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​Chapter 1: The Midnight Knock
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The storm had teeth.

Peggy braced her shoulder against the cabin door, fighting the wind that shrieked through every gap in the chinked logs. Rain hammered the roof in waves, each gust shaking the structure until she half-expected the whole thing to lift off its foundation and tumble across the prairie like tumbleweed.

She'd birthed three babies in weather like this. One during a tornado that had stripped the barn bare while the mother screamed through her labor. The frontier didn't pause for convenience, and neither did God's timing.

The lamp on her table guttered. She crossed to it, cupping her hand around the glass chimney to steady the flame. Outside, lightning split the sky, turning her windows into brilliant squares of white before plunging everything back into shadow. Thunder followed so close it rattled her teeth.

Another crash. Different from the thunder.

Peggy's hand stilled on the lamp. She counted three heartbeats, listening past the roar of wind and rain.

Nothing.

She turned back toward the stove where her kettle sat waiting for morning tea. Probably just a branch torn loose from the cottonwood out back. The whole tree groaned in storms like this, its ancient roots clinging to the earth while its limbs thrashed against the sky.

Thud.

Her breath caught.

That wasn't a branch. Too heavy. Too deliberate.

She moved toward the door, her stockinged feet silent on the worn floorboards. The shotgun stood propped in the corner where she always kept it, loaded and ready. Her late husband Patrick had taught her to shoot before he'd taught her to milk a cow. The frontier's got more teeth than kindness, Peggy-girl. Best you remember that.

She'd remembered. Even after the fever took him, even after she'd wrapped his body in the quilt she'd stitched for their wedding bed, she'd remembered.

Her fingers closed around the smooth walnut stock. The weight settled into her hands like an old prayer, familiar and grounding.

Another sound. Softer. A scrape, maybe. Or a groan.

Peggy's pulse hammered against her throat. Bear, most likely. They wandered down from the mountains when storms drove them from their dens. Or a wolf, injured and desperate. She'd seen a cougar once, padding past her window with eyes that glowed green in her lamplight.

She thumbed back both hammers. The double click sounded loud even against the storm's fury.

"Lord, guide my hands," she whispered.

The door rattled on its hinges. Not from wind this time. Something heavy pressed against it from outside.

Peggy shifted her grip, planted her feet the way Patrick had shown her. Hip-width apart, weight balanced. She reached for the latch with one hand while keeping the shotgun trained on the doorframe.

The metal was cold under her palm. She counted to three, then yanked.

Wind exploded into the cabin, guttering the lamp and sending papers flying from her desk. Rain slashed through the opening, soaking her nightdress in seconds. Lightning flashed.

A man lay crumpled on her porch.

Not a bear. Not a wolf.

A man.

Peggy's breath seized in her chest. He sprawled face-down across her threshold, one arm stretched toward her door as if he'd been trying to knock. His clothes hung in tatters, dark with rain and something else. Something that looked black in the shadows but she knew would be red in daylight.

Blood.

She lowered the shotgun, her midwife's instincts rising faster than fear. Her eyes scanned him in the flickering lamplight. Tall, lean build. Dark clothing, mostly. No horse that she could see, which meant he'd walked or crawled. His hair was plastered to his skull, too matted with rain and mud to tell the color.

Lightning split the sky again.

For one brilliant second, his face turned toward her.

The shotgun slipped from her fingers.

No.

It couldn't be.

She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands hovering over his shoulders. Rain poured down her face, into her eyes, but she didn't blink. Couldn't.

That jaw. Sharp and stubborn, carved from the same stone as Caleb's. She'd know that profile anywhere, even half-hidden in shadow and suffering.

"Jace?"

Her voice came out broken. Small.

He didn't answer. Didn't move except for the shallow rise and fall of his ribs.

Peggy's hands found his shoulders, turning him as gently as she could manage. His head lolled back. More lightning, and she saw his face fully now. Thinner than she remembered. Older. A fresh scar cut across his cheek that hadn't been there three years ago when he'd tipped his hat to her outside the mercantile and asked if she needed help carrying her flour home.

Before he'd disappeared the first time.

Before he'd come back briefly, just long enough for Elizabeth and Caleb to hope.

Before he'd vanished again six weeks ago, leaving nothing but a cold campfire and a note that said I'm sorry.

"Oh, Jace." She pressed her palm to his forehead. Burning hot despite the rain. "What have you done?"

She had to get him inside. Had to see the wound, stop the bleeding, bring down the fever. Her mind sorted through her supplies even as she hooked her arms under his and started dragging him across the threshold.

Dead weight. That's what they called it, and Lord have mercy, it was aptly named. He had to weigh close to one-eighty, all of it muscle and bone and the kind of hardness that came from living rough.

Her feet slipped on the wet floor. She stumbled, caught herself against the doorframe, kept pulling. Rain hammered them both. Thunder shook the walls.

"Come on," she grunted. "Work with me here."

One foot. Two. His boots scraped across her threshold, leaving a dark smear she didn't want to examine too closely. She got his shoulders past the door and shoved it closed with her hip, cutting off the worst of the wind.

Silence crashed down like a physical thing. Just the drum of rain on the roof and her own ragged breathing.

Peggy knelt beside him, her hands already moving to his shirt. The fabric peeled away from his skin in strips, stiff with dried blood and fresh. A long graze carved across his ribs on the right side, angry and seeping. Not deep enough to kill him outright, but plenty deep enough to put him down if infection set in.

And it would. In this heat, with a storm raging and no way to keep the wound clean.

She lurched to her feet, crossing to her supplies. Water first. Clean bandages. Carbolic acid if she had any left. Her hands shook as she gathered what she needed, her mind racing ahead to all the ways this could go wrong.

He could die here. On her floor.

The prodigal son, come home only to bleed out in a widow's cabin.

She carried the basin back to him and dropped down again, her knees hitting the floor hard enough to bruise. Her hands found the wound, pressing a clean cloth against it to slow the bleeding. He didn't flinch. Didn't make a sound.

"Stay with me, Jace Galloway," she said. Not a request. A command. "You don't get to die. Not on my watch."

She worked in the rhythm she'd learned over years of bringing babies into the world and patching up cowboys too stubborn to see a real doctor. Clean the wound. Press hard to stop the flow. Check for the bullet.

Her fingers probed gently. No bullet. The slug had carved a channel across his ribs and kept going, which meant she didn't have to dig for it. Small mercies.

"Thank you," she whispered. Not sure if she was talking to God or Jace or the faceless shooter who'd at least had the decency to miss anything vital.

She poured water over the wound, washing away the worst of the blood. His skin was pale underneath, almost gray. Fever raged in him like a wildfire, and she pressed the back of her hand to his chest just to confirm what she already knew.

Too hot. Way too hot.

"Lord, what am I supposed to do with you?"

The question hung in the air. Outside, the storm raged on, indifferent to her crisis. Inside, the lamp flickered, casting shadows that danced across Jace's unconscious face.

He looked younger like this. Unguarded. She could see the boy who used to trail after Caleb, trying to match his older brother's stride. The teenager who'd learned to rope and ride before he could properly shave. The young man who'd sat in the back pew at church and watched her with eyes that held questions he'd never quite figured out how to ask.

Where had he been? What had he done to earn a bullet?

Her hands moved on instinct, binding the wound with strips of clean linen. She wrapped them tight, using the techniques she'd learned from the army surgeon who'd passed through town five years back. Tight enough to hold. Not so tight it cut off circulation.

The binding went around his torso once, twice, three times. She tied it off and sat back on her heels, surveying her work. It would hold. For now.

But the fever.

She pressed her hand to his forehead again. Hotter still, if that was possible. His breathing had gone shallow and quick, like a dog panting in summer heat.

Peggy pushed to her feet and grabbed a quilt from the chest by the window. She spread it on the floor beside the stove where the warmth would help, then rolled Jace onto it. He groaned, the first sound he'd made since she'd found him.

"I know," she murmured. "I'm sorry."

She dragged him closer to the stove's heat, then stripped off his wet shirt completely. His boots came next, crusted with mud and who knew what else. She worked quickly, her fingers practiced and efficient. This wasn't the first time she'd undressed a man for medical reasons, and she doubted it would be the last.

His gun belt caught her attention. She unbuckled it carefully, setting it aside. The weight of the revolver surprised her. Well-maintained, recently fired. Two empty chambers.

Had he shot someone? Or just fired warning shots?

She didn't want to know. Couldn't afford to know, not right now.

Peggy fetched another quilt and spread it over him, tucking it around his shoulders. Then she soaked a cloth in cool water and pressed it to his forehead, his neck, his wrists. Anywhere the blood ran close to the surface.

"Come on," she whispered. "Fight it."

His eyes moved beneath their lids, tracking something she couldn't see. His lips parted, forming words that had no sound. She leaned closer, trying to catch whatever he was saying.

Nothing. Just breath and fever dreams.

She wrung out the cloth and dampened it again. The storm rattled her windows, and she glanced toward them, half-expecting to see someone looking back. But there was only darkness and rain, the rest of the world swallowed up by the night.

No one knew he was here. The Galloway ranch sat two miles north, Caleb and Elizabeth probably huddled by their own fire, waiting out the storm. They'd prayed together just three days ago, the three of them kneeling in Caleb's study while Elizabeth wept for her brother-in-law and Caleb stood rigid as iron, his jaw clenched tight enough to crack teeth.

Bring him home, Elizabeth had prayed. Please, Lord, wherever he is. Bring him home safe.

Peggy looked down at the broken man on her floor.

Be careful what you pray for.

She settled into the rhythm of the vigil. Cool cloth to his burning skin. Check the bandage. Watch his breathing. Repeat. Hours bled together, marked only by the gradual weakening of the storm outside.

Sometime near dawn, his eyes opened.

Peggy's hand stilled on his forehead. She'd been drifting, exhausted and half-asleep herself, but his sudden movement snapped her back to full awareness.

"Jace?"

His eyes were unfocused, glassy with fever. They wandered across the ceiling, tracking shadows that weren't there. His lips moved, shaping words too quiet to hear.

She leaned down, her ear close to his mouth.

"... sorry... didn't mean..."

"Shh." She smoothed his hair back from his forehead. Damp and tangled, but at least the fever might be breaking. "You're safe. You're going to be all right."

His hand shot up, fingers closing around her wrist like a vice.

Peggy gasped, tried to pull back, but his grip held firm. Desperate. His eyes found hers, suddenly sharp and present despite the fever haze.

"Don't tell Caleb."

His voice came out raw. Broken. Each word cost him something she couldn't measure.

"Please." His fingers tightened until she felt her pulse throbbing against his palm. "Don't tell them I'm here."

The desperation in his eyes carved something hollow in her chest. This wasn't delirium. This was fear, bone-deep and genuine.

"Jace, they're worried sick. Elizabeth's been—"

"Please."

The word cracked in half.

His eyes rolled back. His hand went slack, sliding off her wrist to fall limp on the quilt. His head lolled to the side, and the sharp awareness that had animated him for those brief seconds drained away like water through a sieve.

Peggy sat frozen, her wrist still tingling where he'd grabbed her. Outside, the first gray light of dawn crept across the horizon, and the storm finally began to fade into steady rain.

She looked down at Jace's unconscious face. At the fever flush on his cheeks and the desperate set of his jaw even in sleep.

Don't tell them I'm here.

Her hand trembled as she reached for the cloth again, dampening it in water that had long since gone cold.

What had he done? What was he running from that made him fear his own family more than bleeding out in a storm?

And what in heaven's name was she supposed to do now?
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​Chapter 2: The Secret Patient
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The first rays of sunlight found their way through the gaps in Peggy's curtains, painting thin golden lines across the floor. She blinked awake in the chair, her neck protesting the angle she'd slept in, her back stiff as an old fence post.

The quilt had slipped from her shoulders sometime in the night. She pulled it back up, grateful for the small warmth, and turned her attention to the bed.

Jace still lay there, but the fever flush had faded from his cheeks. His breathing came steady and deep, no longer the shallow, rattling gasps that had kept her vigilant through the darkest hours. She rose, joints creaking, and pressed the back of her hand to his forehead.

Cool. Thank the Lord.

She'd changed the bandage twice more during the night, and the bleeding had finally stopped. The wound wasn't deep, just a graze along his ribs that had bled far more than it should have. He'd lost enough blood to make him weak, but barring infection, he'd heal.

Peggy moved to the kitchen, her bare feet cold on the wooden floor. She built up the fire in the stove, working quietly, and put the kettle on to boil. Coffee first. Then she'd figure out what to do with the outlaw in her bed.

Don't tell Caleb.

The desperate plea still echoed in her mind. She'd made no promises, offered no assurances, but she also hadn't turned him away. That probably counted for something, whether she'd meant it to or not.

The kettle whistled. She poured the water over the grounds and let it steep, breathing in the bitter, familiar scent. Her hands wrapped around the warm cup, and she stood at the window, looking out at her small property.

The storm had passed, leaving the world washed clean and dripping. Puddles dotted the yard, reflecting pieces of sky. One of her fence posts leaned at an angle, probably loosened by the wind. She'd need to fix that before it fell completely.

Behind her, she heard the rustle of bedclothes, fabric shifting against fabric, the creak of the old rope bed frame protesting movement.

Peggy turned slowly from the window, her fingers still curled around the warmth of her coffee cup. Steam rose from the dark liquid in lazy spirals, momentarily obscuring her view of the room. When it cleared, she could see him clearly. Jace Galloway sat up in her bed, one hand braced against the mattress as if the simple act of moving had cost him more strength than he'd anticipated.

Jace Galloway propped himself up on one elbow, wincing as the movement pulled at his wound. His eyes, no longer glazed with fever, found hers across the small cabin. For a long moment, neither of them spoke.

Then he gave her that crooked grin she remembered from childhood. Lopsided, charming, designed to make girls forget their good sense.

"Morning, Peg."

She didn't smile back.

"Don't you dare Morning, Peg me like you just wandered over for biscuits." She set her cup down with more force than necessary. "You collapsed on my porch with a bullet wound and fever high enough to cook an egg. What happened?"

The grin faltered. He eased himself into a sitting position, the quilt pooling around his waist, and looked down at the bandage wrapped around his bare torso.

"You always were good with your hands."

"Jace."

"Right." He ran a hand through his tangled hair, and she noticed how much thinner he'd gotten. The boy who'd left had been lean but healthy. This man looked like he'd missed more meals than he'd eaten. "I got caught up in something I shouldn't have. Story of my life, really."

"That's not an answer."

"It's all the answer I've got."

Peggy crossed her arms. "You begged me not to tell Caleb. What's that about?"

Something dark flickered across his face. He looked away, staring at the wall like it held secrets written in the wood grain.

"Can't face him. Not yet. Maybe not ever."

"He's your brother."

"Yeah, well." Jace's jaw tightened. "Brothers don't always see eye to eye, do they?"

Before Peggy could press further, a small voice piped up from the doorway to the tiny bedroom.

"Mama? You're up early."

Peggy's heart jumped. She spun to find Toby standing there in his nightshirt, his dark hair sticking up in all directions, his eyes still sleepy. He rubbed at them with one small fist, yawning.

"I heard talking," he said.

Jace went absolutely still. The color that had returned to his face drained away again, leaving him pale as creek stone. He stared at the boy like he'd just spotted a rattlesnake coiled at his feet.

Peggy moved quickly, positioning herself between Toby and the bed. "You're supposed to stay in your room until I come get you, remember?"

"But I woke up." Toby peered around her, his curiosity overcoming his sleepiness. His eyes went wide when he spotted Jace. "Who's that?"

"Just a friend who got hurt in the storm," Peggy said carefully, keeping her voice light and calm. "He needs to rest and get his strength back."

Toby's eyes remained fixed on Jace, wide with curiosity and concern. "What happened to him? Did he get hit by lightning? Tommy's dog got struck once and all his fur stood straight up."

"Toby—" Peggy began, moving toward her son with gentle but firm intent.

"Did a bear get him? Jimmy Morrison said there's bears in the woods that can eat a whole horse."

Despite everything, Peggy almost smiled. "Jimmy Morrison tells tall tales. Now go get dressed, and I'll make you breakfast."

But Toby had already slipped past her, moving with the quick determination only a five-year-old could muster. He approached the bed, tilting his head to study Jace with open fascination.

Jace looked like he'd rather face a firing squad than endure this small interrogation. Every muscle in his body had gone tense, his eyes darting between the child and the door as if calculating escape routes.

"You're really big," Toby announced with the blunt honesty of childhood, his head tilted back to take in Jace's full height even while the man was lying down. "Bigger than Mr. Henderson, even. Are you a cowboy? You look like a cowboy. Do you have a horse?"

Jace opened his mouth, but no words came out. He closed it again, swallowed hard, and looked helplessly toward Peggy with an expression that bordered on panic.

She sighed, already moving to collect her wayward son before he could ask a dozen more questions, but Toby had the bit between his teeth now. With the fearless agility of a five-year-old, he'd already scrambled up onto the edge of the bed, his small hands braced on the mattress for balance, his stockinged feet dangling above the floor.

"Can you teach me to lasso? Mama won't let me practice with the clothesline anymore 'cause I caught Mrs. Henderson's cat and she got real mad."

"Toby, get down from there right this instant. The man is injured and needs his rest, not an interrogation."

"But Mama, I'm just talking," Toby protested, his lower lip jutting out in the beginnings of a pout. "I'm being real careful. I'm not bouncing or nothing, and I'm not hurting anything at all."

Jace cleared his throat, the sound rough and uncertain, like he wasn't sure his voice would work properly. When the words finally came, they emerged hesitant and awkward, nothing like the smooth-talking charmer
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