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CHAPTER ONE
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CEDAR RIDGE

They had been running for three days and were now holed up on Cedar Ridge.

How long before the gang found them was anyone’s guess.

Clara Vance lay behind a shelf of pale stone and watched the trail twisting through the pines below. Beside her, Wade Hollister tightened a strip of cloth around the bullet wound in his shoulder.

“You’re bleeding again,” Clara said.

“I’ll live.”

“You’ve said that since Briar Flats.”

Wade managed a tired smile.

Four nights earlier, he had appeared behind her father’s mercantile with Silas Greeley’s riders close behind. Wade carried documents proving Greeley had stolen farms and ranches through forged deeds and false debts.

One of those farms had belonged to Clara’s father.

Silas had planned to marry Clara and take control of everything her family still owned.

Instead, Clara had hidden Wade, stolen the evidence, and fled town with him.

Now the papers rested inside her coat.

A hawk cried somewhere below.

Wade immediately reached for his rifle.

A second cry answered from the opposite slope.

“That wasn’t a bird,” he said.

Clara’s stomach tightened.

Greeley’s men had found them.

Wade rose unsteadily.

“There’s an abandoned mining cabin beyond the eastern bluff.”

“How far?”

“Two miles.”

“You can barely walk.”

“I’ll walk far enough.”

Clara took his good arm and helped him down the rocky path.

Hoofbeats sounded below.

They reached the cabin shortly before dark. The roof sagged, and one wall had separated from the foundation, but it offered shelter.

Wade barred the door.

“We leave after midnight,” he said.

“For Willow Junction?”

“If Judge Harland receives those papers, Greeley is finished.”

Clara looked at Wade’s pale face.

“And if we don’t reach him?”

“You take the papers and keep going.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“That isn’t bravery, Clara.”

“No. It’s love.”

Wade stared at her.

The word had escaped before she could stop it.

He touched her cheek.

“I love you too.”

A rifle cracked outside.

The bullet tore through the cabin wall.

Mercer Pike’s voice carried from the darkness.

“You’ve got until sunrise, Hollister!”

Wade lowered his hand and reached for his rifle.

They had finally spoken the truth.

Now they had to survive long enough for it to matter.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE BURNING CABIN

Mercer Pike and six riders surrounded the mining cabin.

“Send Clara outside,” Pike called. “Mr. Greeley may still forgive her.”

Clara stepped near the broken window.

“Tell Silas I’d rather sleep in a grave.”

Pike laughed.

“That can be arranged.”

Gunfire struck the cabin.

Wade fired through a gap in the wall, forcing two riders behind the trees.

Clara searched the back room and found an old trapdoor beneath a pile of rotted boards. It opened into a shallow mine tunnel.

“There’s another way out,” she said.

Wade looked toward the front wall.

“They’ll see us.”

“Not if they’re watching the fire.”

She gathered dry cloth and scattered it beneath the stove. Wade understood.

They set the cabin ablaze, then crawled into the tunnel as smoke filled the room.

The passage ended behind a jumble of boulders fifty yards uphill.

Clara and Wade emerged as flames climbed through the roof.

Pike’s men rushed toward the cabin, believing their prisoners trapped inside.

Clara helped Wade into the trees.

They traveled until the fire disappeared behind the ridge.

Near dawn, Wade collapsed beside a stream.

Clara knelt beside him.

His wound was hot and swollen.

“I can’t carry you,” she whispered.

“You don’t have to.”

“Don’t say that.”

He reached inside his shirt and removed a small silver locket.

“My mother gave me this.”

Inside was a faded picture of a smiling woman.

“I thought I might give it to my wife someday.”

Clara closed the locket.

“You still can.”

Wade placed it in her hand.

“Then keep it until I ask.”

She tied it around her neck.

A branch snapped nearby.

Clara raised the rifle.

An elderly woman stepped from the trees carrying a rabbit and a long gun.

“My name is Alma Fitch,” she said. “And unless you want that man dead by noon, you’d better follow me.”

Alma led them to a hidden cabin near Blackwater Creek.

She cleaned Wade’s wound and gave him bitter medicine.

When Clara showed her the papers, Alma’s eyes narrowed.

“Greeley stole my spring.”

“Can you reach Judge Harland?” Clara asked.

“I can.”

Wade struggled upright.

“The roads will be watched.”

Alma smiled without humor.

“I don’t use roads.”

She hid the documents inside a flour sack and left before sunrise.

Clara watched her disappear among the pines.

Their evidence was finally moving toward safety.

But Pike’s riders were still searching Cedar Ridge.
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CHAPTER THREE
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ONE QUIET NIGHT

Wade slept most of the day.

By evening, his fever had broken.

Clara sat beside him while rain tapped softly against the cabin roof.

“Alma said you may recover,” she told him.

“May?”

“She doesn’t waste words on comfort.”

Wade took her hand.

“Neither do you.”

“I told you I loved you.”

“That was comforting.”

Clara smiled.

For one quiet hour, the gang seemed far away.

They spoke about the lives they might have after Judge Harland cleared Wade’s name. Clara wanted a small house with a garden and a porch facing west.

Wade wanted horses.

“How many?” she asked.

“Six.”

“You can have two.”

“Four.”

“Three.”

“Agreed.”

He brushed a strand of hair from her face.

“And children?”

Clara’s cheeks warmed.

“Perhaps.”

“How many?”

“That depends on whether they behave like you.”

He laughed softly, then winced.

Clara leaned close.

“You have to live long enough to become troublesome.”

“I promise.”

She kissed him.

Outside, a horse whinnied.

Wade’s expression changed.

They extinguished the lamp.

Through a crack in the wall, Clara saw riders entering the clearing.

Mercer Pike dismounted.

“This is the last cabin on the ridge,” he said. “Search it.”

Wade checked the rifle.

“Go through the back window.”

“No.”

“Clara—”

“I will not spend the rest of my life wondering whether I could have saved you.”

He pressed his forehead against hers.

“If they take us, Greeley will kill us both.”

“Then we make sure they don’t take us.”

The door shook beneath a heavy blow.

Wade fired through it.

A man cried out.

Clara climbed into the loft and fired from the upper window, driving another rider toward the trees.

Pike’s men returned fire.

Glass shattered. Splinters filled the room.

The back wall suddenly burst inward.

Two men rushed through.

Clara struck one with the rifle barrel. Wade shot the second.

Pike entered behind them and fired.

Wade fell.

Clara screamed and shot Pike in the leg.

The remaining riders dragged their wounded foreman away, fearing Judge Harland’s deputies might already be near.

Silence returned.

Clara dropped beside Wade.

The bullet had entered his side.

He was still alive.

But she knew they could no longer outrun anyone.
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