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Chapter One: Waters Edge


“Don’t you dare touch that gate, Lily, or you’re going to be covered in mud before we even get to the truck.”


Abby Jenkins pulled her honey-brown hair tighter into its clip, her fingers trembling slightly against the cool morning air. She watched her four-year-old daughter, Lily, freeze with a hand outstretched toward the rusted hinges of the Whispering Creek Cattle Co. pasture gate. The girl’s boots were already caked in the thick, unforgiving silt of the high-elevation pasturelands. Abby let out a long, ragged breath, the kind that came from too many nights of broken sleep and too many days of watching the water levels in their creek drop dangerously low.


“I’m sorry, Mommy,” Lily whispered, her large eyes wide and solemn.


“It’s alright, sweetie. I’m just tired,” Abby said, softening her voice. She reached down to scoop the child into her arms, ignoring the dull ache in her lower back. She looked toward the horizon, where the jagged peaks of the Rockies cut into the sky like broken glass. The water rights for this land were the lifeblood of their operation, and lately, it felt like someone was trying to bleed them dry.


A low rumble of an engine broke the silence. A heavy-duty truck with the emblem of the Valley Spring Water District pulled up near the fence line, kicking up a spray of gravel. Abby stiffened. She knew that truck, and she knew exactly who was driving it.


Wyatt Morgan stepped out of the cab, his broad-shouldered frame casting a long, sharp shadow across the dirt. He adjusted his hat, his storm gray eyes scanning the property with a focused, analytical intensity that always made Abby feel like she was being measured for a suit she didn’t want to wear. His dark brown hair was windblown, a stark contrast to the steady, calm way he moved.


“Abby,” he said, his voice a deep, gravelly baritone that seemed to vibrate in the thin mountain air. “I didn’t expect to see you out this far from the main house so early.”


“The creek is barely a trickle, Wyatt,” Abby replied, shifting Lily to her other hip. “I don’t need a water district official to tell me that we’re in trouble. I can see it for myself.”


Wyatt walked toward them, his boots crunching rhythmically on the dry earth. He didn’t stop until he was only a few feet away, close enough that she could smell the scent of cedar and worn leather clinging to his jacket. He looked at Lily, his expression shifting from detached professionalism to something softer, almost guarded.


“I’m not here to deliver bad news today, Abby,” he said, his steady hands hooked into his belt loops. “I’m here because I’ve been looking at the flow maps. The diversion upstream isn’t just natural evaporation. It’s calculated.”


Abby’s heart hammered against her ribs. “Calculated? You mean someone is taking it on purpose? We have senior water rights, Wyatt. You know that better than anyone.”


“I know what the books say,” Wyatt said, his gaze shifting back to her. His eyes held a flicker of something she couldn’t quite name. He offered her a faint, fleeting smile before turning his focus back to the parched earth. “But the people moving in on the north ridge don’t care about paper rights. They care about leverage. They want to squeeze the smaller operations until they’re forced to sell. And if they control the headwaters, they control your future.”


* * *

Abby set Lily down, keeping a protective hand on the girl’s shoulder. The wind picked up, whistling through the pines and carrying the scent of impending snow from the higher elevations. She looked at Wyatt, searching his face for a sign of deception, but found only the weary honesty of a man who had spent his life navigating the politics of a dry valley.


“So what do you suggest?” Abby asked, her voice tight. “That I just sit here and watch the cattle go thirsty while you document the decline?”


Wyatt stepped closer, his shadow falling over her. He looked down at his boots, then back at her, his jaw set. “I’m saying that the district is going to be useless for you, Abby. They’re bought and paid for by the same group that’s eyeing this acreage. If you want to keep this place, you’re going to need a legal buffer. Something that ties your interests to someone with enough standing to fight them.”


Abby felt a cold knot of dread form in her stomach. “A buffer? You’re talking about a partnership.”


“I’m talking about a marriage,” Wyatt said, his voice dropping to a low, intense murmur. “A marriage of convenience. If we were to combine the homesteads, if we were to legally join our interests, they wouldn’t be able to touch your water rights without going through the district office—and they wouldn’t be able to go through me.”


Abby laughed, a sharp, humorless sound that echoed off the nearby ridge. “You want me to marry you? We barely know each other, Wyatt. You’re a recluse who hides out in that valley office, and I’m a woman trying to keep her daughter fed and her cattle alive. That’s not a foundation for a marriage.”


“It’s a foundation for survival,” Wyatt countered, his eyes searching hers. “I’ve watched you struggle for three years, Abby. I’ve watched you work until your hands bleed, and I’ve watched you try to be everything for that little girl. You don’t have to do it alone. I’m not looking for a romance. I’m looking for a way to stop them from destroying everything this town was built on.”


Lily tugged at Abby’s jeans, looking up with a confused frown. “Mommy, are we going home?”


Abby didn’t answer. She looked at the creek bed, then back at Wyatt. His hands were steady, his posture unyielding. He wasn’t a man who made jokes, and he certainly wasn’t a man who would offer such a thing if he didn’t see it as a desperate, final solution.


“You’re asking me to trade my independence for a piece of paper,” Abby whispered.


“I’m asking you to protect your daughter’s future,” Wyatt corrected. “Think about it. Don’t give me an answer now. But look at the dust, Abby. Look at the mud that isn’t there. We’re running out of time.”


He tipped his hat, turned on his heel, and walked back to his truck. The engine roared to life, a deep, powerful sound that seemed to shake the very ground she stood on. As he drove away, leaving behind only the scent of exhaust and the lingering chill of his presence, Abby felt the weight of the mountain pressing down on her shoulders. She looked down at Lily, who was busy picking up a smooth stone from the dry creek bed.


“Come on, Lily,” Abby said, her voice barely a whisper. “Let’s go home.”


She walked toward the barn, her mind racing. Hank Vance was waiting by the gate, his weathered face etched with lines of worry. He’d seen the truck, and he’d seen the way Wyatt had looked at her. He didn’t say a word as she approached, only took the reins of the lead horse from her hand, his eyes asking the questions she wasn’t ready to answer.


“He’s trouble, Abby,” Hank said, his voice as rough as sandpaper. “But he’s the only one who knows where the water is going.”


“I know, Hank,” Abby replied, glancing back one last time at the empty road. “God help me, I know.”


Chapter Two: A Proposition on the Porch


“You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to just hand over my life to you on a whim, Wyatt Morgan.” Abby slammed the heavy oak door behind her, the sound echoing through the porch like a gunshot. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic rhythm that matched the rising heat in her cheeks. She gripped the railing, her knuckles turning white against the weathered wood. She didn’t look at him, couldn’t bring herself to face those storm gray eyes, but she felt his presence looming at the edge of the steps, solid and immovable as the granite peaks surrounding them.


“I never said it would be a whim, Abby,” he replied, his voice a low, steady rumble that seemed to vibrate in the cool evening air. He didn’t step closer, keeping a respectful distance, but the sheer weight of him felt like a physical force. “I’m talking about survival. Yours, mine, and that little girl’s. The valley isn’t just drying up; it’s being carved out from under us by people who don’t care if this land turns to dust by next season.”


Abby finally turned to look at him. He stood with his hands tucked into the pockets of his worn denim jacket, his broad shoulders silhouetted against the fading twilight. His hair was slightly tousled by the mountain breeze, and those steady hands of his were currently balled into fists, betraying a tension he usually kept hidden behind that stoic rancher exterior. He looked exhausted, the same way she felt, but there was a flicker of something else in his expression—a desperate, quiet resolve.


“And what makes you think a piece of paper is going to stop them?” she asked, her voice trembling despite her best efforts to keep it steady. “They want the water rights, Wyatt. They don’t care if I’m married or single. They’ll find a way to squeeze me out, and dragging you into this mess only makes you a target too.”


“They care about optics,” he countered, taking a slow step onto the porch. The floorboards creaked under his weight. “They’re looking for a vulnerable woman on a failing ranch to make an example of. If the Whispering Creek Cattle Co. joins forces with the Valley Spring Water District, we aren’t just a struggling widow and a reclusive neighbor anymore. We’re a unified front. We’re a family. It’s harder to evict a family during the winter months, especially when the community has eyes on us.”


Abby let out a sharp, incredulous laugh. “A family? Is that what you’re calling this? A business arrangement disguised as a vow?”


“I’m calling it a lifeline,” he said, his voice dropping an octave, softening around the edges. He looked at her then, really looked at her, his storm-gray gaze searching hers for a flicker of understanding. “I’ve watched you work yourself to the




























