kind of jawline that made a girl re-evaluate her life choices. Not that Harper needed help with that.

He stopped a few feet from her. The horse snorted. The cowboy did not.

Harper blinked rain from her lashes. “You real?”

He tilted his head like he was deciding if she was real.

“I’m not robbing you,” she added, hands up. “Though, full disclosure, the car’s stolen. Technically.”

Still no words.

She gestured to her drowned dress. “I’m not crazy, if that’s your next thought. Just...very, very unlucky.”

Finally, he spoke. Voice low. Rough like gravel. “You always show up in the middle of nowhere dressed like that?”

She blinked. “Only on weekends.”

A pause. Then, miraculously, the barest twitch of his mouth. Not a smile. But not not a smile.

“You need a ride?” he asked.

She looked down at her ruined heels, then up at the horse.

“You’re kidding.”

He wasn’t.

She rode sidesaddle behind him, arms locked tight around his waist, praying the rain didn’t turn her into a soggy human slip-n-slide. The horse trotted down a dirt trail, winding through trees that looked like they hadn’t seen another soul since Y2K.

“I’m Harper,” she shouted over the rain.

He didn’t answer.

“Harper Quinn. Thirty, Sagittarius, lactose intolerant, emotionally available.”

Still no answer.

“Do you have a name, or do you just haunt rainstorms on horseback?”

He said something. She missed it.

“What?”

“Colt.”

She leaned closer. “As in... Colt? Like the gun?”

He nodded once. “And the horse.”

“Of course.”

By the time they reached the cabin, Harper was shivering so hard her teeth sounded like castanets.

Colt slid off the horse and offered a hand. She took it. Warm. Callused. Strong.

The cabin was small, neat, and smelled like firewood and coffee. She hovered by the hearth while Colt poured her a mug and handed her a flannel shirt the size of a tent.

“You live out here alone?” she asked, drying her hair with a towel.

“Mostly.”

“Why?”

He glanced up. “Why’d you run from your wedding?”

She opened her mouth. Closed it.

“Touché.”

Later, dry and wrapped in his shirt, Harper curled up on the couch while Colt moved silently around the cabin. No music. No TV. Just rain on the roof and the crackle of the fire.

He handed her a blanket. “You can stay tonight.”

“Thank you.”

“One night.”

“Sure.”

Outside, the storm rolled over the hills. Inside, something unspoken settled between them. Not quite comfort. Not quite tension.

Something strange.

Something like the beginning of a lie that might turn into a life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – A Deal with the Devil’s Hat.
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Morning showed up rude and early, pouring light through the dusty windows like it had something to prove.

Harper sat up slowly on the couch, hair a lion’s nest, makeup smudged into raccoon territory. The flannel shirt had twisted around her in the night like it was fighting for its life. She rubbed her eyes and squinted at the kitchen.

Colt was already dressed, boots on, shirt tucked, coffee in hand. Like he woke up at 5 a.m. by choice.

“Morning,” she croaked.

He nodded. “Coffee’s hot. Help yourself.”

She stood, tripped on the blanket, cursed, and limped toward salvation. He watched her like one might observe a cat trying to open a cabinet.

“This shirt smells like smoke and regret,” she mumbled, pouring a mug.

“It’s clean.”

She took a sip. Almost moaned. “Okay, you win. I’ll marry you for the coffee.”

Silence.

She glanced up.

He was staring at her. Expression unreadable.

Harper froze. “That was a joke.”

Colt sipped his coffee.

“Well... kind of.”

By mid-morning, Harper had washed her face, braided her hair, and found a half-dead pair of jeans and a flannel in Colt’s laundry room. She looked like a bad extra in a western, but it beat dragging lace through cow poop.

Colt was outside, fixing a fence post with brutal efficiency. She watched from the porch, sipping more coffee.

“You always this quiet?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Like, born that way? Or was it a tragic barn accident?”

His hammer paused mid-swing. “You always this loud?”

“I’m charming,” she said. “It’s different.”

Later, he offered to drive her into town. The truck smelled like motor oil and pine, and the radio didn’t work.

The town of Whispering Valley appeared like a movie set someone forgot to take down. One diner, one general store, one suspiciously crooked church, and about eight retired cowboys playing checkers like it was a religion.

As soon as they stepped out of the truck, a voice called out:

“Colt Maddox, you finally brought home a woman!”

Harper turned.

A spry, white-haired bartender leaned out of the saloon’s swinging doors. He looked thrilled, like Christmas and gossip had come early.

“She’s not—” Colt started.

“We’re engaged,” Harper said brightly, slipping her hand into Colt’s.

Colt’s eyes sliced toward her.

The old man let out a war whoop. “Well, I’ll be! I knew you had it in you!”

Harper beamed and tugged Colt toward the general store.

“Explain,” Colt growled the moment they were alone in the canned goods aisle.

Harper reached for a tin of peaches. “Relax. It’s a harmless little lie. A fake engagement makes everything simpler.”

“For who?”

“For both of us. They’ll stop asking questions. My ex won’t come sniffing if he thinks I’m already claimed. And no offense, but people around here seem very invested in your love life. You want them off your back too, right?”

He crossed his arms. “And you just decided we’re a couple?”

“I did you a favor,” she said, tossing a can in the basket. “You’re welcome.”

“I don’t lie.”

“You don’t talk, either. So really, I’m doing all the heavy lifting.”

By the time they returned to the truck, four people had congratulated them, one had offered to bake a cake, and the general store clerk gave them a “couple’s discount” on beef jerky.

Colt pulled her aside by the arm. Not rough. Not gentle, either.

“This doesn’t leave town. One week. Then you’re gone, and we’re done.”

Harper held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

“You weren’t a scout.”

“No, but I dated one once. He was into knots.”

Colt gave her a look that said he regretted every choice that brought him to this moment.

Back at the ranch, Harper unpacked her “supplies” from the general store: deodorant, lip balm, marshmallows, and three questionable romance novels she bought for “research.”

Colt brought in firewood like a man who didn’t believe in central heating.

She flopped onto the couch. “So, fiancé, tell me—what’s your tragic backstory?”

Colt didn’t look up. “I don’t do tragic.”

“Then what do you do?”

He set the wood down. “I build fences. Feed animals. Fix what’s broken.”

She snorted. “Well, congrats, you just described every cowboy romance ever.”

A beat passed.

Then he said, “You really think this fake fiancé thing’s gonna work?”

She leaned back, grinning. “Trust me. I’ve lied to bigger crowds in higher heels.”

Later that night, she stepped outside with a blanket and watched the stars. Colt was still inside, sharpening a tool that looked like it belonged in a horror movie.

The sky out here was too big, too quiet, too full of questions she didn’t want to answer.

She whispered to the wind, “Don’t fall for the cowboy. Just use the cowboy.”

But the air didn’t answer.

Only a soft rustle of leaves and, somewhere deep in the hills, a whisper that didn’t sound like wind at all.
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