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Chapter One — The Drifter
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The late spring sun painted the hills gold as Rachel Emery rode out toward the south pasture, the familiar leather creak of her saddle and the steady rhythm of her mare’s hooves grounding her in the silence of the morning.

Her father had sent her to check on the new hire — the drifter who’d wandered into town last week and, after a short talk behind the barn, had been offered the summer’s work breaking horses.

“You can keep an eye on him,” her father had said that morning, over black coffee and bacon. “Make sure he’s earning his keep.”

And so here she was.

Rachel tugged the brim of her hat lower as the sun climbed higher, shading her face as she crested the last ridge. Below, the round pen stood in a cloud of dust, the posts weathered from years of use. Inside, a wild bay colt bucked and spun, rope taut between its halter and the steady hands of Luke Carver.

Rachel stopped her mare and watched, breath catching despite herself.

The drifter moved with a kind of easy grace — not hurried, not afraid. Just... sure. He kept his shoulders loose and his eyes fixed on the colt, murmuring words Rachel couldn’t hear. The horse snorted and danced to the side, kicking up dirt, but Luke didn’t let go. He just shifted with it, patient as the earth itself, until finally the animal’s wild eyes softened, and it stilled beneath his touch.

Rachel’s fingers tightened on the reins.

Luke straightened, ran a palm over the colt’s neck, and finally glanced up. His gaze found hers instantly, as though he’d known she was there all along.

“Miss Emery,” he called, voice smooth and low.

She swallowed and nudged her mare forward to the edge of the pen.

“Mr. Carver,” she returned, nodding in polite acknowledgment.

The faintest smile tugged at the corner of his mouth — a little crooked, a little knowing.

Rachel felt her cheeks flush under his gaze and hated herself for it.

“You’ve got a steady hand,” she said, more stiffly than she intended.

“Thank you, ma’am,” he replied easily, letting the rope slacken. “Horse just needs someone to listen, that’s all. Not so different from folks, I figure.”

Rachel raised an eyebrow, caught off guard by the quiet confidence in his voice.

He didn’t look like the sort of man who thought much about folks — with his rough clothes, sunburnt neck, and a faint shadow of stubble along his jaw. He looked like someone who belonged on the move. Someone who didn’t stay.

And yet here he was.

Her mare sidestepped, impatient to get moving, but Rachel stayed where she was.

Luke finally broke the silence, picking up a brush and turning back to the colt.

“Well,” he said lightly, “you can tell your daddy his horse is coming along fine. I aim to have him saddle broke in another week.”

“I’ll do that,” she said, tugging her mare’s reins gently.

But she didn’t leave right away.

She sat there for another long moment, watching the drifter run the brush down the colt’s neck.

And when he glanced back at her with those quiet, steady eyes and that faint, crooked smile... she felt something dangerous spark low in her chest.

She swallowed hard, turned her mare toward the ridge, and rode away.

But even with the sun in her eyes and the wind in her hair, she could still feel his gaze following her all the way home.
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Chapter Two — The Proposal
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By the time Rachel returned to the house, the sun was high and the air hung heavy and still.

Her father sat at the kitchen table, sleeves rolled to his elbows, ledger open in front of him. He didn’t look up when she came in, just said:

“Well? How’s he working out?”

Rachel set her hat on its peg by the door and smoothed her skirt before answering.

“He’s... capable,” she said carefully. “Patient with the horse. Seems to know what he’s doing.”

“Good,” her father grunted, making a note in the margin of his ledger. “Didn’t look like much when he showed up, but I figured we’d take a chance.”

Rachel hesitated, her hands tightening slightly around the back of the chair in front of her.

“Anything else?” he asked, finally glancing up at her.

“No,” she murmured, shaking her head. “That was all.”

Her father leaned back in his chair, watching her for a long moment with sharp, calculating eyes.

“You know,” he said slowly, “Luke Carver’s just passing through. Men like that always are. Never put down roots, never leave anything behind but dust. You understand that, don’t you?”

Rachel swallowed hard, forcing herself to nod.

“Yes, Daddy,” she said quietly.

He didn’t seem convinced, but he nodded just the same.

“Good girl,” he said, closing the ledger. Then he stood, picking up his hat from the table.

“Frank’ll be by this evening,” he added as he headed for the door. “Best you clean yourself up before supper.”

Rachel blinked, her stomach knotting.

“Frank?” she repeated, though she already knew the answer.

Her father paused in the doorway, turning back just enough to give her a faint, approving smile.

“Frank Harris,” he said. “Made me a fair offer yesterday. Wants to marry you and take over the ranch when I’m gone. That’s what’s best, Rachel. For all of us.”

And then he was gone, leaving the door swinging gently in his wake.

Rachel stood in the quiet kitchen for a long time, her heart hammering in her chest.

Frank Harris.

The ranch’s foreman for nearly a decade. Solid. Dependable. And twice her age.

She thought of his blunt hands, his heavy laugh, his possessive way of looking at her sometimes.

And then, unbidden, she thought of Luke Carver — his easy smile, his quiet confidence, the way his eyes had followed her as she rode away that morning.

Her stomach turned.

That evening, Rachel stood by the window in her Sunday dress, watching Frank’s buggy roll up the long drive.

Her father greeted him warmly on the porch, clapping his shoulder, ushering him inside.

Frank’s dark eyes swept the room and landed on her. He smiled — a broad, toothy grin — and she felt the weight of it settle over her like a yoke.

Rachel smiled back, because it was expected.

But deep inside her chest, she felt the spark of something else.

A quiet, stubborn fire.

The same fire she’d felt that morning when Luke Carver smiled at her.

And though she didn’t dare say it aloud — not yet — she already knew one thing for certain:

Her heart wasn’t hers to give anymore.
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Chapter Three — The Dance
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The Emery barn had never looked so alive.

Strings of lanterns glowed along the rafters, casting warm golden light over the packed dirt floor. A fiddle screeched joyfully in the corner, backed by a guitar and a banjo, while boots stomped in time to the music. The smell of woodsmoke and fresh hay hung heavy in the air, mingling with laughter and the sweet scent of cider.

Rachel stood near the edge of the crowd, her fingers twisting nervously in her skirts.

Her father had insisted she wear her best — a soft blue dress with tiny white flowers — and had been quick to point her in Frank Harris’s direction as soon as they arrived.

Frank was leaning against a post across the room now, his big arms folded, his dark eyes following her with possessive expectation.

She hated how she could feel his gaze like a weight on her shoulders.

But it wasn’t Frank she was watching.

It was Luke.

He stood on the far side of the room, leaning casually against the barn door, his hat tipped low over his eyes. He looked out of place amid the swirl of dancers and chatter, but his steady, quiet presence drew her like a magnet.

Rachel forced herself to look away, but her resolve faltered the second she heard his voice.

“Miss Emery.”

She turned to find him at her side, his hat in his hands now, a faint smile tugging at his lips.

“Mr. Carver,” she murmured, her
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