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Chapter 1: The Road Back

The horse whinnied beneath her as Helen pulled into the yard. The porch looked smaller than she remembered. Paint peeled at the edges, a shutter hung crooked, and a rusty horseshoe lay forgotten in the dust by the steps. She hadn’t been gone long—not really. But her father had died without her.

She dismounted stiffly, her legs aching from days of hard travel. A gust of dry wind swept past, stirring the dust, carrying the scent of old hay, copper, and something spoiled. The house smelled wrong. Like meat gone bad.

She stepped inside.

The door creaked the same way it always had. Same dusty plank floors, same nail by the kitchen for her father’s hat. The hearth was cold. No fire, no welcome. Just silence—and the thick, clinging smell of death and neglect.

Helen ran her fingers along the back of his favorite chair. A mug still sat on the side table, its rim crusted with dried coffee. Her eyes blurred. But she didn’t cry. She just stood there, letting the silence settle over her like ash.

The front door slammed hard behind her.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” a voice sneered. “You came back.”

She turned.

Elias stood in the doorway, red-faced and breathing hard like he’d jogged the last stretch from town. He looked thinner than she remembered, his cheeks sharper, his shoulders slightly slouched—as if life in the city had left him soft, but proud anyway. His hair was trimmed close, parted too neatly, and he wore a stiff-collared coat half-buttoned over a wrinkled shirt. His boots were muddy. Ill-suited for ranch dirt, like the man himself.

“I got the news in Silver City,” she said. “I’ve been riding day and night.”

“You look like you did. You stink like a stable.” He tossed his hat on the counter, giving her a long, unimpressed look. “Hell of a timing, showing up on the day he’s buried.”

She didn’t take the bait. Her gaze shifted past him—to the countertop. A letter sat open there. Her name scrawled on the front in impossibly neat script.

She stepped forward, picked it up, turned it in her fingers. “Why’d you open this?”

Elias didn’t answer. He was already moving again, circling the room. “You seen the safe key?” he asked, too casual. “I’ve looked everywhere.”

Her eyes dropped to the floorboards. Near the corner vent, fresh pry marks scored the wood. The old safe was still there—her father’s pride, bolted beneath the floor. Elias had tried to force it.

“No,” she lied. “I haven’t seen it.”

He muttered something under his breath, then nodded toward the letter in her hands. “Blaze? Won’t he ever quit.”

She unfolded the page.

Miss Helen Ashford,

I would appreciate a word with you, privately, at your convenience.

—Blaze Thorne

That was all. No condolences. No mention of her father.

“You know he was supposed to be engaged,” Elias added bitterly. “To some Boston girl. She’s on her way down. Whole town’s talking about it.”

Helen didn’t reply.

“He’s sniffing around for the land,” Elias went on. “Wants it cheap. Thinks you’ll roll over like a hound with its belly up.”

“I can handle myself.”

“Sure you can.” He scoffed, then gave her a final glance. “Get ready for the funeral. Take a goddamn bath.”

He stormed out, boots stomping loud on the porch. Helen watched through the window as he stalked toward the stables.

She gritted her teeth.

She was only here to bury her father. Pack a few things. Leave this place behind.

Elias could rot in the house for all she cared—but he wasn’t getting the safe key.

Her fingers brushed the worn shape of it in her coat pocket. No, he didn’t even know she had it. Just like he didn’t know she’d been the one sending the gold. He’d thought those coins came from their father. Thought he was owed.

Helen let the letter fall back to the counter.

Let him keep thinking that.

***

The crowd had thinned, drifting back toward their wagons or lingering by the chapel’s side entrance, murmuring in low voices. The cottonwood tree cast a long shadow over the fresh mound of dirt.

Helen stood with her hands clasped behind her back, eyes on the grave. Her father was down there now—just bones, and the long silence he’d left behind.

She wore pants suited for ranch work and a dust-worn shirt, her hat pulled low over her brow. Her hair was braided down her back, and her skin was sun-darkened from years in the saddle, from mornings mending fence and evenings checking cattle. She hadn’t dressed up—not for this.

Bootsteps approached over gravel.

“Helen.”

She turned slowly.

Blaze stood a few paces away, dressed in black, his hat respectfully in hand. He looked polished and sun-creased, his chiseled face lined in a way that might’ve added to his appeal—if one were inclined toward that sort of thing. He reminded her of a statue in a banker’s foyer: impressive, distant, and far too aware of his own shine. Helen remained unmoved. The faint scent of expensive tobacco clung to him.

“I didn’t want to interrupt earlier,” he said. “But I was hoping to speak with you. Alone.”

She gave a cautious nod. “Elias went to talk to the preacher.”

“Good.” Blaze stepped closer. “I won’t waste your time, then.”

She waited.

He glanced at the grave. “Your father and I didn’t always see eye to eye. But he respected grit—and you had more of it than most boys I’ve met. He told me once that if anyone could keep this land alive, it was you.”

Helen raised an eyebrow. “Funny. He never said that to me.”

Blaze smirked faintly. “He wasn’t a man who wasted flattery.”

“No,” she said. “He never wasted anything.”

His gaze lingered on her. “I won’t pretend this is ideal timing. But I want to be direct. If you plan to sell, I’d like to make an offer. Fair and proper. This land deserves someone who understands it.”

Helen studied him. “And you think that’s you?”

Blaze gave a small nod, his mouth tightening. “I do.”

Before she could respond, a sharp voice cut through the stillness.

“You have some nerve.”

Elias stormed across the grass, shoulders tense and jaw clenched. His coat flared behind him like a cape, his boots trampling over the graveside like he owned it.

“What business do you have talking to my sister?” he barked.

Blaze didn’t flinch. His eyes never left Helen. “I assumed she could speak for herself.”

Elias stepped between them. “If anyone’s selling this land, it’s me. And if you’ve got something to say, say it to the man of the house.”

Blaze finally turned, voice calm but sharp. “I was under the impression the owner of that ranch would be the one who’s been working it for the last decade.”

Elias surged forward, but Helen put a hand to his chest—not gently.

“Enough,” she said. “He came to talk to me, and he’ll leave the same way.”

Blaze’s smirk returned, faint and razor-edged. “I’ll be in town a few more days. If you want to talk further, you know where to find me.”

He tipped his hat and turned on his heel, walking off with the slow, confident ease of a man who’d never been told no.

Elias spun on her as soon as Blaze was out of earshot. “You’re not seriously entertaining that vulture, are you?”

Helen crossed her arms. “Entertaining? No. But it was entertaining to see how fast he got under your skin.”

He glared at her, jaw ticking, but she was already turning toward her horse.

The will would be read later, back in town. But right now, she just wanted to be alone—down by the spring, where no one expected anything from her. Not grief, not decisions. Just quiet.

***

Tomás and Caleb had been at the house when she rode in— Tomás leaning against the fence, hat low over his eyes, Caleb brushing down one of the mares. Neither had said a word. Neither had to. She’d walked right past them, saddle creaking, hat brim dipped low.

She just needed quiet.

The water ran low this time of year, clear and slow over worn rocks. Helen tied her horse beneath a willow and stepped down the bank, boots crunching dry earth. Cicadas buzzed in the reeds. A hawk wheeled overhead in silence.

Down by the spring, she eased onto a flat stone near the edge, tugged off her gloves, and set her hat beside her. Her skin burned faintly where the sun hit it—like it always did after a few days on the road—but here, in the shade, the sting softened.

In her coat pocket, she found the letter.

The paper was soft at the folds, her father’s handwriting rough but steady.

Helen,

Don’t come unless it’s for yourself. Don’t waste gold on old bones. But I kept it safe like you asked.

I was proud of you. I hope you knew that.

Your old man,

M.

She folded the letter back and pressed it to her thigh, eyes fixed on the slow-moving current. The land stretched behind her, too wide for one person, but she wasn’t ready to let it go. Maybe she couldn’t run it alone. Maybe the decision would be taken from her anyway.

But God, she hated that the choice probably rested on her.

She reached down, dragging her fingers through the cool shallows. Somewhere upstream, the dogs were likely nosing around, and the men were probably waiting—unsure of what would come next.

She wasn’t ready to talk to them.

The water whispered across the stones. The cottonwoods leaned close, and no one called her name.

For the first time since coming home, Helen let herself cry.

***

Helen rode into town just before dusk. The light was low and golden, washing everything in that strange hush that came after a funeral and before the next fight.

She tied her horse outside the post office, where the old lawyer kept an office in the back. Elias was already there, leaning against the hitching post with his coat shrugged halfway off and a tin cup in his hand. He stood straighter when he saw her.

“You made good time,” he said, smiling too wide. “Didn’t think you’d show.”

She brushed the dust from her sleeves. “Figured I ought to be here. Since I grew up on that land same as you.”

He snorted and took a sip. “Well, let’s get it done, then.”

As they stepped inside, Helen caught the faint tang of whiskey on him. Not enough to make him sloppy—but just enough to loosen his jaw. He was always talkative when he drank, trying to sound smarter, smoother. It was something from his past he’d kept hidden usually. He’d been that way as a kid. Talking filled the space where his confidence should have been.

The office was cramped and warm. Files stacked high, ink bottles sweating on the desk. Mr. Harland, the man reading the will, stood behind it. He was in his fifties, long-faced and slow-moving, black suit that looked like it had seen too many burials.

“Well now,” he said, glancing between them. “You both know why you’re here. Let’s get to it.”

They sat across from him—Helen straight-backed, Elias sprawled out with the swagger of a man expecting to be named king.

Harland opened the folder and pulled out a sealed envelope. He adjusted his spectacles and began to read in a low, measured voice.

To my son, Elias Ashford, I leave my personal Colt revolver, my collection of war medals, and the leather-bound journals stored in the north bedroom chest.

Elias shifted, a frown forming.

He may take what he finds useful from the old library, and sell what he does not. My respect for Elias is real, but I believe a man must shape his own land, not inherit another’s.

—Maverick Ashford

Harland paused, then turned to the next sheet.

I, Maverick Ashford, being of sound mind and body, do hereby bequeath the full rights and ownership of my land, livestock, and all associated property to my daughter, Helen Ashford…

Elias barked a laugh. “I’m sorry, did you say daughter?”

“I did,” Harland said flatly.

“That can’t be right.” Elias sat up sharply, eyes jumping to Helen. “There’s—there’s no way Pa would’ve done that. Not to me.”

Harland raised an eyebrow. “It’s his handwriting. Dated, signed, and witnessed.”

“But I’m the oldest! And she’s a woman,” Elias snapped, rising from his chair. “I stayed with him! I looked after the place while she was off digging rocks out west—”

Helen’s chair scraped as she stood. She glared at him but said nothing. If this had been ten years ago, they might’ve come to blows.

Elias’s face flushed deep crimson.

Harland continued, unbothered. “There’s more.”

He read on—small items, keepsakes, tools, nothing of real value. The land was the heart of it, and it belonged to Helen.

When Harland finished, Elias was pacing. His hand moved restlessly in and out of his coat pocket.

“Where’s the key to that safe?” he demanded, glancing between them. His voice had gone thin and sharp. “Where is it?”

Helen held his gaze. “I don’t know.”

His eyes darkened. “I’ll have whatever’s in there—including the deed. It’s owed to me.”

Harland closed the folder slowly. “Mr. Ashford, this matter is settled.”

Silence settled over the room, thick as molasses.

Then, without warning, Elias muttered something low and vicious—and lunged.

The blade flashed in the lamplight. Helen instinctively stepped back, but it was Harland who moved first, reaching for the pistol tucked in his desk. Too slow. Elias turned on him and slashed—an angry, clumsy arc that left a streak of blood down the old man’s forearm.

Helen grabbed the edge of the table and shoved it toward Elias. The blade caught the wood. She bolted for the door.

“You want the key?” she shouted over her shoulder. “Come and get it.”

She burst into the street, boots skidding on dust. The townsfolk looked up from porches and storefronts, voices rising in confusion.

She reached her horse, swung into the saddle, and kicked off hard.

Elias stumbled out after her, face flushed, whiskey slowing his steps. He fumbled with his reins, cursing loudly as he climbed into the saddle.

Helen was already halfway down the street, dirt flying up behind her. Townspeople shouted. A few cheered. A dog barked. A startled child cried.

And there—just ahead of the commotion—stood a young blonde woman in a pale green dress, too close to the edge of the street, clearly unsure which way to step.

She looked like she'd been dropped in from another world—like porcelain in a dust storm.

Blaze appeared beside her in an instant, grabbing her arm and yanking her out of the way as Helen barreled past. The woman stared after her, wide-eyed, strands of blonde hair whipping loose in the wind.

The crowd spilled into the street. Shouting. Pointing. Confused.

But Helen didn’t look back.

She rode hard, the wind tearing at her braids, the world narrowing to hoofbeats and speed. She wouldn’t let Elias catch her. Not that she ever had.

She had to get home. She had to open the safe.

***

By the time Helen rode back to the house, night had fully settled. The last orange threads of dusk were fading behind the hills, and the porch lamp cast a low glow across the yard. Crickets called from the tall grass, and the dogs stirred in the shadows, alert and pacing.

Caleb and Tomás sat on the porch steps, rifles resting against the railing beside them. A tin cup sat between them, untouched.

Caleb stood first—a broad man in his early fifties, with sun-browned skin and short, curling light brown hair that was going silver at the sides.

Tomás rose beside him, lankier by comparison, just eighteen with a friendly, open face and dark eyes that rarely missed anything. His shoulder-length hair was tied back in a short tail.

Neither asked what happened. They were waiting.

“It’s mine,” Helen said, her voice low. “All of it.”

Caleb gave a slow nod. Tomás looked like he wanted to spit in celebration but held it in, watching her carefully.

“Elias didn’t take it well,” she added. “Pulled a knife. Slashed Mr. Harland.”

Tomás let out a sharp breath. “He’s really gone that far?”

Helen pulled the safe key from her coat. “I think he’s out for blood.”

Caleb’s brow creased. “You think he’ll come tonight?”

“I’d bet on it. He’s on his way now.”

She turned toward the porch, boots heavy on the wood. “If he gets past me—don’t let him leave.”

Neither man moved for a long minute.

Then Caleb gave another slow nod. “Understood.”

Tomás pulled his rifle into his lap, checking the chamber. “We’ll be ready.”

Inside, the house was dark and still. The dogs whined at the door but didn’t follow her in. She crossed to the floor vent, knelt, and slid the old iron cover aside. The hidden safe sat in the hollow beneath, just where it always had.

The key turned with a scrape. The safe door groaned open.

Inside, the gold glinted under the lamplight—coins, pouches, small parcels. But not all of it. Not what she’d sent for a doctor. Not enough to buy back time.

Her throat tightened. That gold had been meant to save her father, not to fatten Elias’s sense of entitlement. She clenched her jaw and reached past the pouches, fingers closing around a familiar shape.

A long-barreled revolver. The one promised to Elias in the will. He wanted it. She didn’t care. She wanted something bigger than the piece at her hip—something with weight in her hand.

She shut the safe and stood.

The door creaked behind her.

Caleb and Tomás stepped just inside, rifles ready but low. Their boots scuffed the floor gently, a quiet show of presence—not intrusion.

“If he’s smart, he’ll run,” Caleb said.

Helen holstered the heavy revolver and turned back toward the door. “He’s not.”

They stood there for a while in silence, three silhouettes against the porch light.

Tomás shifted, watching the horizon. “He couldn’t be more different than Maverick.”

Helen didn’t answer right away. Her jaw tightened.

“He’s been here what—a month?” Tomás went on. “Long enough to act like he ran the place. Always in town, spending money. I’d see him on supply runs, dressed like a sheriff’s son. Told me to shoot the dogs if they barked too much at night. Had me riding fence in the dark, alone. Said if I lost a calf to coyotes, it’d come outta my pay.”

Caleb gave a low grunt. “Elias always had a way of growin’ into the worst version of himself.”

Helen’s eyes stayed on the dirt path, lit gold by the porch lamp. “Didn’t even show up ’til Pa was already dying. Then started playing heir the moment he stepped off the horse.”

Caleb spoke after a pause. “I was the one who found him.”

She turned to him, her hard expression faltering for just a moment.

“Your father,” Caleb said gently. “Out by the pen. Wasn’t the worst way to go. Sky was clear. Dogs were near. He wasn’t even wearing his boots.”

Helen blinked.

“Started walking without them,” Caleb continued. “Said something under his breath. Thought he was talkin’ to someone, maybe your ma. Or maybe just ready to go.”

Helen looked back out into the dark, blinking once, hard. She didn’t speak.

Caleb didn’t press.

Helen’s chest ached. “And Elias?”

Caleb’s face tightened. “Drunk in town. Playing cards at Roscoe’s.”

Of course he was.

Helen stepped back out onto the porch, lantern flickering overhead. The three of them stood in a line, eyes scanning the dark stretch of land.

“Damn waste,” she said softly.

“Not if you keep it,” Caleb replied.

They waited.

Ten minutes passed.

Then came the hoofbeats.

They started low, like a storm on the edge of the world, then built into a thundering charge. The dogs growled and bristled.

Helen stepped forward. The light from the porch stretched just far enough to catch the glint of sweat on the horse’s chest. Elias rode hard, reins tight, eyes locked on her. He pulled up sharp just short of the porch, breathing heavy.

She raised the revolver.

“Get off my land.”

He held up a hand, grinning through his breath. “Let me get my things, Helen. That’s all I want. The gun he promised me. Some clothes. Then I’ll be gone.”

She didn’t lower the gun.

“You didn’t want the ranch,” she said. “You wanted the gold. You were happy enough to live off my earnings.”

“That was Pa’s gold,” he snapped.

Helen’s voice was steady. “My name was on every pouch. You think he climbed through rockslides? Fought off claim jumpers? That was me. And you sat here acting like it was owed to you.”

“I was owed,” Elias hissed. “I am. You’re alone, Helen. You really think you can run this place? Cattle, sheep, the books? Blaze will eat you alive. You’ll burn it down out of stubbornness.”

She stared at him. “I’d rather burn it than give it to someone like you.”

Elias started to dismount.

Helen fired once—into the dirt near his horse’s hoof.

The horse reared, shrieking, and Elias swore, yanking at the reins. If he tries to get inside, she thought, I’ll shoot him in the leg.

He shouted something ugly—low and bitter, meant to wound.

“You think he picked you because you’re better? He pitied you. He always did. Thought you’d be nothing without him.”

She didn’t flinch.

Behind him, more hoofbeats rose—closer now. Four riders, lanterns bobbing like fireflies. Deputies. One lifted a hand.

Elias saw them too.

He looked at Helen one last time. His face twisted—not with rage, but something colder.

“You don’t even know what you’ve done,” he said.

Then he turned his horse and tore off into the dark. The deputies followed, calling after him.

Dust and silence followed them.

Caleb stepped up beside her, rifle still in hand.

Tomás exhaled and leaned his gun against the wall. “He’s gonna get caught,” he said. “Can’t ride for shit.”

Helen cracked a dry smile. “That horse deserves better.”

The dogs circled her boots. Somewhere out in the field, a cow let out a low moan.

Looking out over the land, land she didn’t ask for and didn’t want alone, triumph was nowhere to be found. All she wanted was to hear Maverick’s laugh again, echoing up the porch steps. Maybe see him sitting in his chair, muttering something half-sweet and half-sarcastic, just like he always did when the world got loud. For a brief moment, she swore she could feel him near, a warmth at her back, a whisper she couldn’t quite catch. Then, she closed her eyes.

And held her ground.


Chapter 2: Ruts in the Road

Helen woke before the sun.

She lit a fire in the stove, coaxing it to life with practiced hands, the dry wood catching fast and crackling loud in the silence. The warmth spread slowly through the kitchen, flickering candlelight casting long, swaying shadows on the walls. She poured the coffee strong and black, the way Maverick always drank it—no sugar, no nonsense. She hadn’t made it that way since leaving for the gold camps, and it hit her hard now, bitter and grounding. The mug was old, chipped along the rim, with a faded blue flower curling around the side. Something bought by her mother long ago, no doubt.

The coffee sat hot in her hand as she stepped out onto the porch. The smell of woodsmoke clung to her clothes, mixing with the clean, cold scent of morning. She wasn’t hungry. The idea of breakfast felt distant, like something meant for someone else’s day.

Out over the fields, the last of the night clung low to the ground, thinning like breath on glass. She watched it burn off slow as the sky began to shift, pale gold bleeding into blue. She’d need to go into town later—check on the lawyer, pick up supplies. She hoped Elias hadn’t killed the man. The memory of his voice, low and cold, echoed in her ear.

The dogs were already moving through the yard, sniffing near the porch steps and along the edge of the fencing, their tails held low, alert but cautious. It was as if they knew something had shifted. Out near the barn, Tomás and Caleb were at work—checking tack, tossing feed, their silhouettes softened by the mist still curled around the trees. Beyond them, the line of pines gave way to open pasture. A few rooftops dotted the far distance, smoke curling from chimneys, quiet and undisturbed.

The low sound of the men’s voices drifted over, blending with the clink of metal and the scrape of hooves against packed earth. Life went on, just as it always did. Even when the center of it came apart.

Helen set the cup down, rolled her sleeves, and stepped off the porch.

By the time the sun cleared the hills, she was on horseback, riding the fence line like her father had taught her. The morning was cool and the wind sharp, the kind that dried sweat before it had a chance to soak in. Her hands moved by memory—retying a loose gate, checking for tracks too close to the edge.

It felt good, the motion of it. Something that came natural to her. She didn’t think about Elias. Not yet.

Near the southern slope, she slowed her horse and scanned the field below. It looked too still.

She called out when she returned to the barn. "Caleb!"

He looked up from where he was stacking feed sacks. “Morning.”

"Thought I counted light on cattle down near the ridge."

Caleb wiped his hands on his pants. “You’re not wrong. Few’ve gone missing. Tomás and I figured it was a gate left open, but we didn’t find any prints.”

Helen narrowed her eyes. “How many’s a few?”

“Three. Maybe four. Could be strays. Could be someone stupid.”

She looked past him, toward the open land. “Keep it quiet for now.”

He nodded once, then added, “They wouldn’t get far without being noticed.”

She didn’t answer. Instead, she walked her horse into the stall and began unsaddling, her thoughts already a few steps ahead. It was probably nothing. Could’ve been a gap in the fence or animals moving farther out for grazing.

Still, she didn’t like it.

***

The sun had barely crested the ridge when Helen set out, the sky warming from pale lavender to blue. Her horse moved at a steady gait, hooves muffled by the dry dirt road that cut through the hills like a scar. The morning air still held a hint of coolness, but she knew it wouldn’t last.

She hadn’t dressed to impress, but she still took the time to pull on her good dark riding pants and a clean white shirt, the kind with just enough stiffness in the collar to remind her it had sat folded too long. She braided her hair in two even plaits and pulled on her wide-brimmed hat, tugging it low against the morning sun. There was no vanity in the way she dressed. Only readiness. Whatever Elias had done to the lawyer, whatever the town was whispering, she’d face it head-on.

As she rode, the landscape rolled by—scrub brush and mesquite, a fence line held together with twisted wire and dry prayer. A few cows blinked lazily at her from the shade of a rocky outcrop. Beyond that, the land opened into fields that once belonged to neighbors, though most had long since sold off or moved on. The old Mercer place still stood empty, windows like watching eyes. She didn't slow down.

She passed a creek bed gone dry and the remnants of a homestead that had burned years back — charred beams now half-swallowed by tall grass. The road curved, unveiling a broad valley where the town stretched out before her—rows of sturdy buildings and rooftops catching the morning light. It wasn’t just a cluster anymore; it felt alive, larger, and more defined than she remembered.

The general store would be open by now. She guided her horse down the main street, hooves striking rhythm against packed earth softened by the morning’s chill. The town was already stirring—shopkeepers sweeping porches, a butcher hauling out slabs of meat to hang on iron hooks, the scent of blood and sawdust sharp in the air. A few townsfolk stepped out of their doorways, glancing her way and whispering as they watched. A boy ran past with a bundle of newspapers under his arm, hollering the date and price as he weaved between carts and horses. Smoke curled from chimneys above the bakery, and the smell of rising bread mixed with coal soot and molasses biscuits cooling on a sill. Helen breathed it in, stomach tugging.

She passed a woman with a basket full of eggs, trading quiet words with the man from the feed store. A pair of young girls in gingham dresses skipped stones by the trough. Farther down, two ranch hands stood beside a wagon of salted pork and hardtack, bartering with a peddler for coffee beans and tinned peaches. A preacher tipped his hat as she rode by, though his eyes narrowed in the second glance, like he was still trying to decide whether to bless her or warn others.

She dismounted by the post outside the store, hitching her horse with practiced hands. She’d need flour, cornmeal, dried beans, and smoked meat enough to hold them through the next stretch. A spool of thread, if they had black. A replacement for the canvas work shirt she’d torn in New Mexico—a good one, something that wouldn’t fall apart after a month of fence work.  Maybe even a pouch of good tobacco for Caleb, and a new whetstone for Tomás. They wouldn’t ask, but she knew what lasted in a man’s hands said more than anything he might say out loud.

She adjusted her hat against the light and stepped up onto the porch. Behind her, the town moved like clockwork, all steam and chatter and boots on wood. A new day, same dust. But everything felt a little more alert, as if the town had stirred to life when she stormed through it the other day.

The bell over the door gave a little jingle as she stepped inside, the scent of burlap, kerosene, and cured leather wrapping around her like a heavy coat. Wooden shelves lined the walls, stacked high with tins of lard, sewing notions, pickled onions, and boxes of calico scraps folded into triangles. Baskets of eggs and potatoes sat near the counter, and a barrel of licorice sticks had been picked over by the morning crowd. A coil of rope hung from the ceiling beam, swaying gently in the breeze that followed her through the door.

A few heads turned. A woman near the back paused, loaf of bread in hand, her mouth tightening into a line. Two older men at the barrel of nails exchanged a glance. Helen didn’t flinch. She nodded once to the clerk behind the counter—a boy really, maybe sixteen—who looked like he’d rather vanish into the floorboards than meet her eye.

"Morning," she said plainly.

"Ma’am," he mumbled.

She moved through the aisles with quiet purpose, the echo of her boots folding into the creak of the old floorboards. She reached for a sack of flour just as a heavy-set man stepped into her path, pretending to examine a jar of molasses. He didn’t move. Just stood there, too casual, like he was taking up space on purpose.

She waited, then stepped around him without a word, grabbing what she needed from the other side. His eyes followed her, but he said nothing. None of them did. Not yet.

She gathered the rest of her supplies quickly: coffee beans in a brown paper twist, a coil of twine, dried apples, and that shirt she’d meant to replace since spring. Every movement was deliberate, measured. She didn’t let her hands shake. She didn’t let her jaw tighten. If they had something to say, they could say it.

At the counter, the boy rang her up in nervous silence, fingers fumbling with the string he used to tie the parcels. She paid in exact coin, nodded once, and turned to go.

She was almost to the door when a voice rang out behind her, loud, bitter, and full of scorn.

“Place like that ought to go to a man.”

Silence followed. She stopped with her hand on the door but didn’t turn.

Then she opened it and stepped back outside, calm and measured.

The sun hit her full in the face. She blinked, then stepped into motion, loading the goods onto her horse with quick hands. Each bundle found its place beneath the ties, each knot pulled snug with a sharp tug. Sweat gathered between her shoulder blades, sliding down her spine under the weight of her shirt. Her jaw ached from holding itself tight.

She didn’t let the nerves show. Not the anger either. The glare of town eyes still clung to her skin, but she kept her back straight, her hands busy. Motion helped. It always had.

As she led the horse forward, she passed the women’s clothing store and meant to keep going, but something drew her glance to the window. Inside, two women stood speaking—one she knew only by flash and chaos.

She’d seen her once, when everything was still unraveling. Yesterday when Helen had fled down the main street on horseback, heart pounding, teeth clenched, unsure if Elias was behind her. She remembered that Blaze grabbed the woman by the arm and yanked her out of the way. Her hat had nearly flown off.

The same woman stood in the shop window, speaking to the seamstress with a kind of easy confidence. She laughed lightly at something, glancing down at a spool of lace, but even in laughter, there was a sharpness to her. Not cruel. Just precise.

She wasn’t watching the street. Not until Helen looked too long. Then, as if drawn by the weight of it, her gaze lifted and met Helen’s eyes through the glass. A pause. Not startled. Curious. Familiar.

Helen looked away quickly and kept walking.

She had nearly made it to the blacksmith’s when the bell above the shop door chimed.

“Excuse me,” the voice called out.

Helen stopped. Her hand closed gently around the reins.

“You’re Helen Ashford, aren’t you?”

She turned. The woman walked toward her with unhurried steps, gloves in one hand, the other adjusting the brim of her hat. Her hair was a soft gold in the sunlight, face open and watchful, but not naive. She looked younger than Helen had expected up close—but carried herself like someone who didn’t need to prove a thing.

“I’m Clara,” she said. “Blaze asked me to invite you up for supper. He thought it might be a good time to talk.”

Helen met her eyes. There was no hint of condescension, no tight-lipped tolerance. Clara didn’t smile like someone putting on charm. She smiled like someone who had already decided she’d rather speak plainly.

“Appreciate it but no. I’ve got a forge to visit,” Helen said.

Clara nodded as if that made perfect sense. “Another time, maybe. It’s good to meet you, Helen.”

And there it was again—that tone. Honest. Intentional. She didn’t say it to flatter. She meant it.

Helen gave a quiet nod, turned back to her horse, and walked on. She didn’t look over her shoulder.

But something lingered.

Not just beauty. There was beauty, of course, but it was more than that. The way Clara had looked at her, not like a puzzle to solve or a problem to smooth over. There was interest there. And understanding. She hadn’t even flinched at Helen’s tone.

Too clever for Blaze, she thought. The kind of woman who listened fully and answered carefully. Who spoke like she’d been in rooms full of men and still managed to leave with her spine straight.

Helen reached the blacksmith’s door and pushed it open, but her thoughts were still three steps behind her, caught somewhere in the heat of the street and the quiet certainty of a woman who had spoken her name with earnest.

The heat inside the blacksmith’s shop was thicker than outside, heavy with iron and smoke and the sharp tang of oil. The rhythmic clang of metal on metal echoed from the back wall, where Ruth stood braced over an anvil. Her forearms flexed with each strike, muscle corded from years of swinging hammers and shoeing horses in dust and sun. Her dark hair was streaked with silver-gray and tied back in a loose knot, her face worn from heat and hard work, but her eyes piercing as ever.

Helen stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind her.

Ruth didn’t look up right away. She was finishing the bend on a new gate hinge, the kind used for the pasture fence. Sparks danced, then scattered as she lifted the metal and plunged it into a waiting bucket. Steam hissed up in a thick burst.

“You came in quiet,” Ruth said, voice rough but steady.

Helen gave a faint smile. “Didn’t want to interrupt.”

“You never do.”

Ruth set the piece aside and wiped her hands on a stained rag. “Well. Look what the desert dragged home.”

“I didn’t go that far,” Helen said.

“New Mexico’s far enough.” Ruth stepped forward, leaning a hip against the workbench. “You find gold, or just dust and stories?”

“More dust than stories,” Helen replied. “And enough gold to send back when it counted.”

Ruth gave a small nod, not unkind. “I figured. You wouldn’t have gone unless it meant something.”

Helen didn’t answer. She didn’t need to.

“Your father talked about it, near the end,” Ruth went on. “Said you had a better head for ranch work than Elias ever would. Said you’d know when to come back.”

Helen looked away, jaw tight.

Ruth didn’t push. She never had.

“I’ve got a list,” Helen said. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded square of paper, creased and smudged at the corners. Ruth took it and scanned it slowly, her eyes narrowing with each line.

“Damn. He really let it all go.”

“He got sick,” Helen said. “And Elias…” She didn’t finish the sentence.

“Elias wouldn’t know a working gate from a hole in the ground.”

She tucked the list into her apron. “I’ve got most of this. I’ll need a week for the rest. I’ll bring the new chain and bolts out myself, fit the horses while I’m at it.”

“Appreciate it,” Helen said.

“You still running two hands?”

“Tomás and Caleb. They did what they could. Things held, mostly.”

“They held because of what your father built. And because they believed you’d come back.”

Ruth wiped her brow with her forearm, then looked toward the open door. Her tone shifted, lower now. “But the town’s not all glad you did. You know that, right?”

“You don’t say.”

“Blaze has been sniffing around like he already owns the place, and folks like things the way they’ve always been. Even when it’s wrong.”

Helen said nothing.

“I know you can handle it,” Ruth said. “But I also know what it looks like when folks start laying traps with their smiles.”

She gave Helen a look, measured and firm. “Don’t let ‘em box you in, girl. Your father left that land in the right hands.”

Helen met her gaze. “I know.”

Ruth gave a nod, the kind that said she believed her.

“You’ll see me soon enough.”

“I’ll be sure to have extra nails,” Ruth called. “And maybe some rye, if I’m feeling generous.”

Helen pushed open the door, stepping back into the dry heat, her pulse steady but her mind still turning.

***

By the time the sun slid low across the tops of the trees, the air had thickened with the scent of dry grass, ash, and the metallic tang of sweat. Helen had gotten back around what she guessed was two o’clock, sun high and mean, with the sound of cicadas loud in her ears. There hadn’t been time to rest. Not really.

She and Tomás had spent the late part of the afternoon working on the south gate, where one of the posts had started to rot through. Caleb said it’d been sagging since early spring, but there hadn’t been hands enough to fix it. She noticed a dozen things her father would’ve spotted at a glance: warped hinges, broken tack straps hanging in the barn, a cracked trough they’d patched with cloth and hope. The kind of things that broke slowly, but still broke.

She’d ventured a little way into the woods behind the pasture too, just to see if she could find sign of where the cattle might’ve pushed through. Broken brush. A scuff in the dirt. The dogs had trailed after her for a while before turning back toward the house, low tails twitching.

By the time she came in, her shirt clung to her back with dust and sweat. The sun had started to dip behind the ridge. A lantern flickered on the porch. The scent of beans and salt pork drifted out from the kitchen.

Caleb stood at the stove, wooden spoon in one hand, a cigarette in the other. He didn’t look up.

“It’s almost ready,” he said.

Tomás leaned against the doorframe, stripping dried grass from his sleeves. He looked like he hadn’t stopped moving since morning.

Helen gave the dogs a few strips of leftover meat in their tin bowl out back, then came in and washed up at the basin, the cool water biting against her skin.

When they sat, the table didn’t hold much. Just a cast-iron pot of beans and pork, a skillet of browned cornbread, and a half-empty jar of pickled turnips. A little sugar sat in the bottom of a chipped bowl. Caleb had boiled coffee too—thick, dark, and bitter enough to take the enamel off a mug.

They ate in silence, the kind that came not from discomfort but from long days and shared labor. The lantern on the table flickered, casting long shadows over tin plates and worn faces. The smell of beans and pork still lingered in the air, though the dogs had gone quiet out back, fed and settled.

Helen sipped her coffee, the bitter edge softening her nerves. Her fingers brushed the worn lip of her cup, her mind wandering to earlier when she was in town. She thought of the lawyer’s arm, the way he kept it close to his side. The bandage tied around it. He hadn’t flinched when he opened the door. Just gave her a tight smile, like he was relieved she was still walking around.

“Glad to see you alive and well,” he’d said. His voice had cracked a little on the end.

She hadn’t said much. Just brushed the dust from her sleeves and stepped inside.

The room had smelled like ink and whiskey and old paper. He hadn’t cleaned the cut properly—she could tell—but he’d waved her off when she offered help.

“I’ve seen worse,” he muttered. “Just another entitled fool thinking threats look good in daylight.”

He told her, then, to call on him if she ever needed help. Legal or otherwise. Told her not to sign a damn thing unless he read it first. Said men like Blaze knew how to wrap poison in paper, and Elias had always been the type to scribble his name where it didn’t belong.

Helen hadn’t answered him then. Just nodded. But the words had lodged somewhere deep.

Now, across the table from Caleb and Tomás, she set her cup down and spoke.

“I stopped in on Mr. Harland.”

Tomás looked up but said nothing.

“He’ll be alright,” Helen said. “Says he’s had worse. Told me to come to him if I need help.

Said I’ve got his full support.”

Caleb gave a slow nod. “He’s a good man. Quiet, but steady.”

“Steady’s rare these days,” she muttered.

The lantern light caught the faint smear of dust on her cheek.

“You think Elias is hiding out on the land? Wonder where he’s gone…” Tomás said between bites of cornbread.

“Luckily, he’s loud,” Caleb replied.

“I slept with a dog in my room last night. I figure he’ll be back soon,” Helen said.

They ate in silence for a moment.

“Blaze wants me to come up to his estate. His little wife came by to ask me.”

“Will he ever quit?” Tomás asked.

“I doubt it,” Helen said.

“Probably the one who led those cattle out. He’s buying up nearby land fast.”

Helen sighed and pushed back from the table.

Outside, a soft, dry wind moved through the grass. Tomorrow would be hotter. There was still work to do. But for now, the weight of the day pressed down like the night sky.

They finished the meal quietly—the kind of quiet that wasn’t empty, just full of things left unsaid.

***

The house was still. Not the kind of stillness that came from rest, but the kind that settled in the bones after too many days of holding things up that were meant to fall.

Helen sat at her father’s old desk with the window cracked just enough to let in the breeze. Dust motes floated in the slant of evening light, and the journals lay open before her—leather-bound, stiff at the spine, filled with Maverick’s spidery handwriting. Notes about rainfall, fencing, calving cycles, long passages on crop rotation. But scattered between the numbers and soil maps were the things he hadn’t said out loud. Thoughts about Elias. Regrets about how he’d raised them. Hopes, sharp and understated, about what Helen might build if he left her enough time.

She turned a page. The ink had bled in one corner, warped from humidity or spilled coffee. The words were nearly gone. She stared at them anyway.

Then came the knock.

Three firm raps on the front door. The dogs barked once from the porch, but didn’t growl.

Helen stood, brushing her hands down the front of her shirt, and stepped to the door.

Outside stood a shopboy from town, no older than fourteen, perched awkwardly on the step with a cloth-wrapped bundle in his arms. His boots were too big, likely borrowed, and he smelled faintly of hay and dust.

“Miss Ashford,” he said. “This was left at the store. Said to bring it out to you before supper.”

“Who gave it to you?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t say. Just said it was important. Paid me good too.”

Helen took the bundle from his hands and looked him over. “You ride all the way out here?”

He nodded. “Horse from the stable. Fast one.”

She paused, then gave a short nod. “Wait here.”

He blinked, uncertain, but stayed on the step.

Helen returned a minute later with a square of cornbread wrapped in cloth and a tin cup of milk. She handed them over without a word.

The boy’s eyes lit up. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“Long ride,” she said simply, then turned back inside.

She shut the door behind her and peeled back the wrapping.

A slim, pale-green book lay within. The title read Poems by E. Dickinson—small, pressed lettering that had begun to wear at the edges. Inside, tucked just past the title page, was a folded slip of cream paper and a pressed rose, browned and delicate but still intact.

The note was written in a clear, slanted hand:

I thought this might suit you. The invitation still stands, should you wish to come.

– Clara

Helen stared at the page for a long time.

She knew she should’ve been wary. Blaze was the one who wanted her land. Clara was his fiancée. Whatever charm she’d shown in the street could’ve been just softness laid over strategy.

But this note—this gesture—felt different.

It wasn’t just polite. It wasn’t just social. It was deliberate. A choice made by someone who’d noticed her, and not just for the sake of negotiation.

The rose trembled faintly between her fingers as she placed it gently on the desk.

Later that night, long after Caleb and Tomás had turned in, Helen lit the lamp beside her bed and opened the book. The spine cracked softly in her hands.

I’m nobody! Who are you? Are you—nobody—too?

She read it twice, then turned a few more pages. The words were simple, but they stayed with her, humming in the back of her mind long after she closed the book and laid it beside her pillow.

She told herself she’d ride into town soon to return the book.

But that wasn’t the only reason.

And she knew it.


Chapter 3: Thunder in the Distance

The ride out to Blaze’s estate was long, but not unpleasant. The trail cut through open grassland, the kind that shimmered in the heat and held the soft scent of wild sage. Helen let the mare move at a steady pace, enjoying the rhythm, the quiet. It gave her time to think—though she wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

By the time the estate came into view, the sun had softened a little, and the shadows stretched long across the yard. Blaze’s land was neat, pruned, and dressed to impress. White rail fences. A front garden with blooms that didn’t belong in this kind of dirt. Helen slowed at the edge of the drive, dismounted, and walked the horse up the last few steps.

She hesitated before climbing the porch. Then, after a pause, she knocked—firm, but not aggressive.

She stepped back and stood on the steps, her stomach tightening. Maybe a servant would answer. That would give her a moment to breathe, to decide if this was still a good idea. Maybe she’d just hand off the book, say her thanks, ride home before she said something she’d regret.

After some time she knocked again, softer.

The door opened within seconds.

Clara stood there.

Framed by the warm light behind her, she looked every bit as composed as Helen remembered—hair pinned, dress pale and tidy, lips faintly pink. Not startled. Not surprised. Just... quietly pleased.

Helen’s pulse kicked up. She couldn’t tell if it was from the ride or the sight of her.

“I wasn’t sure if you would come,” Clara said.

She tried to keep her voice even. “Seemed right to return something borrowed.”

A pause. Then Clara stepped back, gently holding the door open. “Won’t you come in?”

Her hand tightened slightly around the book. “Is Blaze here?” “No,” Clara said, composed as ever. “He’s gone to meet with a few men outside of Fort Stone. He won’t be back for several hours, possibly tomorrow. You’re welcome, truly.”

Helen nodded once, slowly. After a few breaths, Helen crossed the threshold, unsure if she was walking into enemy territory—or something far more dangerous.

Part of her had wanted to ask Blaze directly—about the boot prints near the fence line, about whether he was sniffing around already. But another part, the one curled somewhere deep in her chest, was glad he wasn’t there. She didn’t want to argue with him.

And she didn’t want to see Clara smile at him.

The interior of the house was as careful as the outside—dark wood floors, tall windows, pale rugs with floral patterns too fine for muddy boots. Clara led her into a side parlor with long curtains and a faint scent of lavender. It felt removed from the land entirely. A little too still.

Helen reached into her satchel and pulled out the book, wrapped in its linen square. She held it out.

“But this,” Clara said softly, accepting it with both hands, “was a gift from me. One of my favorite writers.” She looked down at the cover, her thumbs brushing lightly along the edge. “Did you read it?”

“I did,” Helen said. “More than once.”

Clara smiled, just the faintest curve at the edge of her mouth. “She has a way of speaking simply and still saying too much.”

Helen met her eyes, something unreadable flickering there. “I noticed.”

There was something grounding in Clara’s presence—the quiet way she held the door, her unflinching poise. No edge to her voice, no urgency. Just calm confidence. Clara was the kind of woman who knew how to read a room before she even entered it—how to make others feel at ease without ever seeming to try. Helen figured that sort of grace had to be learned. Maybe a mother who hosted and a father who negotiated.

Clara nodded once and crossed to the small side table to set the book down. The pressed rose was still tucked inside.

“Would you like some water?” she asked, still poised but not distant. “You must be warm from the ride.”

Helen’s throat was dry.

“Alright,” she said quietly. “Thank you.”

Clara disappeared down a hallway for a few moments and returned with two glasses. She gave a small nod toward the back of the house. “It’s cooler out this way.”

Helen followed her out onto the back porch, where the late light softened everything—wood grain, fence lines, Clara’s silhouette. They sat in matching chairs, carved mahogany with tufted cushions in a deep green that hadn’t yet faded under the Texas sun. Long shadows stretched across the floorboards. Clara handed her a glass, and when their fingers brushed, Helen felt a quiet jolt—quick and low, like distant thunder.

She sat carefully, boots muddy against the clean slats, and took a slow sip of the water.

“You don’t dress like someone from here,” Helen said after a moment, not unkindly.

Clara glanced down at the pale fabric of her dress, at the soft pleats and delicate buttons. “No,” she said with a small smile. “I don’t suppose I do.”

“So where are you from?”

“Boston,” Clara replied lightly.

Helen blinked. Boston. That’s what Elias had said but she’d forgotten.

She took another drink instead of asking what she wanted to—what someone like Clara was doing all the way out here.

Clara didn’t fill the silence. She let it be, comfortable in it.

The corner of Helen’s mouth twitched, something close to a smile.

“Blaze says you’re stubborn. And sharp. That the ranch should’ve gone to you. I think he respects you.”

Helen scoffed. “He spent years trying to cozy up to my father. My father called him a snake without manners.”

Clara leaned back, ankles crossed. “He mentioned you spent time mining in New Mexico.”

Helen nodded. “I did.”

“That sounds exhilarating—and also horrifying.”

Helen shrugged. “Not if you know what you’re doing.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Clara glancing at her—measuring, maybe. She thought she heard her murmur, “I bet you do.”

Helen turned slightly, but Clara was already looking off toward the trees, absently twirling a strand of hair around one finger.

It might not have happened at all. Helen couldn’t be sure.

Then Clara’s gaze found hers again, bright with amusement. “You sound quite adventurous. Tell me—do you carry a gun?”

Helen glanced over, amusement flickering in her eyes. “Of course I do.”

The question puzzled her. Didn’t everyone? She’d been carrying a gun since she was thirteen.

Clara laughed, light and bright. “Good. I was starting to think I was the only woman in this town without one.”

“You’re not missing much,” Helen said. “It’s heavier than it looks, and most of the time you don’t need it—until you do.”

Clara tilted her head, studying her. “I think we should be friends.”

Helen raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“If you have time tomorrow, I’ll be in town,” Clara said. “There’s that little eatery with shade and halfway decent tea. Maybe we could meet for lunch?”

Helen hesitated. “Lunch? What is lunch?”

Clara smiled. “Oh—dinner. I forget no one says that here.”

There was a faint blush in Clara’s cheeks, though she didn’t look away. Helen saw it and felt her heart shift, just slightly.

“I might be able to,” she said, “I have a meeting in the morning with another rancher, but I can try.”

Clara smiled, not triumphant, just warm. “Do you want to borrow another book?”

Helen blinked, caught off guard. “Are you offering?”

Clara rose smoothly and gestured toward the hall. “Come. I keep a few upstairs.”

Helen followed her into the house, the plush carpet muffling her boots. As they reached the landing, a servant passed by carrying folded linens. Clara gently pulled the door to her room half-closed behind them and lowered her voice.

“I always feel like I’m being watched here.”

Helen stiffened slightly, eyes flicking around. This wasn’t Blaze’s room. It was just Clara's.

The space was soft and self-contained—smaller than she expected, and markedly different from the rest of the estate. The walls were a gentle shade of parchment, catching the late afternoon light through gauzy curtains. A writing desk sat beneath the window, its surface neat but lived-in, with a glass inkwell and a stack of paper arranged beside a delicate pressed flower under glass.

The bed was modest in size but elegant in detail, the quilt stitched in pale greens and dusty pinks. Beside it, a small side table held a slender vase with a single bloom, its petals just starting to curl. The room smelled faintly of fresh flowers and something citrusy—like lemon balm.

Helen noticed there were no portraits, no signs of Blaze. The books were stacked in thoughtful little piles near the windowsill and across the dresser. This was Clara’s world, not one she was merely visiting.

Clara moved toward the shelf, her fingertips trailing across the spines like she was greeting old friends.

“When’s the wedding?” Helen asked, her voice lower than she meant it to be.

Clara paused and cleared her throat. “Only a month away.”

Something quiet tightened in Helen’s chest.

Clara pulled a slim book from the shelf, its pages worn at the edges. “This one’s older. Translated from the Greek.”

Helen stepped forward to take it, but Clara hesitated, holding the book a moment longer, her green eyes steady on Helen’s.

“It’s Sappho,” Clara said softly. Helen didn’t know who that was.

Their fingers brushed as the book passed between them—slowly, deliberately. In that touch, the air shifted between them, heavy and delicate all at once.

She didn’t say thank you. She just held the book, heart thudding steady beneath her ribs.

Clara didn’t move away right away. Her hand lingered near Helen’s, eyes not dropping, not softening either—just holding her there, in that hush. Helen noted how light Clara’s skin looked against her own, the contrast stark and delicate all at once.

Minutes seemed to pass (though it was really only seconds).

Then Clara’s fingers brushed just beneath Helen’s wrist, a fleeting touch like a question never spoken aloud. Her voice, when it came, was softer than before.

“Will you please meet me tomorrow?”

Helen looked at her, really looked—and saw not just the fine dress or the way she carried herself, but something else beneath it. Uncertainty, maybe. Or hope.

She nodded once.

Clara stepped back—graceful as ever—but the space between them still felt charged.

“I’ll walk you out,” she said, already turning toward the stairs.

Helen followed, the book tucked to her chest, her pulse bounding and loud in her ears.

At the door, Clara bit her lip—just briefly—before offering a quiet nod.

“Safe ride,” she said.

Helen inclined her head in return. “Thank you. For the book.”

She mounted up with ease, the leather creaking beneath her, the book still held close, its worn cover warm against her palm. She glanced once toward the porch.

Clara stood in the hush of evening, a strip of sunlight illuminating her, hands folded loosely before her.

Helen turned her horse toward the road.

As she rode down the long drive, the hooves dull against the packed earth, her thoughts spun in quiet circles. The scent of lemon balm still lingered faintly on her clothes, and the press of Clara’s fingers hovered somewhere just beneath her skin—familiar now in a way that felt recent and enchanting.

She hadn’t expected any of it.

Not the gift. Not the quiet charm. Not the way conversation had slipped so easily between them, unforced and easy.

She wasn’t sure what it meant—if it meant anything at all.

But the silence of the ride home felt different than it had before. Like something new had been set in motion, slow and careful, and she wasn’t entirely sure whether to lean into it or hold back.

The sky stretched wide above her, dusky yet still alive with color, as she rode on.

***

The book had stayed on her nightstand—Sappho’s verses half-read, but lingering. Helen lit a candle and read until the words blurred, until her mind softened just enough to sleep. Now, in the hush of morning, she remembered a single line as she dressed:

Someone will remember us, I say, even in another time.

The wind carried a soft breeze through the open window, rustling the thin curtain as she pulled on her boots. She tied her hair back, rinsed her face in the basin, and headed out to the porch where the sun was already stretching across the fields in long, slanted gold.

Caleb was already up, as usual, checking tack and feeding the dogs. Tomás leaned against the barn, a biscuit in one hand. He tipped his hat as Helen passed and she gave him a slight nod.

“Walter’s due at eight,” she said to them, nodding toward the corral. “I’ll be offering six head—young ones. I don’t want to sell more till we know the rest are safe.”

Caleb wiped his hands on a cloth. “You want me to ride out with you?”

She shook her head. “No, that’s alright. Shouldn’t take long.”

They went over the morning tasks, Caleb mentioning the gate near the east slope needing a new hinge, Tomás offering to check the fence line after the herd was seen off. The workday was shaping up quiet—until Helen looked up and stilled.

Two figures were approaching on horseback from the southern rise.

She narrowed her eyes. “That’s not just Walter.”

Caleb followed her gaze. “On second thought,” she said, already stepping back toward the barn, “Would you ride out with me?”

He brushed his hands off. “Sure did. Looks like he brought company. One of his boys, maybe.”

“Don’t rightly know,” Helen muttered.

A cold knot tightened in her gut. Didn’t make sense, but she pictured Elias anyway. She squinted her eyes. Couldn’t be him—Elias was a rough rider, all nerves and loose in the saddle. This man rode too steady, too smooth. They both watched the pair draw closer, dust kicking up behind their horses.

They saddled up and rode out across the low rise, the land unfolding in soft golds and rust-streaked scrub. By the time they reached the pen, Walter Braddock was already dismounting—broad-shouldered, sun-leathered, his hat pulled low. He looked younger than Helen remembered, though he must’ve been near fifty now. Ranch life had a way of hardening and preserving men both.

Beside him was a younger man—his son, Jesse. About three or four years younger than Helen. He had the Braddock jaw and a quiet steadiness in his posture. Not a boy anymore. Ranch work had put weight in his shoulders and dust in his cuffs.

“Helen,” Walter called, tipping his hat with a practiced smile. “Mighty good to see you.”

“Walter.” She dismounted with ease, her boots crunching over dry earth. “Appreciate you coming out.”

Walter looked her over the way men did when they didn’t know what to say to women in charge. “You’ve kept the place tidy. Your pa would be proud.”

“Still got work to do,” she said simply, glancing toward the penned calves. “These six should travel well.”

Walter nodded but gestured to Jesse. “Figured I’d bring my boy along. He’s been learning the trade more serious now.”

Jesse stepped forward. “Ma’am.”

Helen inclined her head. “Jesse.”

There was a beat too long in his gaze, and he smiled—not bold, but warm. Caleb moved a little closer without a word, the way a dog does when it senses you tightening the reins.

“How’s your mother?” Helen asked Walter, redirecting the air.

“Mean as ever,” he said, chuckling. “Says she wants to come out and see the place again soon. Always did like your father.”

Helen nodded, distracted as Jesse began to walk the fence, inspecting the calves. He spoke quietly to one of them, even held out his hand. He wasn’t unkind. Just... looking.

Walter’s tone shifted. “Boy tells me he’s thinkin’ about settlin’ soon. Building a house, starting proper.”

Caleb let out the faintest breath through his nose. Helen didn’t flinch, but her hands stilled at her belt.

“That so?” she said evenly.

Jesse glanced over his shoulder at them, then quickly back to the animals. He was a decent man. That wasn’t the problem.

They finished the transaction quickly enough—paperwork exchanged, the payment fair. Helen was firm but polite, her father’s daughter in every sense. Walter didn’t press for more, just tipped his hat with a knowing nod, like they’d be seeing one another again real soon.

Jesse paused before getting on his horse. “Thanks for the tour, Miss Ashford. Place looks strong in your hands.”

Helen met Jesse’s eyes. “It’s not going anywhere.”

A slow smile touched his lips—admiration plain on his face. Caleb watched him steady, never blinking.

They rode off soon after, the cattle following close behind, dust kicking up around them.

Back at the house, Helen stood for a long time by the fence, one hand on the worn wood rail, watching the empty road.

***

She saddled up a short while later. The sun had climbed high, sharpening shadows across the dry earth. She wore her best shirt, the one with the clean collar and sleeves that rolled up without losing shape. The book from Clara—Sappho’s verses, pressed flower still inside—was tucked carefully into her saddlebag, its edges wrapped in a spare handkerchief.

Helen didn’t move like someone on her way to a meal. She carried a question heavy on her shoulders. There was work to be done on the ranch, sure—but first, she needed to see Clara. Needed to know if this was real.

The road into town was quiet. She passed only two wagons and a group of children by a pocket of greenery. No one looked her in the eye. The horizon ahead shimmered with heat.

Near the forge, the clang of metal drifted across the dusty street. Ruth stood outside, speaking with a customer—a man in a light work shirt, wide hat pushed back on his head. Helen didn’t interrupt and kept walking, nodding once when Ruth glanced her way. She waved her over.

When the man tipped his hat and moved on, Ruth turned, wiping her hands on her apron. Her brows lifted.

“Helen,” she said. “There's been some news.”

Helen's brows knitted together and she dismounted. "News?"

Ruth gave a dry little smile, but her gaze sharpened.

Helen’s stomach tensed, but she kept her face calm. “What is it?”

Ruth stepped closer, voice lower now. “Your brother. Word is he was in Austin not long before showing up here. Real quiet about it. And now there’s a warrant.”

Helen’s jaw tightened. “What for?”

“Don’t know the full charge. But someone came through from up that way—blacksmith’s apprentice I used to know, passing news as he traveled. Said there was some kind of trouble involving money. Might’ve gotten violent. Either way, they’re looking for him. And after the scene he caused with the will, word’s traveled fast.”

Helen looked out over the street, her hand resting near the saddlehorn. She’d known Elias hadn’t come back out of sentiment. But to know he’d been running, not just scheming—it hit different.

“Thanks for telling me.”

Ruth nodded, a bit softer. “You gonna be alright?”

Helen glanced toward the part of town where Clara would be. “I guess we’ll see.”

Ruth paused, then added, “Also, someone came by asking about you.”

Helen looked back at her. “Really? Who?”

“That new girl in town. Blaze’s betrothed.” Ruth crossed her arms. “I wasn’t exactly warm to her. Figured she was snooping for him.”

“What’d she ask?”

Ruth huffed. “Nothing direct. Just… chatty. Asked how long I’ve known you, what kind of work you do. Said she was out walking, curious about the forge. But she kept circling back to you.”

Helen’s brow furrowed. “And you told her?”

“Not much. Just said you keep to yourself and always have. She didn’t seem put off—just quiet. Looked like she had more she wanted to say, but didn’t.”

Helen was quiet a moment.

Ruth studied her. “At first I thought she was digging for Blaze. But now…”

Helen ran her tongue over her teeth, looking off down the road. “No I don’t think she was.”

Ruth raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t think so either, by the end of it.”

Helen let out a quiet breath. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

Ruth gave a nod, already turning toward the forge. “You take care, Helen.”

“I will.”

Helen stepped away, the smell of iron and smoke lingering on the air as she walked. The sun was still high, casting long shadows across the street.

She headed toward the eatery, the one Clara had mentioned, not entirely sure what she expected.

Or what she hoped to find.

***

The bell above the door chimed as Helen stepped into the eatery. It was dimmer inside, the heat trailing her in like smoke. A few familiar faces turned, nodded politely. She didn’t see Clara at first.

Then she did.

Toward the back, beneath the shaded windows, Clara sat at a small table—one hand curled loosely around a teacup, the other resting near a folded napkin. Blaze sat opposite her, too comfortably, like he belonged there. He leaned in, saying something low. Clara didn’t smile. But Helen couldn’t look long enough to read more.

She turned on her heel.

Back outside, the sun was too bright, the street too loud. She moved quickly toward her horse, the blood rising in her face before she could stop it. Her hands fumbled with the reins, more forceful than they needed to be.

“Helen—”

The voice stopped her cold.

Clara had followed, her skirts gathered in one hand, cheeks flushed—not from the heat.

“I didn’t know he’d be there,” she said, catching her breath. “He had just shown up before you did.”

Helen didn’t answer. She stared past her horse’s ears, jaw tight.

Clara stepped closer, careful. “Please. I didn’t ask him to join me.”

“Still looked mighty cozy,” Helen said flatly.

Clara flinched. “That’s not fair.”

“No,” Helen said, mounting. “What’s not fair is thinking we could be friends. Whatever this is—was—was a mistake.”

Clara’s voice caught in her throat. “Would you at least walk with me? Just a little ways. I’ll explain.”

Helen looked down at her, the weight of disappointment pressing heavier than the saddle.

“I’m not walking you anywhere.”

Clara blinked, but didn’t move.

Helen stared down the road, sighed, and dismounted sharply. The reins slipped through her fingers as she stepped away from the hitch post.

“Fine,” she muttered. “Ten minutes, tops.”

Clara nodded once, silent with relief, and together they turned down a quieter path beside the eatery. They walked in silence at first, the town falling away behind them until only the cicadas and the soft crunch of boots on dry earth remained. The sun dipped low, shadows stretching longer across the fields. Clara walked with her hands folded in front of her, as composed as ever—but Helen could feel the tension between them, taut as wire.

Clara was the first to speak. “You know, I never thought Texas would smell so much like sage after a rain.”

Helen let out a short, humorless breath. “That what you wanted to talk about?”

Clara glanced sideways, her expression unreadable. “I thought maybe we could just walk. Talk.”

“Talk,” Helen echoed, her voice dry.

They passed a leaning fence post, cracked and silvered with age. Helen slowed, then stopped.

Clara took one more step before turning to face her.

Helen’s gaze held firm. “What do you want from me, Clara?”

Clara blinked. “I told you. I want us to be good friends.”

Helen gave a soft snort, shaking her head. “Bullshit.”

Clara didn’t flinch, but her hands flexed slightly at her sides.

“You’ve been givin’ me those books,” Helen said low, eyes narrowed. “Those women ain’t just friends. They’re in love. You expect me to believe you handed ’em over thinkin’ I’d just enjoy the writin’?”

Clara's jaw worked as if she were biting back a dozen responses.

“I want you to say it. Outright.”

“What?”

“What do you want.”

Helen stepped in front of her, close enough that Clara had to stop. Clara’s breath caught. She looked anywhere but at Helen—at the fields, the sky, her own hands.

For a long moment, she said nothing. The air between them held its breath.

A breeze caught the loose strands of Clara’s hair, but the rest of her stayed perfectly still. Her lips parted, but no words came.

Then, quietly—barely more than a breath—she said, “I don’t know how to say it.”

Helen didn’t look away. “Try.”

Clara looked at her, eyes wide, vulnerable for the first time. “I want you… the way I should want him.” Her voice caught. “But I don’t. I never have.”

Helen stepped closer, her voice firmer now. “You mean like—how?”

Clara let out a shaky breath, a bitter laugh caught in her throat. “Like I want to know how your skin feels under my hands. Like I wonder what your voice sounds like just after you’ve woken up. I think about you when I shouldn’t.”

Warmth flared deep in Helen’s chest, sharp and sudden. Still, she kept her voice even. “Does he know you were meetin’ me?”

“No. I told him I wasn’t feeling well. He’s meeting a business partner. He won’t notice I’m gone.”

Helen looked back toward town, jaw tense, then back at Clara.

“Come on,” she said, voice low. She turned and walked toward the trees, leaving the dusty road behind.

Clara followed without question.

They ducked beneath a line of scrub oaks, moving toward a small stream hidden from the road. The air was cooler there, quieter. Helen dropped down into the grass, knees brushing wildflowers, and Clara followed, sitting beside her.

Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

Then Helen reached for Clara’s hand, brushing her thumb over the curve of her fingers—so soft where hers were callused and worn. She brought them to her lips and kissed them—slow, deliberate.

Clara inhaled sharply, her eyes searching Helen’s face.

“I think about you too,” Helen murmured.

She leaned in, and Clara met her halfway.

The kiss was tentative at first, cautious—two women too aware of the weight of it, the risk. But it deepened gradually, naturally, until it filled the space between them. Helen pulled Clara against her as they lowered to the grass, the slope of the earth cradling them. The kisses turned from sweet to insistent. At some point, Helen’s hand caught the delicate fabric of Clara’s dress—too roughly, unintentionally—and the sound of tearing thread broke the hush.

"I'm sorry"

Clara gasped—not in protest, but with breathless delight—and her soft laugh dissolved against Helen’s mouth. She began kissing along Helen’s jaw, then her neck, as Helen’s hand slid to the nape of Clara’s neck, massaging gently, fingers in her hair.

The nearby stream whispered over stone. A bird startled from the underbrush, wings flapping loud and sudden.

They both looked toward the sound then back to one another, both out of breath.

They paused—foreheads nearly touching—lips grazing.

Helen’s voice came low, eyes searching Clara’s face. “You could come to the ranch sometime. When you’re able.”

Clara nodded, silent but sure. “I’d like that.”

She stood and reached down, helping Helen to her feet. They brushed grass and leaves from their clothes. As they crested the hill back toward the road, Clara caught Helen’s hand again and pulled her into one last kiss—long, slow, and quiet.

Afterward, Helen reached up to gently fix Clara’s hair, tucking a loose strand behind her ear. She glanced at the torn seam of Clara’s dress and muttered, “It’s not too bad,” trying to arrange the folds to hide it.

Clara gave a soft laugh. “That obvious?”

Helen shook her head. “Only if someone’s looking close.”

They made their way down the road, their steps slower now, the silence between them fuller.

At the edge of town, they slowed—public space creeping back in like a tide.

“How do you usually get back?” Helen asked.

“Carriage,” Clara said softly. “Blaze insists. One of his men waits nearby.” She nodded toward a side street, where a driver sat dozing in the shade.

Helen’s brow furrowed. “Will he ask questions?”

“No. He’s paid not to. I’ll say I stopped by the apothecary. That I saw you along the way.”

She adjusted her hair, then looked at Helen—just looked, her expression open in a way it hadn’t been before. “Will I see you again?”

Helen held her gaze. “If it’s up to me… yes.”

Clara’s lips curved into something small and aching. “Good. I’d like that.”

She gave Helen’s hand a gentle squeeze before slipping away toward the carriage.

Helen watched her go. She turned to her horse, the warmth of Clara’s fingers still lingering like a secret.

The sun was sinking low. The road ahead stretched wide and open.

And for the first time in a long while, she didn't feel so alone on it.


Chapter 4: Where It Begins

The sun had begun to dip, casting long light across the scrub as Helen trotted along the dusty road out of town. She kept one hand light on the reins, her thoughts already shifting toward the ranch—until movement off to her left caught her eye.

A stretch of land had been cleared where mesquite and cedar used to thicken. Now it lay open and exposed, raw with fresh-cut stumps and scattered branches. A few men moved among the debris, setting posts and hauling lumber. Someone was building—fast.

Helen slowed her mare to a walk. The horse tossed her head, sensing the hesitation, but she kept her still.

She studied the site, brow low beneath her hat. That land butted too close to hers. Maverick used to call it buffer ground, the kind that gave you quiet.

Hoofbeats rose behind her.

“Didn’t think we’d catch up,” Jesse called.

She turned slightly as he and another rider approached—his younger brother, by the look of him. Both were dusty from the day, their shirts marked with sweat and trail grit.

“Just heading home,” she said.

Jesse fell into an easy pace beside her, glancing over toward the cleared lot.

“Blaze bought that parcel,” he said. “Snatched it up fast. Heard he plans to put in a bunkhouse, maybe a buyer station.”

Helen didn’t respond at first. Her grip on the reins tightened slightly.

“Must be nice,” she said at last. “Moving that fast.”

Jesse gave a slow shrug. “He’s not the patient type. Especially when there’s water on the land.”

He’s not getting ours, Helen thought.

She turned her horse. “I should get on.”

“Sure,” Jesse said. “But before you go—Pa’s putting on a barn dance this Saturday. Just something to lift spirits a bit. You’re welcome to come. Bring your men, if they’re up for it.”

Helen looked at him for a beat. “We’ll be working.”

“I figured,” he said. “Still—be good to see you there.”

She gave a short nod and rode on, dust curling around her boots, the sound of hammering still echoing behind her.

***

The rasp of hooves on packed earth reached Helen before she saw the wagon.

She stepped out from the barn’s shadow, wiping her hands on a rag. The sun was climbing fast, already burning off the early haze, and the scent of sweat and hay clung to everything.

It wasn’t until the wagon cleared the bend that she realized who it was.

Ruth.

Helen straightened, watching as the stout little mare pulled to a stop and Ruth climbed down without ceremony, hitching the reins with the same practiced ease as any ranch hand. Her leather apron was slung across her shoulder, hammer tucked into her belt. She looked the same as always—weathered, composed—but something about the way she moved struck Helen as quieter than she remembered.

Caleb came out from the far side of the barn, wiping dust from his palms. He paused when he saw her.

“Thought that was Ed,” he said.

Ruth offered a dry smile. “So did I, for twenty years.”

It landed with a gentle weight—honest, not unkind. Caleb nodded, and Helen saw something shift in his face.

“We got two needing a check,” he said, already turning toward the barn. “One of the young ones threw a shoe last week.”

“I figured,” Ruth replied. “Ground’s been rough.”

They fell into step beside each other, not hurried, not awkward. Just... familiar. Ruth glanced up at him once as they disappeared into the shadow of the barn.

Helen realized, slowly, that she’d never actually seen them together.

Ruth’s husband—Ed—had always been the one to come out to the ranch. A quiet man with a sharp eye and steady hands. Maverick used to say Ed could shoe a horse in his sleep and never miss a nail. He’d been part of the rhythm of things, familiar as the sunburnt fence posts and the trail dust on Caleb’s boots.

But Ed had died over a year ago. A fever that hit quick and hard, from what Helen remembered. She hadn’t been in town much then—she was still in New Mexico, digging for answers in red dirt and bad air.

Now, watching Ruth and Caleb fall into step beside each other, Helen caught something in his expression she hadn’t thought to look for before. She’d never pictured Caleb as someone drawn to romance—steady, loyal, maybe even solitary by nature.

But with Ruth, there was a softness to him.

They seemed quietly sweet on one another.

The dull clang of hammer on shoe quieted. Helen waited another breath, then stepped into the barn.

The air was cooler inside, laced with hay and iron. Caleb stood steady at the gelding’s head, murmuring low to keep him calm. Ruth crouched near the hind leg, sleeves rolled past the elbow, forearms taut with effort and care. Her movements were sure. The horse didn’t so much as flinch.

“You’ve still got the hands for it,” Caleb said.

Ruth didn’t look up. “Lucky for you, I still take pity on worn-out stock.”

“Not sure if you mean the horse or me.”

She chuckled softly, setting the hoof down with care. “Depends on the day.”

Caleb smiled—just a little, but Helen caught it.

“I was thinking,” Helen said, voice light, “Ruth, you going to Walter’s dance this Saturday?”

Ruth glanced up, brushing the back of her wrist across her brow. “Hadn’t planned on it.”

“Caleb says he’s going.”

That earned her a sharp side-glance from him.

“I didn’t say that,” he muttered.

Ruth straightened slowly, giving him a look. “Oh, you old goat. You used to love dances.”

Helen raised her brows, surprised to hear that about Caleb.

He huffed, adjusting the halter. “That was a long time ago.”

“Well,” Ruth said, brushing her hands off on her apron, “you’re not dead yet.”

Caleb kept his eyes on the horse’s shoulder, running a hand along the leather strap. “Been a long time since I put on a clean shirt for anything but a funeral.”

“Doesn’t have to stay that way,” Ruth said. Her tone was gentle, but something else lingered underneath—wistful, maybe. A challenge softened by years.

Helen smiled, leaning on the stall door. “I’ll likely be working that night. But you two might as well go. Could use some dust shaken off this town.”

Ruth leaned back against the post, flexing her hands. “I’ll have to think on it.”

“You do that,” Helen said. “I’ll leave you to it—I should go see if Tomás needs help with the fence line.”

She gave Caleb a knowing look as she turned to go. He didn’t return it, but he didn’t stop her either.

Helen walked to the stall where her mare was still contentedly chewing, gave a soft click of her tongue, and led her out into the yard.

The sun had climbed higher, hotter now, pressing against her shoulders. But there was something easier in the air, like the day had taken a breath.

***

The kitchen still smelled of beans from breakfast when Tomás came through the door. Dust on his boots and a short stack of mail in his hand.

“Town’s quiet,” he said, setting the bundle on the table. “Post was late again. Guess the train’s behind.”

Helen didn’t look up right away. She was slicing through a piece of leftover bread with a dull knife, her mind elsewhere.

“Anything for us?”

“Couple bills. Catalog from a store.” He lifted the last item. “And this—wrapped up like it’s worth something. Addressed to you.”

He left it on top of the stack and moved on, mumbling something about fence repairs.

Helen waited until the house was quiet again before she touched it. The package was small and neat, wrapped in brown paper with her name written in fine ink. No return address. No seal. Just her name, penned with care.

She opened it slowly.

Inside was a book—cloth-bound, a lush, deep blue, worn at the edges. Dickinson. Her fingers paused on the cover, and something in her chest tugged tight. She opened to the first page to see a few pencil marks beside certain stanzas, faint and precise. The kind of marks someone makes when they’re trying not to be seen.

She flipped further, reading slowly:

“Wild nights – Wild nights!

Were I with thee

Wild nights should be

Our luxury!”

She smiled softly and flipped through. As she reached the back cover, her hand stopped.

The back cover felt thicker. She turned it slowly, and there it was—a seam along the inside board. She peeled it back.

Inside, folded once with careful precision, was a slip of paper—smooth and slightly fragrant, like it had been pressed between linens. She unfolded it.

Clara’s handwriting flowed across the page—steady and elegant.

Helen,

I tried not to write this. I tried not to send it.

But you kissed me like you meant it, and I haven’t stopped thinking about your hands, your mouth, or the way you looked at me after with those gray eyes. You’ve stayed in my chest like something I can’t put down.

I’m not foolish enough to say what I want in town. But in the dark, in dreams, I’ve said it all.

I’ll be at the dance Saturday night. I’ll wear blue.

If you come, I’ll know you haven’t forgotten.

—C.

Helen held the letter for a long moment, breath catching as her mind returned to that quiet moment in the grass—the way Clara had looked at her, the way it had felt.

Outside, the wind slipped past like it had someplace to be, the day already wandering off on its own. She ran her thumb along the edge of the page, then eased it back into its hiding place, careful as a secret.

She closed the book with care, her heart beating hard. Maybe she’d go to the dance after all.

***

The light was turning amber at the windows, slow and heavy, casting long bars across the floorboards and warming the wood beneath her boots.

Helen stood at the mirror, adjusting the buttons of a navy skirt that hadn’t seen daylight in years. It had belonged to her mother, tucked away with care in the bottom of a chest—rarely spoken of, never forgotten. The fabric still held its weight, still held its shape, and though it didn’t feel like her, it didn’t feel like a stranger either.

Underneath, she wore thin riding pants for the journey, tucked into her scuffed leather boots. The blouse was cream, plain but pressed, and her brown vest brought the whole thing back to herself. Tied beneath it, snug and hidden at her lower back, was her pistol—kept quiet, but never far.

Her brown hair was half-up, pulled away from her face, the rest left loose in soft waves. No ribbon. No pins. Just practical, like everything else she’d chosen.

A knock came at the door.

Caleb stood with one hand on the jamb on the porch, his hat in the other. Tomás hovered behind him, already grinning.

“We’re heading out,” Caleb said. “Figured we’d ride together.”

Tomás craned his neck for a better look and whistled low. “Thought you weren’t going.”

Helen turned, smoothing the skirt against her thighs. “I changed my mind. The irrigation line can wait till morning.”

Caleb’s eyes lingered on the skirt, then rose to her face. “That was your mother’s.”

Helen nodded. “Used to hang just inside her closet. I don’t think she wore it more than a handful of times.”

“She wore it to church,” Caleb said. “The one time she went.”

His voice wasn’t soft, but it wasn’t teasing either.

Helen glanced down at the fabric, then back up. “Well…”

He gave a faint smile. “You look like her. But there’s Mav in you too, kid.”

She didn’t answer, but something in her expression shifted—just enough for him to see it.

From the hallway, Tomás clapped his hands once. “Let’s go, before they run out of pie.”

Outside, the sun hung low behind the hills, painting the trail in bronze and rust. The air held a hum—the kind that came before music or storms.

Helen mounted her mare with practiced ease, the skirt falling clean over the saddle, the pistol pressing lightly against her spine. She fell into rhythm beside the men, hooves stirring the dry earth as they rode toward the distant sound of laughter and fiddle strings.

The barn lights glowed ahead like a beacon.

“This’d be the night Elias tries something,” Caleb muttered. “Maybe I oughta head back.”

“No,” Helen said, eyes fixed on the light. “What he wants is locked in the safe. He can’t get to it.”

“Still...” Caleb started.

“We’ll just make an appearance,” she said. “That’s all.”

She didn’t know what the night would bring.

But Clara would be there.

As they crested the final ridge, the dance unfolded below—lanterns hung from the barn rafters and fence posts, their flickering flames casting a warm, uneven glow across the packed yard. Oil lamps and candles dotted the open barn doors, throwing dancing shadows on the worn floorboards inside. Dresses swayed in the dusty twilight, boots tapping time to the lively fiddle and tambourine.

The air smelled of grilled meat and smoke, mingling with the familiar scents of horse, hay, and leather.

Caleb’s posture shifted in the saddle beside her, his gaze sweeping the fields behind them before turning back to the barn. “It just doesn’t feel right leaving the place empty.”

Helen nodded, jaw tight. “I know. But Tomás wired that lock on the tool shed and brought the dogs in close.”

“I know.” Caleb said, lowering his voice. “With Elias out there…”

She didn’t answer, but her hand slipped behind her, resting for a breath on the concealed grip of her pistol.

Ahead of them, Tomás sat straighter in the saddle, peering up at the darkening sky. “Looks like a storm’s coming in. Real one this time.”

Helen glanced upward. Clouds were gathering low on the horizon, streaked in purple and ash. The breeze had cooled, shifting the dust.

They rode the last stretch in silence, hooves muffled now by the churned-up ground outside the barn. A few heads turned as they arrived—some familiar, some not. No one waved, but no one turned away either.

Helen dismounted first, boots hitting the dirt with a dull thud. She adjusted her skirt with one hand, the other steady on her hip, the weight of the weapon at her back grounding her more than any words could.

Caleb looped the reins over a fence post and gave her a look. “We won’t stay long.”

Helen nodded once. “Long enough.”

She turned toward the open barn doors where light and music spilled into the growing dark.

Inside, the dance had already begun.

Caleb sought out a cluster of ranchers gathered near the firepit, nodding and tipping his hat as he wove through their ranks. Ruth stood at a table laden with pies and preserves, her sharp gaze catching Helen’s as she checked on the spread. Tomás, now tall and confident at eighteen, drew a few admiring glances from the young women nearby, flashing a grin as he tipped his hat in greeting.

Helen lingered near the barn doors, taking in the familiar faces—shop owners from town, market vendors, neighbors from the nearby ranches. The hum of conversation, laughter, and the scrape of boots on wooden floors swirled around her. She spotted Jesse across the yard, speaking with a few men, eyes flicking toward her now and then with polite interest.

Her gaze drifted to the far side of the barn where Clara stood, surrounded by a small group of women. Clara’s blonde hair caught the lantern light as she laughed softly, hands gesturing as she spoke. Something in the way she moved—effortless and sure—made Helen’s pulse quicken. Her eyes flickered to Helen and something shifted in her face. She pursed her lips and looked down shyly.

The music shifted, a fiddle’s quick tune prompting some to join the dance floor. Helen took a steadying breath amid the swirl of warmth, light, and the gathering storm beyond the windows.

Jesse stepped closer, tipping his hat with an easy smile. “Glad you made it, Helen.”

She offered a small, guarded nod. “Thank you. The barn looks well put together—your Pa’s done good.”

Jesse glanced her over, a flicker of surprise in his eyes. “That skirt—it’s real fine. Didn’t know you had something like that.”

Helen adjusted the hem lightly, keeping her tone even. “It belonged to my mother. Thought it fitting for tonight.”

He scratched the back of his neck, looking uncertain. “I don’t remember your ma much. Pa talked about her some, but it’s been a while.”

Helen said nothing, catching his gaze as he glanced her over from the corner of his eye.

Jesse smiled, taking a deep breath and seeming a bit more relaxed. “Pa’s been working on the fence line up north—wants to know if you think the new placement’ll hold. Could use your opinion.”

Before Helen could answer, a shout came from across the yard. Jesse glanced back. “Looks like I’m wanted. I’ll catch you later, Helen.”

She watched him walk away, relief washing over her. She turned back to where Clara had been—only to find she’d disappeared.

Helen scanned the crowd, searching for Clara, but it seemed she had vanished into the warm swirl of lantern light and laughter. A few moments later, a broad-shouldered rancher approached, his weathered face creased by years under the sun.

“Evenin’, Helen,” he said, tipping his hat. “We were talkin’ ’bout you just now. Reckoned you might join us out back.”

Helen hesitated but nodded, stepping toward the open doors that led to the cool evening air. Outside, a small circle of ranchers sat on worn logs and crates around a low fire, the flames flickering against the darkening sky.

“You’ve got quite the reputation ’round these parts,” the rancher said, passing a tin cup of coffee toward her. “Maverick raised a hard woman.”

Another voice, younger but steady, joined in. “Ain’t every gal who’d stand her ground like that. Against Elias.”

Helen took the cup, the warmth seeping into her hands. She settled onto a rough-hewn log and met their eyes steadily. She shrugged. “He taught me well.”

They chuckled quietly, comfortable and familiar, not flattering but honest. One of the older men leaned forward. “We remember when you chased off those men from the south end of the property, back when you were just a girl. Not many would’ve had the guts.”

Helen let out a short laugh, thinking of the men who underestimated her—and paid for it. “They learned quick enough not to come back.”

The talk softened, taking on a quieter, more serious tone. “And what about that trip to New Mexico?” one asked. “Gold diggin’, some say. You never did answer for that one.”

Helen’s jaw tightened. “Some things don’t need explainin’. I did what I had to.”

Another rancher shifted, his voice low but steady. “Blaze been buying up land nearby, you know. Many ’round here figure you’ll be next. You gonna sell, Helen?”

She met their gazes one by one. She just shook her head.

The silence settled, broken only by the crackle of the fire and the rising wind carrying the distant rumble of thunder.

The firelight flickered across weathered faces, casting long shadows that danced with the wind. The night air smelled of smoke, dry earth, and the faint sweetness of burning cedar.

One of the older ranchers spat into the fire, then looked up with a grunt. “Good. Mighty good. Maverick’s probably turning in his grave over what that no-good Elias done.” His voice was low but filled with quiet respect and sorrow.

A murmur of agreement passed through the circle—not gossip or judgment, but a shared weight.

“He was a damn fine man,” another said, eyes distant. “Stood taller than any of us, and tougher than the thickest mesquite.”

“She runs this land with iron and heart,” a younger rancher added, nodding toward Helen. “Ain’t many who could take the reins like that after Maverick’s passing.”

Helen’s fingers tightened around the cup. Their words weren’t empty—they were a reminder that she wasn’t alone. That this was a community standing with her.

One rancher leaned forward, voice low but certain. “We’re here for you, Helen. We don’t want to see Blaze swallow us whole. Not while you’re holdin’ the line.”

Helen’s breath caught. The land wasn’t just dirt and fences; it was legacy, blood, and bone. She’d fought too hard to lose it now.

“I’m not selling,” she said, voice steady but fierce. “Not to him. Not to anyone.”

The circle around the fire shifted, relaxing as a few heads nodded in quiet approval. Stories began to flow—tales of Maverick’s stubborn pride, his unexpected kindness, the hard lessons he’d handed down like coin. As the fire crackled, Helen listened, feeling the weight of sadness in their voices, laced with something like regret.

Then she noticed the raindrops—small, dark spots appearing in the dust at her boots.

No one seemed to mind. A few glanced up, but the stories carried on.

Helen’s arms prickled—every hair standing up like static. Something deep in her gut twisted. She turned her head toward the open dark beyond the firelight.

A flicker of lightning lit the far ridge. Wide. Low. Too quiet to feel like warning, but it was.

A sharp, sudden instinct surged through her: go.
Not in a minute. Not after goodbyes. Now.

She stood abruptly and set her tin cup on the stump without a word. No one stopped her.

She slipped into the barn as the first real drops began to fall, cool and heavy.

The music had struck up again, lively and loud under the pounding of boots and the rising patter on the roof. Fiddle strings. Laughter. People spun and swayed, flushed and smiling.

Helen moved quickly, scanning the crowd. No sign of Clara. She searched once more, lips tight, breath shallow.

In the corner, she spotted Caleb and Ruth, standing close, heads bent together in quiet laughter.

A crack of thunder rolled in the distance. The rain thickened.

Helen slipped outside just as the skies opened up.

People started pushing through the doors, escaping the downpour with shrieks and wet shoulders. The crowd swelled.

She ran to the hitch rail beneath the low awning, boots slick in the mud, rain drumming steadily on the sheet metal roof above. The horses huddled close together, flanks damp, heads lowered against the storm. Her mare shifted as she approached, ears twitching, sensing the tension in her steps.

Helen untied the reins with practiced hands and swung into the saddle in one smooth motion. She rode out into the dark—fast, urgent, the pounding hooves softened by rain and soaked earth.

The barn lights disappeared behind her.

She didn’t make it far.

The storm had closed in quick, the kind that swallowed sound and light both. Sheets of rain cut across her vision, and the wind pushed sideways against her, rattling the trees and flattening the tall grass. Her mare faltered once, then again, uncertain.

Visibility was next to none.

Helen slowed her mount and scanned the blur of dark shapes ahead. Lightning cracked across the sky in a crooked flash, lighting up the land just long enough for her to spot the heavy silhouette of a cottonwood tree not far off the trail.

She turned the horse toward it, boots already soaked through, her vest clinging cold against her back.

They reached the trunk just as the wind shifted again. The tree bowed low but held firm, its branches reaching out like arms. Helen slipped down, guiding her mare beneath the thickest part of the canopy. The ground there was damp but sheltered, shielded by roots and years of growth.

She pressed a hand to the horse’s neck, steadying her, both of them breathing hard.

Then—through the roar of rain and wind—she heard something else.

Footsteps. Slapping, uneven.

Helen turned sharply, heart jumping.

A figure came running through the curtain of rain, half-drenched, bare-legged, shoes in hand.

Clara.

She was soaked to the skin, hair plastered to her cheeks, breath coming in short gasps. Her dress clung to her like river silk, and when she reached the edge of the tree’s shelter, she looked up at Helen—wide-eyed, wild, and unmistakably relieved.

“I saw you ride out,” she said, breathless. “And I—God, I thought—” She broke off, laughing and shivering all at once. “That strike was close.”

Helen could barely find her voice. “You ran after me?”

Clara nodded, still catching her breath. “I couldn’t let you go. Not like that.”

“You should’ve stayed in the barn,” Helen said, voice low but firm. Rain tapped hard against the leaves overhead, the branches groaning above them. “Once this clears a ways, I have to get back to the ranch.”

Clara shook her head, water trailing down her cheeks. “You can’t. Not like this. Let’s get back to the barn, wait it out.”

Helen moved to check her mare’s bridle, jaw tight. “I’ll take you back. But I’m going.”

Clara stepped forward, barefoot in the mud, eyes locked on Helen’s. “If this is about your brother—”

Helen froze. “Then tell me. Whatever it is.”

Clara hesitated. Her voice dropped to a near-whisper, heavy with something Helen couldn’t name.

“I think I’ve seen him,” she said. “At Blaze’s estate.”

Helen turned to face her fully now, rain dripping from the edge of her vest, breath held still.

Clara went on, steady but shaken. “Out my window, one morning before dawn. Someone stumbled across the yard. Blaze met him—outside, like he didn’t want anyone else to see. It looked like Elias. I can’t swear to it, I only saw him once... but it was him, I think. Wearing the same clothes as that day in town.”

Helen’s pulse pounded in her ears, louder than the rain. A sharp crack of lightning split the sky nearby, followed by a deep, rolling thunder. Her mare shifted beneath the tree, snorting and pawing at the wet ground, ears pinned tight with unease. The rain had begun to ease, softening from a downpour to a steady hush.

“He was yelling,” Clara said, “like he was half out of his mind. Blaze put a hand on his shoulder to calm him. Then gave him something. Money, I think.”

Helen didn’t speak.

Clara’s voice dropped again. “I think they’re planning something.”

Anger swept through Helen like a flash fire, narrowing her vision.

“Snake,” she hissed.

Clara flinched slightly, rain still trickling from her lashes.

“The rain’s letting up,” she said gently. “Let’s head back to the barn.”

But Helen wasn’t looking at the sky anymore.

She looked at Clara—the way her dress clung to her, soaked and plastered to her skin, the way her chest rose and fell with each breath. Her hair was a tangle down her back, and there was something in her eyes that hadn’t faded since that night in the grass.

Helen stepped closer, closed the space between them like it cost her nothing.

Without a word, she reached out—one hand cupping Clara’s face, the other pressing firm against the small of her back—and kissed her hungrily. Clara gasped into her mouth, then kissed her back just as fiercely, fingers digging into Helen’s shoulders.

The world around them blurred into wind and wet leaves and the soft, rhythmic thud of Helen’s horse shifting nearby.

When they broke apart, breathless, Clara rested her forehead against Helen’s.

“Wild nights,” Helen murmured.

Clara let out a small, breathy laugh. But Helen didn’t smile.

“You’re beautiful,” she said, quiet and rough.

Then she pulled back, gaze sharpening again.

“I have to go.”

Clara blinked. “Back to the ranch?”

“Just because Elias took Blaze’s money doesn’t mean he won’t do something stupid,” Helen said. “If he thinks that safe’s the only thing between him and what he wants, he’ll light the whole house to the ground just to get it open.”

Clara’s breath hitched, her eyes scanning Helen’s face. “Then let’s go.”

Helen mounted up, then reached down.

“Ride with me.”

Clara hesitated for only a second before gripping Helen’s forearm and letting herself be pulled up behind the saddle. Her arms wrapped around Helen’s waist, holding tight as the horse shifted beneath them.

Their soaked clothes clung between them, offering no barrier to the warmth that passed from Clara’s body into Helen’s. She could feel every breath, every shift, the firm wrap of arms around her waist. The closeness was constant, unavoidable, and it stirred something sharp in her chest—want, protectiveness, a quiet ache she hadn’t made room for.

She wasn’t used to being held. Not like this.

The road ahead was dark, the trees still dripping around them—but as they rode, the clouds began to thin. A pale sliver of moon broke through, soft and silver, casting just enough light to guide their way.

They rode together, back toward the ranch.

***

By the time they reached the ranch, the storm had passed. The clouds thinned into tatters across the moon, and the ground shimmered with slick mud and the sharp scent of wet earth.

Helen helped Clara down from the saddle, her hands steady at her waist. Neither of them said much. The urgency had shifted into something quieter. Something knowing.

Inside, the house was still and cold.

Helen lit a lamp on the kitchen table, its glow soft and golden against the dark. She moved through each room with her gun drawn, checking doors, windows, and corners—just to be sure. Clara stood near the door, waiting.

Satisfied, Helen nodded and beckoned her forward. They made their way into the bedroom. Helen dug through the wardrobe until she found something Clara could wear—soft flannel, too big but clean and warm. She handed it over without a word, then stepped out to give her space.

Back in the front room, Helen crouched by the hearth and coaxed the fire to life. She didn’t bother changing fully, just shrugged out of her vest and damp outer shirt, steam rising faintly from her skin.

When Clara returned, they sat side by side on the woven rug before the fire, shoulders touching, a heavy wool blanket pulled around them. The warmth crept in slowly, the glow catching in Clara’s damp hair, in the curve of her cheek, in the quiet between them.

No more words were needed.

But Helen’s thoughts wouldn’t still.

She stared into the flames, mind circling—thinking of the ranch, what it meant to her, why she had fought so hard to keep it. And now Clara. This woman who had run after her into a storm, who had told her the truth, who had come back.

Would she leave Blaze if Helen asked her to?

Could they build something real from this—out of a moment, a fire, a little space carved from the hard edge of the world?

Helen didn’t know the answer.

But she knew she wanted to find out.


Chapter 5: Heat and Gunfire

Clara adjusted the blanket, pulling it snug around her shoulders. Her bare feet tucked beneath her, toes close to the fire. Helen sat beside her, still in her riding pants and damp shirt, the fabric drying slowly in the heat. The steam had stopped, but a chill still clung beneath her skin.

They hadn’t spoken in several minutes—the kind of silence that didn’t demand to be filled, but still invited something.

Clara glanced over. “Should I head back before someone comes looking?”

Helen didn’t shift her gaze from the fire. “That’s up to you. I can take you back—or you can stay the night.”

Clara’s brows lifted. “Wouldn’t that be... scandalous?”

Helen gave the barest shrug. “Who’s going to care? We’re just two women. The only ones around here are my stable hands, and they’ll be coming home with their own company—if they aren’t already.”

That drew a small smile from Clara. She stared into the flames a moment longer, then murmured, “I suppose I could stay. It’s late.”

Helen turned toward her slightly. “I don’t mind bringing you back. Even all the way home, if you’d rather. I just don’t want you to stay unless you want to.”

Clara didn’t answer.

After a pause, Helen asked quietly, “How’d you end up with Blaze?”

Clara let out a breath. “He made a formal offer to my mother, back in Boston. I was already... spoken for, in a way. But Blaze had money, business connections, and a name that sounded respectable enough. My mother thought it might give me a fresh start.”

Helen stayed quiet, but her stillness gave Clara space to continue.

“There’d been a girl,” Clara said, softer now. “She liked me. I liked her. We were just lying close, but her father found us. That was the end of it. Blaze doesn't know about that. He knows really nothing about me.”

She gave a short, bitter laugh. “My mother said marriage would fix it. To a man, of course—just any man who’d have me.”

Helen’s eyes searched her face. “Terrible. Bein' handed off like livestock.”

Clara’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Blaze was older, always busy with his business dealings. I figured, if I had to marry, I could at least disappear a little. Be left to my own thoughts.”

“Is that what you want?” Helen asked.

“I thought I did.” Clara glanced at her, voice barely above the crackle of the fire. “But now... I think I want something else.”

The firelight softened her face, catching in her lashes, the curve of her cheek. It made her look more real somehow. More here.

“I want children someday,” Clara said quietly. “A home. A quiet life—but not a lonely one.”

Helen’s throat tightened. Still, her voice was steady. “Would you want that here?”

Clara blinked. “Here?”

“With me.”

A silence bloomed between them—soft and sharp all at once.

Clara’s eyes widened, but she didn’t look away. “But what would people say?”

Helen met her gaze without flinching. “Let ’em talk.”

Clara didn’t answer. She only leaned in, and that was answer enough.

Their lips met—soft at first, then hungry, like something long withheld. Helen pulled her closer, heart thudding in her chest, not from fear but the strange, buoyant freedom of knowing she could want what she wanted. There was no one here to stop her. No one watching. No neighbors to whisper behind their hands.

Just them.

They sank to the rug, hands threading through hair, clutching at damp fabric and the edges of restraint. But even as the kiss deepened, Helen’s eyes flicked to the open windows. The drapes hung wide, letting in the moonlight. The old portraits and family knickknacks on the mantel seemed to press in from the corners—reminders of who had once lived here. Who still seemed to linger.

Helen pulled back slightly, breathing hard. “Wait.”

Clara’s expression flickered with question, but she didn’t protest.

Helen stood, walked to the front door, and locked it with a solid click. Then she took the lamp from the table, casting long shadows as she turned.

Clara was still sat on the rug, her hair curling as it dried, the blanket slipping from her shoulders.

Helen held out a hand.

Clara rose without a word, and they crossed the house together—just a few short steps, but it felt like something more.

Helen’s bedroom was simple. A tall wooden bed, a sturdy dresser, a chair with a folded quilt draped over the back. She didn’t usually think much of the space—it was hers, functional and spare—but tonight, with Clara walking into it, she saw it differently. It felt suddenly unfamiliar. Intimate.

She set the lamp on the small side table and turned to Clara, who was watching her with a look that made Helen’s throat tighten.

They sat on the edge of the bed, shoulders brushing, breaths soft. And then Clara leaned in again, and Helen let her kiss her.

The kiss this time was slower. Deeper. No longer a question, but an answer—spoken in breath and closeness.

Clara’s hands slid over the damp fabric of Helen’s shirt. Helen broke the kiss only long enough to shrug it off, the wet cotton landing on the floor with a soft thud. Beneath it, a snug undershirt clung to her body, nearly translucent from rain and firelight. It was made to hold her firm through the saddle’s jolt—structured, but not restrictive. It bound her breasts slightly, hiding the fullness of her figure. She peeled it off too, baring herself to the warmth of the room and the weight of Clara’s gaze.

Clara’s breath caught. Her eyes lingered, wide and intent. No one had seen Helen like this. And for the first time in years, a flicker of self-consciousness passed through her—a quick ache, chased by heat as her dark red nipples tightened in the air.

She reached for Clara’s wrists and gently brought her hands up, pressing them over her breasts with quiet certainty, like this was something owed to them both. Something long denied.

Clara’s fingers curled softly. A sigh escaped Helen’s mouth as she watched her hands work. Helen kissed her again—slow and open-mouthed, deep enough to quiet every thought.

Then she pushed her back gently and climbed over her, slipping a thigh between Clara’s legs, feeling the heat gathered there. Clara gasped into her mouth, clutching at her shoulders.

Helen’s hands roamed in return, mapping the shape of her through the flannel. No corset. No boning or bindings. Just softness, finally. The thought made Helen smile into the kiss, a flicker of joy burning through want.

She slid her hand beneath the shirt, fingertips brushing bare skin. Warmth. Curves. The realness of her.

Clara broke away from the kiss, her mouth falling open, breath shaky. She looked up at Helen, eyes wide, pleading.

Helen stood slowly, stripping off her riding pants until she was fully bare in the firelight. Clara scooted back, drawing down the blankets, her gaze sweeping over every inch of Helen’s body—awed, hungry, unashamed.

They climbed under the covers together, both of them laughing softly, breathless. Helen settled on top of her again, her hands kneading Clara’s breasts through the flannel. She pushed the shirt up, revealing flushed skin and soft curves, then leaned down, taking one pink nipple into her mouth. She lay next to her, flicking with her tongue.

Clara arched with a gasp, her face flushed, long hair spilling out across the pillow like silk. Helen sucked gently on her breast and squeezed the other, watching every reaction, every breathless shift of her hips.

Her hand slid lower, fingers brushing the soft curls between Clara’s thighs. She palmed the heat of her there, testing the pressure, learning the shape of her. Helen didn’t know exactly how Clara wanted to be touched—but she moved the way she touched herself. Gentle. Intentional.

Clara whimpered, then reached down to guide her, parting herself with one hand and placing the other over Helen’s, showing her exactly where to press. Her moans deepened as Helen circled and stroked, slick heat gathering beneath her fingers.

Clara pulled Helen’s head back to her chest, fingers curling in her hair as she rocked against her touch. “There,” she whispered. “Just like that.”

Helen sucked harder on her breast, drawing a sharp cry from Clara that sent a jolt of pride and desire through her.

Shifting again, Helen rose up, hovering over her, slipping between Clara’s thighs. Clara watched her through half-lidded eyes, gasping as Helen settled into place.

She lowered herself and pressed in deep—two fingers sliding inside with ease. Clara moaned, her hips lifting to meet each thrust. She opened her legs wider, the flannel bunched up beneath her arms, breasts bouncing and circling with every movement, every rhythm of her own hand working quickly on her clit.

Her eyes never left Helen’s—sleepy and shining. And then she came, arching hard beneath her, mouth parted, voice catching on a breathless cry as she shook and pulsed around her fingers.

Helen stayed close, holding her through it, one hand steady on Clara’s waist. Her fingers remained inside, letting Clara ride the waves, pushing gently with each aftershock—slow, deep, tender. When Clara finally stilled, Helen eased her hand out, then lay on top of her, pressing the heat between her legs against Clara’s, their bodies meeting fully now, skin to skin.

Their breasts touched, soft and warm, nipples grazing as Helen leaned in. They kissed again—deeper this time—Helen’s tongue circling Clara’s, slow and purposeful.

She trailed kisses down Clara’s neck, pausing in the hollow of her throat, then lower—over the swell of her chest—tasting skin still warm from the fire.

Clara sat up and pulled off the flannel. They knelt facing each other on the bed, naked and unguarded. Clara pushed Helen’s damp hair from her shoulders, then cupped her breasts, fingers sliding down between them. Their mouths met again, urgent and searching, and Clara’s hand slipped between Helen’s legs, fingers finding her heat, stroking slow circles over her clit.

Helen let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding—and when Clara teased her entrance, pushing one finger in, she gasped and pulled Clara’s hair reflexively. Clara moaned at that, clearly enjoying it.

Another finger slipped inside. Helen’s head fell back, her mouth open, breath ragged.

Clara wrapped an arm around her waist, keeping her close, her thumb on her clit as her fingers thrust deeper. Helen rocked against her hand, grunting with each motion, her breasts bouncing with the rhythm. She didn’t moan like Clara had, didn’t quite let herself go—but she stayed there, moving, chasing something just out of reach.

Eventually, she slowed, her breath still heavy. Clara brushed hair back from Helen’s face.

“Did you come?” she asked softly.

Helen blinked. “Come?”

Clara stared at her, stunned. “You’ve never—? Oh, sweetheart. I’m going to make you.”

Clara laid back, her body flushed and eager. “Come here,” she said, voice low. “Kneel over my face.”

Helen hesitated. “What if I crush you?”

Clara laughed. “Then what a way to go.”

Still a little unsure, Helen straddled her, facing down Clara’s body. She felt Clara’s warm breath first, then her mouth—and her whole body jerked. Her hips twitched forward instinctively, her breaths coming out in small bursts.

She leaned forward, bracing herself, and reached down to touch Clara—fingers trailing over her breasts, pulling hard on her nipples, teasing until Clara moaned against her clit, sending jolts of pleasure up Helen’s spine.

It built quickly. Helen’s hips rocked harder. For the first time she moaned.

Then, she lowered herself over Clara, shifting so she looked at Clara’s thick curls. She parted her and started to stroke her clit with her fingers.

Clara’s cry broke against Helen’s cunt, a trembling sound that made Helen shudder above her. She braced herself on shaking arms and thrust her hips down, grinding against Clara’s mouth. Below her, Clara moaned and plunged her fingers back inside, fucking Helen hard and fast, the rhythm ruthless and perfect. The sound of her wetness filled the room.

It hurt just enough—sweet, swollen, slick—and Helen whimpered, her breath catching as she bent forward and buried her face into Clara's pussy.

She licked her slowly at first, savoring the taste, then again—deeper, rougher—until Clara was gasping beneath her and moaning. Clara’s fingers didn’t stop. They moved faster, wet and relentless, the sound obscene in the quiet room.

Helen cried out into her, and Clara moaned back into Helen, the sounds layered and desperate. Helen’s hands gripped Clara’s hips, then her ass, pulling her tighter, holding her still as she licked and sucked with a kind of focused hunger that left them both trembling.

They moved together in frantic rhythm—mouths full, fingers slick, wet thighs shaking. It wasn’t careful. It wasn’t quiet. It was fervent need.

And when it happened, it was Helen first.

Her whole body arched, breath catching in a sharp, guttural cry as she shattered around Clara’s fingers. It hit hard—too much and just enough—all that want and ache finally breaking loose. The sound she made was raw, helpless, beautiful.

Clara moaned the moment she heard it—because that sound, that cry from Helen’s mouth, was what finally broke her. Her hips jerked, thighs trembling, as her own orgasm tore through her like heat and light.

They came together—one after the other, clinging, shaking. A tangle of sweat and moans and aching, shared release. No words. Just the sound of breathing, of hearts racing, and the quiet, breathless space where something sacred had just been made.

Helen rolled off, and Clara pressed a soft kiss to her thigh, still catching her breath.

For the first time in her life, Helen felt completely known. And completely free.

***

Morning came soft and golden, the fire long gone cold but the warmth still lingering between the blankets. Helen lay awake, listening to Clara’s even breath beside her, the weight of her presence still unfamiliar—but welcome. Light filtered through the cracks in the shutters, and outside, the ranch stirred with quiet signs of life.

She eased out from under the covers, careful not to wake her.

Clara stirred anyway, lashes fluttering. “Already?” she murmured.

Helen bent to kiss her forehead. “Sleep. I’ll bring you home later.” She brushed a hand down her arm. “I’ve got chores to tend to.”

Clara nodded drowsily and let her eyes close again.

Helen moved through the house getting ready for the day. She poured a basin of water, bathed quickly with a cloth, her muscles still sore but her heart oddly light. She dressed, made herself a cup of coffee, and stood for a moment at the window, watching the sun rise over her land.

Then she turned to look back.

Clara lay curled in the bed, long hair loose on the pillow, her body outlined beneath the sheet. For the first time in what felt like years, the house didn’t feel empty.

Helen stepped outside.

The morning air was cool and bright. She crossed the yard, boots crunching the gravel, and headed toward the barn where Caleb was already brushing down a horse.

“Tomás not up?” she asked.

Caleb shook his head. “Came in late from the dance. Let him sleep, poor kid looked half-drunk on music and dust.” He gave her a pointed glance. “You disappeared last night.”

Helen shrugged as she grabbed a saddle. “Had a feeling Elias might try to torch the place. Wanted to be home.”

Caleb grunted but didn’t press. The two mounted up and began a slow trot along the perimeter fence.

It didn’t take long to spot it—another gap in the line. And fewer heads in the field than yesterday.

“Damn it,” Helen muttered, scanning the ground. “They’ve taken more.”

Tracks veered off into the scrubland, but someone had gone over them with a branch, trying to sweep away the signs.

“Think they’ve been gone long?” Caleb asked.

Helen swung down to study the dirt. “Not long. Hoofprints are fresh. And clumsy.”

She mounted again, jaw set.

“Let’s go find them.”

***

They spotted the rustlers just past the ridge—two men, not much older than boys, easing a small group of cattle through a break in the fence. One had a branch in hand, dragging it behind him in a lazy sweep to cover their tracks.

Helen and Caleb rode in slow, silent. Close enough now.

“Hey!” Caleb shouted. “You planning to return those, or should we just shoot and sort it out later?”

The younger of the two dropped the branch and froze. The other turned, reaching for something at his belt.

Helen had her gun drawn before he could blink.

“Don't,” she said, voice cold as steel.

The boy’s hand paused midair. “We didn’t mean nothin’ by it,” he said quickly. “We were just movin’ 'em. That’s all.”

Helen dismounted, boots thudding into the dirt. “This is Ashford land. You got a damn good reason to be trespassing and driving off my herd?”

The older one—lean, scruffy—lifted his chin. “Ain’t yours. Elias says the claim’s still in dispute. Said we could take a few. Said Blaze was settin’ it right.”

Blaze.

Caleb’s grip tightened on the reins.

Helen’s voice dropped lower. “You tell Elias and Blaze I don’t give a damn what deal they made between snakes. This land is mine. These cattle are mine.”

The lean one moved too fast—turned like he might run, or worse.

Helen fired.

The shot cracked through the air, sharp and clean. A burst of blood marked his upper arm. He dropped with a cry, clutching the wound.

She stepped forward, her gun still raised but her voice deadly calm. “Next one won’t graze you.”

He whimpered, nodding furiously. “I swear—we was just doin’ what we were told. I don’t want trouble. Just don’t tell Blaze I talked.”

Helen stared down at him. “You go back and tell them both exactly what happened. Tell ‘em Helen Ashford shot without blinking. Tell ‘em next time I’ll aim for the head.”

She holstered her pistol, turned on her heel.

“Leave them cattle,” she added without looking back.

They did.

***

Helen slammed the door harder than she meant to. The sound echoed through the quiet house, startling Clara, who stood beside the bed smoothing the rumpled blanket.

“I heard a gunshot,” Clara said, voice steady but alert. “Are you alright?”

Helen didn’t answer at first. She paced toward the fireplace, ran a hand through her hair, then turned, jaw tight.

“They came back. Took more cattle. We found 'em trying to sweep their tracks like fools. One of 'em said Elias or Blaze paid him.” She shook her head, furious and rattled. “That snake must’ve cut a deal with Blaze. I don’t care what Blaze said to my face—he saw something too good to pass up.”

Clara moved to her, took her hands. “I’m sorry.”

Helen exhaled sharply. “I can’t let you go back to him. Not now. Not ever.”

“I’m not planning to,” Clara said gently. “But I have to call it off properly. I need to write my mother. Pack my things.”

Helen pulled back, incredulous. “So you don’t want to stay here with me?”

Clara smiled, brushing her fingers down Helen’s arm. “Of course I do. But I won’t vanish without a word. Blaze paid for my journey. He sent money back to my family. I can’t just disappear.”

Helen frowned. “He don’t deserve that kind of grace.”

“No. But I do.” Clara tilted her head, voice quiet but certain. “And if I leave the right way, he’ll have fewer grounds to retaliate.”

Helen stared at her for a moment, then gave a slow nod. “You’re right.”

“I also think you should speak with a lawyer,” Clara added. “If Blaze and Elias are scheming, they’ll come for this land. I’ve seen it happen.”

Helen looked at her, surprised.

“He owns land all across the country—most of it through deals no one thought to question until it was too late.”

Helen drew in a breath, grounding herself. “Alright. I’ll bring you to the estate, then head into town.”

Clara shook her head. “No. Bring me to town. I’ll take a carriage from there. It’s cleaner that way. Less trouble for both of us.”

Helen paused, then gave a slow nod. “Fine. But I need to speak with my hands first. Can’t leave them in the dark.”

“Alright,” Clara said softly.

Helen kissed her then—a slow, deliberate press of lips that carried more weight than she meant to show. She didn’t know when she’d get to do it again. The memory of the night before stirred low in her belly—Clara’s voice, her warmth, the way her body had opened to her. She squeezed her thighs together, pulse quickening as Clara exhaled near her ear. Helen brushed her lips along the soft curve of her neck, lingered there, then pulled back to cradle her face in both hands.

Clara covered her hands with her own. “Go on,” she whispered.

Helen kissed her forehead and stepped away.

Outside, the morning sun had climbed high, lighting the yard in pale gold. She crossed to the barn, where Tomás sat on a bench, mending a gate hinge.

“Hey,” Helen called. “I’m heading into town. Need to speak with that lawyer again. Who knows what Blaze is planning next.”

“Seems like the right call.”

She passed him, stepping into the stable and returning with her horse. Tomás stood and brushed off his hands.

“That your friend on the porch?” he asked, nodding toward the house.

Helen hesitated. “Clara. She got caught in the storm last night.”

Recognition crept in. His mouth opened, then closed again. “Wait… is that—?”

“Yes.”

Tomás blinked, then scratched the back of his neck. “Well, hell. That’ll stir up talk.”

Helen smirked. “No more than we’re already in.”

He gave a low whistle. “Blaze’s fiancée holed up here overnight. That story’ll spread faster than wildfire.”

“Oh well.”

Tomás chuckled. “Alright then. See you at supper.”

Helen gave a nod and looked out across the land. Caleb was near the pen, the dogs weaving around the cattle.

Back at the house, she mounted up and extended a hand toward Clara, who stepped up and took it. Helen pulled her into the saddle behind her, and the two of them rode off down the road, wind tugging at their hair, the sun climbing higher behind them.

***

Mid-morning light dusted the road as Helen guided the mare toward town. Clara sat close behind her, arms circled at Helen’s waist, skirt brushing Helen’s riding pants each time the horse shifted. The sun was warm on their backs, but Helen caught herself glancing over her shoulder at every bend, half-expecting riders on a hard gallop.

They reached the edge of town in under an hour. Wagon wheels rattled over packed dirt, merchants called from storefronts, and somewhere a church bell tolled the eleventh hour. Helen drew the horse to a halt beside the livery yard where hired carriages waited.

Clara slid to the ground, smoothing her skirts. “I’ll speak with the coachman and be back to the estate before noon. It will give me the daylight I need to finish this properly.” Her voice was steady, but her eyes lingered on Helen’s face as if memorizing the lines.

Helen dismounted, boots scattering dust. “Remember, if he tries to stop you—”

“I know where to run,” Clara said, quiet but firm. She touched Helen’s hand, just once, a promise pressed into skin. Then she turned toward the line of carriages.

Helen watched until Clara disappeared behind a pair of broad-backed dray horses, her pale hair catching an instant of sun before the crowd swallowed her. A pulse of worry thudded under Helen’s ribs. She forced herself to breathe, gathered the reins, and headed for Mr. Harland’s office.

The lawyer’s building stood a block off the main street, a two-story brick with wide windows. Helen tied her horse to the post and mounted the steps. As her hand reached for the door, it swung open from within.

A tall man stepped out, cane tapping the wood planks, hat tilted just enough to hide his eyes. He wore an ash-gray coat finer than anything local, lapels trimmed in silk. A faint, perfumed cologne drifted in the warm air. Blaze’s city money, Helen thought.

He slowed when he saw her, lips curling in a polite, cool smile, something practiced and razor-thin. “Miss Ashford, I presume.” His voice flowed smooth as creek water, but there was iron underneath.

Helen lifted her chin. “You presume right.”

He tipped his hat, the cane’s silver wolf-head glinting. “Mr. Blaze regrets he could not attend in person, but rest assured, his interests are well represented.” The man’s pale eyes swept her from boots to collar. “Enjoy your meeting.”

He stepped past, cane tapping once, twice, on the hollow boards. Helen heard the deliberate pause, the quiet satisfaction in his measured stroll. Every instinct told her not to turn, not to show the tension coiling in her shoulders. She pushed open the door and entered.

Inside, Mr. Harland stood behind his desk, spectacles halfway down his nose, papers spread like windblown leaves. He looked up, relief and worry mingling in his gaze.

“Miss Ashford,” he said, voice low. “I feared you would miss that gentleman. He insisted on reviewing your father’s deeds, and I could not refuse without raising suspicions.”

Helen closed the door. The latch clicked like the cock of a rifle. “You did right to let him think you cooperative. What did he want?”

Harland gestured to a chair but didn’t sit. “He asked whether Maverick ever filed amendments to the water rights. I told him nothing had changed, but he hinted at contesting the will, claiming your brother was promised a share of the ranch.”

Helen’s jaw tightened. Elias again. “Can he make that claim stick?”

“Not easily, unless he can show new evidence.” Harland lowered his voice. “Which means they are searching for something: a signature, a letter, anything they can twist. We must be prepared.”

Helen took the seat, felt the wood cool through her trousers. “Tell me what we need.”

Harland closed the curtain and fetched a ledger. Outside, wagon wheels clattered, a dog barked, and the church bells faded into stillness. Helen thought of Clara climbing into a carriage alone, returning to that house of polished doors and watchful eyes, all so she could leave on her own terms. Fear pricked her skin, but beneath it lay a fiercer thread of resolve.

Harland poured a glass of water and handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she said.

He opened his ink and readied his pen. “Let’s begin.”


Chapter 6: Bruised and Blooming

The sun had already dipped behind the hills by the time Helen washed the dust from her hands and stepped into the kitchen. The scent of simmered beans, onions, and smoked meat greeted her first—Tomás at the hearth, stirring something thick in the pot.

“Almost ready,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Give it another minute.”

She nodded and moved to set the table—three tin plates, a pitcher of water, forks laid out in practiced rhythm. Caleb entered next, rubbing his shoulder and looking sunburnt.

“Smells good,” he muttered, easing into a chair with the kind of grunt that came from decades on a horse.

Tomás served the meal like he always did, no fuss or flourish. A rustic meal—charro beans, soft cornbread, and thinly sliced beef pan-fried with garlic and pepper. The kind of food that settled low and warm in the belly. They ate mostly in silence, save for the occasional scrape of a fork or sip of water. It was a quiet they all respected—earned at the end of a long day.

Eventually, Caleb asked, “You talk to Harland again?”

Helen nodded, chewing slowly. “He’s digging. Asked me a bunch of questions and told me to talk to no one. Blaze might try to push something through with the land office or a backhand deal. Mr. Harland says he’s got eyes on it.”

Tomás didn’t look up, but his jaw tensed slightly. No one said much after that. When the plates were clean and the last of the cornbread tucked away, Helen stood and ran a cloth over the table out of habit.

“I’ll turn in,” she said.

“Night,” Caleb offered.

Tomás gave a short nod, already rinsing his plate at the basin. The two stepped out into the night, heading toward their nearby homes: Caleb had a hut just past the barn and Tomás lived above the barn.

Helen slipped down the hallway and into her room just off the kitchen. She closed the door gently and leaned against it for a breath, listening to the stillness. The room smelled of earth and wood smoke, and something faintly floral from the soap she’d used earlier.

She lit the oil lamp and adjusted the wick until the flame flickered low, steady. Then she sat on the edge of the bed and let the day fall off her shoulders.

The ache settled in almost as soon as she was still.

Clara had just been there with her. It hadn’t been long, but it felt like an eternity. The ride back to the ranch had been quiet and lonely, every hoofbeat echoing with questions she couldn’t answer. Her body still ached from their night together, her muscles tender in a way that reminded her Clara hadn’t been a dream.

Was she alright? Had Blaze found out? Was he watching her too closely now?

Her thoughts wandered.

Clara’s pale hair and clever mouth. The way she held herself in town—poised, smooth, untouchable—versus how she’d looked at Helen. That shift in her gaze. The first moment they met, how something unspoken passed between them. And later, the way she looked undone—lips parted, hair mussed, laid out on her back for Helen to fully see, her voice breaking open.

Helen stood and turned off the oil lamp.

She undressed slowly, the fabric whispering against her skin. Her breath was already hitching.

She lay back on the bed, one arm folded behind her head, letting her thoughts unwind.

How had Clara drawn it out of her—that static, that heat—as they kissed and licked each other like they couldn’t get close enough? Helen laughed softly to herself. She hadn’t known what she was doing, not really. But Clara had known what she wanted—and she’d been so good at giving it.

Helen pictured her again—flushed, trembling, crying out as Helen pushed into her. And afterward, the way she curled against Helen’s chest, soft and spent. Helen had draped herself over her like a shield, fingers tangled in her hair. Clara had looked like she wanted more.

Helen’s legs shifted restlessly. She squeezed them together.

She imagined coming up behind Clara—lifting her skirts, baring her—taking her again against the bed with one hand on her hip and the other teasing her until she cried out. Her breasts rocking, her breath broken, her voice pleading.

Helen let out a low sound—almost a moan.

Her hand moved to her clit. She stroked with firm rhythm, hips lifting slightly, the image vivid and unforgiving—Clara bent over, moaning, body slick with need. Her cries and sighs echoed in Helen’s mind.

She’d never done this before—not like this. Not fully. Never let herself come. But now, thinking of Clara—being inside Clara—the pleasure built too quickly to stop.

She came with a rough exhale and a soft mmm, her body tensing, then loosening all at once.

Stillness followed. She lay with her hand resting over her belly, breath slowing, heartbeat steadying.

Then the memory shifted—Helen wrapping her arms around Clara, kissing her gently in the hush afterward, listening to her breathe. Clara had fallen asleep first, curled warm against her. Helen had stayed awake, holding her, just listening. For a long time, that was enough.

The next morning, Clara was still groggy as Helen dressed to leave. She’d kissed her one last time, soft and slow, before slipping out into the dawn.

That could be their life together.

It hadn’t just been about the sex. It never had been.

Helen wanted Clara—not just her body, but her mind, her cleverness, her impossible softness beneath all that polish. No one else had ever seen this part of her. No one had ever reached it.

Hadn’t Helen always been this way? Even if she hadn’t had the words for it then.

Noticing girls at school and wondering what they were thinking. Teasing them relentlessly.

There’d been one—after school, a warm afternoon near a muddy creekbed. She’d grabbed Helen’s hand and tugged, laughing, trying to get her to come down the hill. Helen hadn’t known what it meant. She’d said she had chores and walked home, heart beating too fast the whole way.

But now, looking back, she wondered.

She turned onto her side, pulling the blanket up over her bare skin. The stars were faint outside the window, scattered like dust across the sky.

Sunday wasn’t far off. If Clara hadn’t left yet, she’d be at church.

She was the type who did what was expected of her. At least, up until now.

Helen closed her eyes and exhaled slowly.

She’d go.

And if she saw Clara—really saw her—she’d find a way to talk to her again.

Two more days.

It already felt like too long.

***

The days blurred into heat and hard work.

By Friday morning, the pastures shimmered with sun haze, and the cattle lingered under the sparse shade of mesquite trees, flicking flies from their flanks. Helen rose early, riding the upper fence line with a coil of wire and a hammer slung across her saddle horn. Storm-damaged posts still leaned awkwardly, and the far gate had started to sag again. She patched what she could and marked what she'd need Caleb or Tomás to help reinforce.

By midday, she was clearing debris from the irrigation ditch near the spring. Mud clung to her boots and sweat beaded between her shoulder blades. She swatted mosquitoes and kept an eye on the waterline, noting where the flow had slowed—another fix for another day.

Saturday came just as hot. At dawn, Helen walked the herd, watching for signs of sickness—swollen joints, red-rimmed eyes, fresh calf droppings. One steer limped noticeably; she made a mental note to check on him again come morning. When a handful of stubborn heifers refused to move down into the lower pasture, she saddled up and rode a slow loop to push them along. Dust curled around her boots, the reins rough in her hands.

Her fingers stayed tight on the leather, but her mind wandered.

Every moment she wasn’t working, she was thinking of Clara.

That morning, before the heat set in, she’d sat at the desk in the study and written to her:

I dream about the taste of you. Feel you on the edge of my tongue like a secret I’m not supposed to have.

I’ve thought of you every night since… not just your body, but the way you looked at me when you let me take you. Like no one ever touched you that way before, and no one else ever could.

That night’s been made a part of me. When your thighs trembled. Sounds you made when I kissed you down. You pulled me in like you were drowning and I was the only thing that could save you.

I touched myself thinking of bending you over… giving it to you slow, then rough. Hearing your moans, feeling you clench around my fingers, knowing I’d made you break over and over again.

Clara—

I want you again. Bent over the edge of the bed. Pressed to the side of the house. Hell, on the dusty ground if that’s where we land. I want to hear you beg. I want to see you trembling, drenched, sweet and sore, ruined ‘n smiling.

But more than that—I want to keep you.

I want your laugh echoing through our kitchen. Your clothes drying beside mine. To wake with you under my arm, not hiding behind someone else’s door, pretending we are just two strangers passing time.

I know it ain’t simple. I know he’s watching you.

But if you come to me—I’ll keep you safe and forever.

I love you.

Yours,

—H

After letting the ink dry, she folded the parchment and slipped it into her pocket.

That afternoon, she cleaned her tack in the shade, rubbing oil into the worn leather until it darkened smooth beneath her hands. She thought about writing another note—just a few more lines—but didn’t. Instead, she wiped the worst of the dirt off her boots and left the rest. Some things were better left honest.

Sunday morning came quiet and bright. Helen didn’t bother with a dress—just a clean shirt, dark trousers, and her scuffed boots. She arrived at the church after the sermon had already begun, slipping through the side door and taking a seat in the back.

A few heads turned. Some out of habit. Some out of curiosity. Helen didn’t meet their eyes.

She spotted Ruth near the front—hat neat, hands folded. A few shopkeepers lined the middle pews, fanning themselves gently. Walter sat near the aisle with his wife and three of his sons, including Jesse, who glanced back at Helen. Mr. Harland sat further up with his wife, spine straight, the picture of order.

There was no sign of Blaze.

Helen’s gaze drifted across the congregation, slow and deliberate.

And then—there.

Clara sat alone, off to the right. Pale blue dress, hair pinned back, posture flawless. But her hands were clasped tighter than usual in her lap. She stared straight ahead, eyes on the preacher, but Helen could feel the tension in her from across the room.

Clara hadn’t left. Not yet.

Helen leaned back against the wall, heart steady but full, and waited for the service to end.

***

The air was dry and warm, cicadas humming in the brush beyond the edge of the clearing. After the service, the townsfolk spread out across the dusty lawn behind the church, unpacking baskets and laying cloths between patches of shaded grass. Someone uncorked a jar of lemonade. Kids chased one another between the sparse trees, dusty hems flaring and boots kicking up loose gravel.

Helen lingered at the edge of it all, the first to leave the church, arms crossed, shoulders tight. She knew she stood out here. She could feel the weight of eyes on her—curious, cautious. A few neighbors and shopkeepers nodded with polite surprise. Mr. Harland tipped his hat while his wife whispered something behind a painted fan.

A wiry man from the feed store called out a hello. Helen gave a single nod and kept walking.

“Didn’t think I’d see you here,” Jesse said behind her, half-laughing. He was perched on the low rail by the hitch post, arms resting over his knees.

Helen gave him a short wave but didn’t stop. “I’m full of surprises.”

“Sure are,” he muttered, but she was already past him.

She scanned the gathering once, then again—until her eyes settled on Clara. She was just stepping out of the church with two older women and a handful of children tugging at their skirts. She looked serene, her posture graceful, nodding along to whatever story was being told. The fabric of her dress was pale and fine, and the sunlight caught in the soft strands of her pinned hair.

Helen didn’t interrupt. She waited, quiet and still, until Clara felt her gaze and turned.

Their eyes met—and for a moment, the crowd, the noise, the tension—all of it fell away.

Clara excused herself with a soft smile, stepping out of the conversation and crossing the small field toward Helen. The two of them fell into step like they’d done it a hundred times. They didn’t speak right away, only stole glances at each other. Helen gave her a look that was hungry and unguarded. Clara flushed and turned away, lifting her fan to her face with a faint smile.

They walked past the edge of the picnic, toward the cottonwoods lining the field. The trees offered a patch of shade and a sliver of privacy—just enough. With each step, the tightness in Helen’s chest began to ease.

“Thought I’d find you here,” she said quietly.

“Every Sunday,” Clara replied, her voice low. “What a lovely surprise to see you. I was hoping you might come to town.”

“Been busy.”

They stepped over a fallen branch. A scrub jay called once from the trees, then went silent again.

Helen glanced at her. “You haven’t left him.”

Clara didn’t answer at first. She plucked a dry leaf from her sleeve and rolled it between her fingers.

“I’m worried,” she said. “Not just for me—for you.”

Helen stopped. “What’s he done?”

“Nothing direct. But lately there’ve been... men. Rough-looking. Not the usual kind. Coming to the estate. Business, supposedly. I saw them from the stairs. One day they went into the parlor and shut the door. I stayed quiet, but—” she hesitated, “—they looked like the kind of men who make people disappear.”

Helen’s jaw clenched. “Clara—”

“I know,” Clara said quickly, reaching out to touch her wrist. “I’m not staying. I just need time to gather what I can. Keep my head down. I’m trying to figure out what Blaze and Elias are planning.”

Helen stared at her, gaze sharp with worry. Then her eyes dropped—and caught on the faint bloom of a bruise just under Clara’s sleeve, a smudge of blue-gray against pale skin.

Her voice dropped. “What’s this?”

Clara followed her look and blinked, almost surprised herself. “It’s from archery.”

Helen lifted her brows.

“There’s a longbow target behind the estate,” Clara said, quieter now. “I’ve been using it early, before the house wakes. I used to practice when I was younger—my mother said it would make me graceful. But I liked how it made me calm. I want to get back to that.”

Helen let out a breath, a crooked smile tugging at her mouth. “Didn’t figure you for the bow-and-arrow type.”

“I’m glad,” Clara said softly, a breath catching behind the words.

Helen’s thumb brushed the bruise. Gently, she raised Clara’s hand to her lips and kissed across her knuckles. Clara’s eyes fluttered shut.

Then Helen leaned in and kissed her.

It was soft, but deep enough to silence the noise around them—urgent with restraint. Clara leaned into it, her hand sliding to Helen’s waist. Helen kissed her again—slower this time, like something she wanted to remember.

Crack.

A branch snapped deeper in the trees.

They froze.

Helen pulled back, eyes scanning the undergrowth. Nothing. Just shadows. A bird flapped upward from a brush pile. Her hand rested on Clara’s elbow, steady.

“We should go back,” Clara whispered.

Helen nodded.

They made their way out of the woods without another word. When they stepped into the sunlight again, everything looked unchanged. No one seemed to have noticed their absence—except Ruth, who was deep in conversation with the post office clerk. Her eyes lingered on the two with a thoughtful expression on her face.

Before they reached the clusters of people standing and lounging on blankets, Helen reached into her coat and pulled out a folded letter. She passed it to Clara with discreetly, their fingers brushing in the exchange.

Clara blinked, surprised.

“Wait until you’re alone to read it,” Helen murmured.

Clara nodded, tucking the letter to her chest, just beneath the line of buttons. “I’ll write soon.”

“Be careful.”

A faint smile played at Clara’s mouth. “Always.”

And then Clara turned, moving across the yard with practiced ease, slipping back into conversation as if nothing had happened. Helen watched her rejoin the women and children, hands light at her sides, face unreadable.

It took Helen a full minute before she turned and started toward her horse.

She’d nearly reached the hitching post when she felt it—that prickle of eyes on her back. A glance over her shoulder caught Ruth’s quiet stare from across the field, her expression unreadable beneath the wide brim of her hat. Not far off, Jesse’s mother had paused mid-sentence, gaze fixed on Helen like she was a puzzle no one could quite solve. And Jesse’s brothers—leaning against the fence rail—were nudging each other, smirking like they’d seen more than they were supposed to.

Helen adjusted her hat and gritted her jaw.

“Heading out?” Jesse’s voice came from beside the rail. He was already at his horse, reins in hand, his eyes sharp but friendly.

“Yeah.”

He paused. “You want the company?”

Helen opened her mouth to say no—she always did. But something about the day had worn her edges thin. Too much watching, too many questions hanging in the air.

She scanned the faces one last time, then gave a begrudging nod. “Fine. But don’t talk my ear off.”

Jesse grinned and patted his horse. “Wouldn’t dare.”

They mounted and set off at a steady pace. Jesse talked for the first mile—town gossip mostly, news of a ranch to the east hit by bandits.

“They’ve been comin’ in closer,” he said. “Had a shootout last week just past the ridge. Sheriff claims it’s ‘bout the rail line. Men tryin’ to clear folks off parcels Blaze already circled on some map.”

Helen muttered something under her breath about Blaze, her jaw tight.

“You dealin’ with him again?”

“Haven’t seen him since the funeral,” she said. “But he’s stickin’ himself into everything. Don’t make sense he’s still around. Man like that—should’ve moved on.”

Jesse glanced sideways. “You goin’ to the weddin’?”

“Weren’t invited.”

He snorted. “Well, good. Man gives me the creeps.”

Helen chuckled at that, the sound dry in her throat.

“How those cattle doin’?”

“They’re settling in fine.” Jesse gave a small nod, thoughtful. “Meant to speak with you that night at the barn, but couldn’t find you after the rain settled.”

“Yeah,” Helen said, gaze fixed ahead. “Had to get back to the ranch.”

They rode in silence for a stretch, hooves soft over the sun-baked trail. The trees began to thin around them, the dirt path narrowing.

Then Helen’s breath caught in her chest.

Just beyond the tree line, half-shadowed in the underbrush, stood a lone figure—Elias. Gaunt, grim, unmoving. His eyes locked with hers.

Just beyond the break in the tree line—half-shadowed in the brush—stood Elias. Helen blinked. It couldn't be. His face pale, eyes fixed directly on her. He didn’t move.

Helen reached for her reins with both hands, voice low.

“We got company.”

“What—?”

“Let's lose them,” she said, and kicked her horse forward.

The sharp snap of hooves rang out behind them—riders giving chase. Two, maybe three. Helen didn’t turn to count.

They tore through the narrow path, branches whipping past. Jesse cursed as a shot rang out far behind them—missing, but too close.

Ahead, Helen saw it—a rope stretched across the trail.

“They laid a trap—down the gulch!” she shouted.

She cut left, down a steep, dry incline—rocks sliding beneath her horse’s hooves. Jesse followed, clinging tight to his saddle horn.

Dust curled around them like smoke. They ducked under low branches, wove around dried shrubs, off the main road entirely.

After another mile, the sounds of the riders fell away. Jesse slowed.

“Think we lost ’em.”

Helen didn’t.

“No. Can’t slow yet. I gotta get back to the ranch.”

Jesse started to argue but stopped. He could hear it in her voice—that edge, sharp and certain.

She wasn’t running scared.

She was riding home to defend it.

***

The sun was dipping low by the time Helen reached the main house. The sky stretched wide and pink across the horizon, but something twisted in her gut.

The front door was ajar.

She pulled her horse up short. Jesse did the same beside her.

A dry breeze rustled the porch awning. Helen swung down and stepped onto the boards, eyes narrowed. The lock bore fresh scratches—thin, deliberate marks from a tool, not age or weather.

“Stay here,” she muttered.

“Not a chance,” Jesse replied, already dismounting.

They entered together, guns drawn. The house was silent. Still. The floor creaked beneath Helen’s boots as they moved through.

“Clear,” Jesse said softly after checking the side room.

Helen swept through the kitchen, then stepped into the study. Her eyes landed on the bookshelf—Maverick’s journals. Two volumes gone. The rest untouched.

She cursed under her breath. “They weren’t after silver.”

“They were after you,” Jesse said.

Helen didn’t answer. She turned on her heel and strode back out.

They made for the stables.

Tomás was there, sleeves rolled, brushing down one of the mares. The scent of hay and horse sweat hung thick in the air.

“Tomás,” she called.

He looked up, blinking. “Miss Ashford? Something wrong?”

“Where’s Caleb?”

He jerked a thumb toward the path beyond the barn. “Felt sick earlier—dizzy. I told him to go lie down.”

Helen was already gone, boots hitting hard earth, her breath tight in her chest. She sprinted out of the barn before Tomás could finish, eyes stinging with panic.

Tomás dropped the brush with a muttered curse. “What the hell—?”

She reached Caleb’s house in a cloud of dust. The curtains were drawn, the porch still. She didn’t wait—she threw the door open with a shout.

“Caleb!”

A groggy voice answered from within. “For the love of—what’s all this racket?”

Caleb sat up slowly on his cot, rubbing his face.

Helen crossed the room in three strides and wrapped her arms around him like she had when she was a child. “I thought you were gone.”

He blinked, steadying himself. “Little green in the belly, but I’m fine.”

The door swung open behind them. Jesse stepped in, followed by Tomás.

“Someone slipped into the main house,” Jesse said. “We were ambushed out on the trail.”

Caleb swore, dragging a hand through his thinning hair. “Goddamn sons of bitches.”

“I saw Elias,” Helen said. Her voice dropped. “He looked like a ghost. Or a rabid dog. He’s gone mad. Wants me dead, I can see it.”

Caleb’s eyes sharpened. “You be careful, Helen. Your father would never forgive me if something happened to you.”

“I know,” she said, her throat tight.

“I mean it.”

“I know,” she repeated, squeezing his shoulder.

Jesse shifted where he stood. “I’ll talk to my pa and the boys. Maybe a couple of ’em can help watch the place—just ’til things settle.”

Caleb leaned back slowly, his eyes still on Helen like she might disappear any second.

Outside, the evening had gone still. The air was thick with dust and dread. The ranch felt quieter than it ought to.

***

The days that followed passed in heat and dust. The Braddock boys came by each morning, riding in with their sleeves rolled and their mouths full of stories. One worked the fences with Tomás, another helped Helen lead a few head down to water, and Jesse split his time between the house and the hills, always with a rifle slung across his back. There was a rhythm to it, rough but reassuring—until Tomás cleared his throat one morning by the barn.

“I was thinkin’ to ride into town,” he said, brushing hay from his shirt. “We’re low on lamp oil and I’d like to check the mail.”

Helen tightened the cinch on her saddle. “I’ll go.”

Tomás frowned. “At least let me come with you, miss.”

“You stay here with Caleb. I don’t like him left alone, not ’til he’s back in full.”

Tomás started to argue, but she was already waving one of the Braddock boys over. Jack—taller than Jesse, leaner, and quieter—stepped forward.

“You ride well?” she asked.

He blinked. “Sure.”

“I need company into town. You’ll do.”

He shifted his weight. “Jesse’d probably rather I let him ride in with you.”

Helen gave a dry half-smile. “I’m not askin’ Jesse.”

Jack opened his mouth, then closed it and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

She turned toward the barn doors, only to hear Caleb’s gravelly voice call from behind her.

“Where do you think you’re goin’?”

Helen spun around. Caleb stood with his arms crossed, pale but dressed, eyes sharp despite the strain in his frame.

“You’re still sick,” she said.

“I’ve been sick before.”

“Caleb—”

“I’m the one ridin’ with you. You can have Jack sit behind the gate and holler if trouble comes.” He walked forward, slower than usual but steady. Then, in a low voice he added, “You don’t ride into town with some boy who don’t know the history of who might want you dead.”

Helen met his stare and exhaled. “Alright.”

Jack stepped back without complaint.

They left not long after, each carrying a rifle across their back and a knife on the belt. Helen kept her hand near the stock of her shotgun most of the ride. The path in was quiet—but wrong, somehow. The wind was still, the birds too quiet. She kept glancing back, half-expecting shadows in the brush.

Caleb noticed.

“Feelin’ watched?” he muttered.

“Yeah.”

But nothing came of it. No riders. No snare. Just their own horses and the steady crunch of gravel beneath them. When they reached town, Helen exhaled—only a little.

They went first to the post office. Caleb waited outside while Helen stepped in, nerves tight in her chest. The postmaster handed her a few folded papers and two circulars. No letter.

She flipped through the stack twice, just to be sure.

Nothing from Clara.

A slow knot of fear formed in her stomach. She tucked the papers back into her bag and stepped into the sunlight.

“I’m headin’ to Ruth’s,” she told Caleb.

“You go on. I’m stoppin’ by the tailor’s—figure my old duster might be patched up by now. Been meanin’ to pick it up.”

Helen raised an eyebrow. Something in his tone, maybe the way he didn’t meet her eyes, made her wonder what had passed between them—but she let it lie.

She gave him a long look, then crossed the street. Ruth’s shop sat quiet, the only sound the gentle clink of iron and wind chimes over the door. She stepped inside.

Ruth stood behind the counter, sleeves rolled, polishing the edge of a small hand-forged knife. She looked up and smiled—warm, if a bit worn. “Mornin’, Helen.”

“Caleb’s around. Said he had to check on somethin’.”

Ruth’s hand hesitated mid-polish.

Helen noticed the pause in Ruth’s hands and the shift in her eyes. “You two have a falling out?” she asked gently.

Before Ruth could answer, the bell above the door jingled.

Helen glanced back over her shoulder, half-smiling. “Speak of the devil.”

But Ruth didn’t smile. She went still, her eyes fixed on the entrance, mouth set in a grim line.

Helen turned fully.

It wasn’t Caleb.

Clara stood in the doorway, breath shallow. Her hair was pinned hastily, her dress wrinkled. A bruise darkened the delicate skin beneath her left eye, angry and deep.

“Helen,” Clara said, voice trembling at the edges.

Helen crossed the room in two quick steps, her hands rising instinctively to cradle Clara’s face. “What happened to you?”

Clara was shaking. Her lips parted like she meant to speak, but the words stuck.

“I’ll kill him,” Helen said, voice low and burning.

“No—please—” Clara reached for her wrist.

Helen turned toward the door, already moving.

“Helen, wait!” Ruth said sharply, stepping in her path.

She planted herself in front of the door, arms spread. “Don’t jump the gun. Clara—sweetheart—there’s a room upstairs. Let’s get you washed up first. Stairs are just through the back.”

Helen met Ruth’s eyes, fierce and steady, and saw no room for argument.

Ruth gave a small nod. “Go on. Both of you.”

They climbed the narrow staircase together. Ruth led them into a small, plainly furnished room tucked beneath the sloped roofline. A narrow bed, an old quilt, and a small dresser stood near a shuttered window.

“It ain’t much,” Ruth said softly, already pulling a folded blanket from the chest at the foot of the bed. “We used to keep apprentices up here. You’re welcome to stay, long as you need.”

“Thank you,” Clara murmured. “That’s... more than kind.”

Helen’s throat ached. Her eyes brimmed. She helped Clara sit on the edge of the bed, knelt beside her, and gently took her hand.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?”

Clara shook her head.

“I’ll fetch a cloth. Cold’ll take the swellin’ down some,” Ruth said, already turning to leave.

Once she was gone, Helen squeezed Clara’s hand. “Tell me what happened. Did you try to leave?”

Clara looked down. “No. I hadn’t even told him. He came home early—something was off. I’d never seen him like that. He never raises his voice, and then... he struck me. Just once, but I didn’t have time to think. Didn’t have time to pack. I was stunned. He told me to stay in my room—like a dog. I waited until he went downstairs and ran.”

Helen swallowed, blinking hard. “It looks like it hurts.”

Clara touched the bruise lightly. “He was wearing a ring.”

“I’m sorry.”

“This isn't—”

The door opened again. Ruth entered with a damp cloth and a basin. She noticed how close they sat—how Helen’s hand never left Clara’s—and didn’t comment.

She set the basin down. “Men who raise a hand to a woman are worth less than dirt,” she said firmly. “You don’t owe him nothin’. And you’ve got a place here, Clara. Don’t you forget it.”

Clara nodded, swallowing thickly. “I’ll need to go back, though. I need my things.”

“You’re not goin’ alone,” Ruth said. “Give it a few days. I’ll go with you. We’ll make sure he’s not around.”

She hesitated, then added, “Anything you need in the meantime, I’ll fetch it. You just say the word. I’ll go out and get us food for supper. Anything you’re feelin’?”

Clara hesitated, then offered softly, “Biscuits and honey, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Ruth smiled. “You got it.”

She lingered a beat longer, then quietly stepped out, sensing they needed the room. At the door, Helen called gently, “Caleb’s at the mercantile. I’m sure he’d like to see you.”

Ruth arched a brow. “Well, won’t that cheer him up.”

Then she was gone.

They listened in silence, waiting for the soft thump of Ruth’s steps to fade down the stairs. A moment later, the front door clicked shut.

Helen turned back to Clara, leaned in—her forehead nearly brushing hers—and whispered, “You’re here now. That’s what matters.”

Clara reached up and touched her cheek, thumb brushing gently along the edge of her mouth. “I read your letter,” she said softly.

Helen’s throat tightened. She curled her fingers around Clara’s hand, gently working her thumb across her knuckles. “I meant every word.”

“You’re a good writer,” Clara whispered with a shaky laugh. “I’m expecting more of those.”

Helen let out a breath of quiet laughter and closed her eyes for a beat. Then she kissed her—soft, careful. Their lips met again, slower this time, lingering like a promise. Clara’s hands came up to cup Helen’s face, and for the first time that day, Helen felt herself breathe deeply.

“When it’s safe,” she murmured against her lips, “I want you to come back to the ranch.”

Clara nodded, but her brow tensed faintly. “Safe?”

“We’re havin’ some trouble,” Helen said. “It’s gettin’ worse. I’ll explain everything soon.”

Clara didn’t press. Instead, she leaned forward and kissed her again, her thumbs brushing over Helen’s jaw like a comfort she didn’t have words for.

They lay down together on the narrow cot. Clara curled into Helen’s side, and Helen gently stroked her hair. Clara’s voice was soft against her chest.

“I’d rather be nowhere else than here with you.”

Helen didn’t respond right away. Her chest ached with the weight of everything she couldn’t fix. “If you want to go back to Boston,” she said finally, “I’d understand. I can pay your way. Whatever it costs.”

Clara pulled back slightly, removing the cloth from her eye. “No,” she said. “I want to be here. With you.”

Helen reached for her again, brushing her knuckles along Clara’s jaw. “I know. But I want you to have a choice. I want you to be happy.”

Clara lay back down, arms tightening around her.

“Think about it,” Helen whispered, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

They stayed that way a while—no words, just breath and closeness, the hush of safety wrapping around them. Then the creak of the front door stirred the silence.

Bootsteps.

A voice.

Caleb’s familiar drawl echoing up from below.

Helen kissed Clara one last time, brushing her hair back from her face. “You can trust Ruth. She’ll look after you.”

“I trust you,” Clara whispered.

Helen stood slowly, gathering herself. Clara sat up, her voice tight with worry. “Helen… please stay safe.”

“I will. I promise.”

Helen headed toward the stairs, pausing at the top. “Ruth—make sure your guns are ready.”

From below came Ruth’s voice, dry and sharp with amusement. “What do you take me for, a fool?”

Helen reached the bottom just in time to watch Ruth stride behind the counter. She set two rifles down with a clack, then reached beneath and produced a third—followed by a brace of pistols, a bowie knife, and, for good measure, a hatchet.

“Lord have mercy,” Caleb muttered with a low chuckle. “Ain’t nobody ever needed to worry about her. Worry more for Blaze’s boys if they’re dumb enough to try.”

Helen gave Clara one last look from the bottom of the stairs.

She and Caleb stepped out into the fading light. The sun dipped low behind the hills, the road ahead tinted gold and dusted with shadows.

They stayed alert the whole way home, rifles within reach, eyes always moving.

The ranch was waiting.

But even as she rode, Helen couldn’t stop thinking about Clara—how the loose collar of her dress had slipped just slightly when she laid back… how her voice had cracked when she said, “I want to be here with you.”

Then she remembered the bruise—the dark bloom beneath Clara’s eye—and her stomach twisted all over again. Rage rose sharp and fast, blinding. She clenched the reins, exhaled hard through her nose like a bull in pursuit.

She took a breath to steady herself—and caught Caleb watching her.

He said nothing. Just gave a small nod, like he’d already guessed every thought running through her.

Helen looked back to the road. The dust kicked up beneath their horses’ hooves. The ranch waited beyond the hills.

And still, despite the ache in her chest, despite the anger and fear that hadn’t yet let go, something else settled into her bones:

She might not be alone when the worst of it came.

It didn’t sit easy—not yet. Accepting help never had.

But maybe—just maybe—she was beginning to understand that this land didn’t have to be carried on her shoulders alone.


Chapter 7: The Weight of Truth

It had been two days since Clara turned up bruised and trembling in Ruth’s shop, and Helen hadn’t stopped replaying it all in her mind. Clara’s voice. That look in her eyes. The way she said “I want to be here with you.”

But life on the ranch didn’t slow for grief or heartache. The cattle still needed tending. The fences still needed mending.

And Jesse Braddock still kept trying to get her alone.

It started with harmless offers—help fixing the corral post, riding into town, checking the north pasture together. Helen, slow to clock that sort of thing, took him at his word. But Tomás wasn’t so slow. Nor was Caleb.

“She don’t need help,” Caleb had grunted that morning when Jesse offered to “swing by with dinner.” “She’s got two hands and a faster horse than you.”

Tomás had chuckled. “He means well. But he’s barkin’ up a cactus.”

Helen only raised a brow at them both, more distracted by the ache in her chest than the fuss in the yard.

It was nearing noon when the rider came. Dust trailed behind him like smoke, his coat long and tan, the paper in his hand held like a loaded gun.

He reined in sharp outside the main house and called out.

“Helen Ashford?”

She stepped off the porch, wiping her hands on her trousers. “That’s me.”

He handed her the folded paper with the official seal and the heavy weight of trouble.

“You’ve been summoned. Hearing set for seven days from today.”

Her stomach dropped as her fingers closed around it.

“Who’s bringin’ the case?” she asked, though she didn’t need to.

“Blaze Thorne and one Elias Ashford,” the rider replied, already swinging his horse back toward the road. “On grounds of undue influence and mental incompetence. Claims the will was manipulated.”

Helen stood there for a long moment after he left, dust still hanging in the air.

Caleb stepped up beside her, his jaw tight. “We’ll ride in tomorrow. You’ll want to talk to Harland.”

She nodded once, slow. “Yeah. I will.”

The rest of the day moved slow and stiff. Helen kept her head down, working alongside Caleb and Tomás, though her mind was miles ahead—already in that courthouse, already hearing the lies they’d tell. The papers from the summons burned in her back pocket.

Jesse lingered again around supper, offering to help split kindling. Helen passed him the axe without much thought and let him wear himself out trying to keep up with Caleb’s sharp commentary.

By dusk, the sun had gone blood-orange behind the hills, and the chores were winding down. Tomás cooked something hearty—beans, salt pork, and corn mash—and they ate on the porch while the crickets tuned up in the fields.

Helen was relieved to see the Braddocks go back home. She couldn't wait for things to go back to normal.

She bathed quickly, her muscles aching, and settled into bed with her boots nearby and the rifle leaned against the frame. But sleep didn’t come easy.

Sometime past midnight, she woke in a cold sweat—heart thudding, breath short. A dream, maybe. Or a memory clawing its way back.

The house was quiet. Still.

Then came the sound.

Faint—like a scrape along the outer wall. Not wind. Not wood settling.

She swung her legs out from under the quilt, bare feet brushing the floor. Reached for the rifle without thinking. Eased to her feet, every step silent.

The dogs had heard it too. One low growl came from the corner, the other already standing near the door, alert.

Helen padded to the entryway and slid the skeleton key from the inside latch. The key turned with a slow, deliberate click.

She opened the door just wide enough to slip through.

Cool air met her skin. Moonlight poured silver over the dirt yard.

She stepped onto the porch, barefoot, rifle balanced steady in her hands.

Her eyes swept the dark edges of the property. Nothing moved. Not yet.

She imagined Elias—those wild, haunted eyes staring at her from the brush. Would she shoot him?

Could she?

She remembered the boy he used to be. Laughing too loud, trailing after her and their father with clumsy boots and questions he never waited to hear the answers to. Hard to believe that he was the older one.

Her chest ached—not with fear, but something worse. Pity.

And sorrow.

But she wouldn’t hesitate. Not now. Would her parents understand if they were alive?

“Come on,” she said quietly, nodding to the dogs. “Inside.”

They followed her in. She locked the door again, key firm in the latch.

Whatever it had been—animal or something else—it hadn’t stayed.

She lay back down, rifle still close, one hand resting on the dog curled at her side.

And though her eyes eventually closed, her breath stayed shallow. Waiting.

Listening.

***

They reached Mr. Harland’s office just past midmorning. He was already on the porch, one shoulder leaning against the post, coat unbuttoned, a folder tucked beneath his arm. He straightened as they approached.

“You’ve heard,” Helen said.

Mr. Harland offered a humorless smile. “Lucius Dupree came through yesterday. Blaze’s lawyer—slick as oil and twice as slippery. Claimed he was just passin’ through, but asked one too many questions to play innocent. Figured I’d be seein’ you.”

Inside, papers were already spread across his desk.

“You’re being sued on grounds of undue influence and mental incompetence,” he said, tapping one of the documents with a knuckle. “They’re claiming your father wasn’t of sound mind when the will changed. That you... manipulated him.”

Helen stiffened. “That’s a lie.”

“It is. But that won’t matter unless we prove it.” He paused, looking up. “Do you have any other living family who might speak to Maverick’s state of mind?”

Helen hesitated. “He had a sister—couple towns east. Married name’s Morgan. I don’t know if they were close. Pa never spoke much about her.”

Mr. Harland nodded slowly, then folded the letter and slid it back into his file. “Alright. I’ll go myself.”

Helen blinked. “You will?”

“If she’s got anything to say about Maverick—or about you—I’d rather hear it firsthand. Maybe he wrote to her.”

Caleb, leaning near the doorway, lifted his chin. “Bit of a ride, Harland.”

“I’ve made longer ones,” he said simply. “If I leave today, I can be back in five days—weather holdin’. That gives us two before the hearing. Anyone else?”

At first, Helen shook her head. A long silence settled between them. Outside, the distant sounds of children laughing and cart wheels creaking filled the pause.

Then she said, “What about the doctor? I wrote to Dr. Renner. Sent gold. Asked him to help Pa. But I don’t think it ever reached him.”

“He’s not too far. I’ll send a rider his way. Quiet one. Maybe just to retrieve the letter you wrote.” Mr. Harland scratched his jaw. “It might be just what we need—to show you didn’t abandon your father. You were tryin’ to save him. But I’ll handle the aunt myself.”

Helen nodded, though the weight in her chest didn’t ease.

“I’ll do what I can,” Harland said, rising. “You hold the fort.”

Caleb grunted. “She will.”

Helen gave him the directions for both the doctor and her aunt, then extended her hand. Mr. Harland took it in a firm shake.

“It’ll take guts,” he said. “But we’ve got this case. I know it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

She and Caleb stepped out of the office, back into the muggy air. Helen turned toward the forge, boots crunching in the dust.

“You go on,” Caleb said. “I’ve gotta pick up some tobacco.”

She gave him a look. “What are you actin’ shy for? Ruth wants to see you.”

“You let me know when you’re ready to head back.”

Helen rolled her eyes but said nothing. She continued on alone.

At the forge, the familiar clang of metal echoed softly. When she stepped inside, she was met with an unexpected sight—Clara, apron tied at the waist, organizing tools with focused care.

Ruth looked up from the workbench. “Afternoon. Hopin' we’d see you.”

Helen raised a brow. “You put her to work?”

“She volunteered,” Ruth said with a shrug. “Been good havin’ the help.”

Clara turned, a touch flushed but smiling. “Just light work. Keeps my hands busy.”

Ruth wiped her hands on a rag and glanced toward Clara. “Mind watchin’ the front a spell? Think I’ll go find Caleb—he’s probably still loiterin’ near the mercantile.”

Clara nodded, and Ruth stepped outside, the forge door swinging shut behind her.

The moment it latched, Clara slipped off the apron and crossed the space in a rush, throwing her arms around Helen. Their mouths met in a kiss that burned—hungry, breathless, desperate from days apart.

When they finally pulled away, Clara kept her hands on Helen’s waist, forehead resting against hers. “You look good,” Helen murmured, voice low.

“I’m better,” Clara whispered back. “But I need to be with you. I don’t want to spend another night apart.”

Helen’s gaze flicked to the fading bruise on Clara’s cheek, now a soft yellow at the edges. “Did you get your things?”

Clara nodded. “We went up together. Ruth wouldn’t let me go alone. Blaze was out back—drunk, shooting his gun at fence posts. The house staff saw us but didn’t say a word. I think they knew better. We got in and out quiet. Ruth helped me carry my trunk down the steps. My hands were shaking the whole time.”

Helen touched her cheek, her thumb lingering just beneath her eye. “I’m so damn proud of you. And… you were right. Elias and Blaze are workin’ together. I’ve been called to court.”

Clara’s brow furrowed. “When?”

“A week from today.”

Her face shifted—thoughtful, conflicted. “Helen… do you ever think about selling? Letting it go? Starting over somewhere new—somewhere safe?”

Helen stepped back slightly without letting her go fully, jaw set. “No. I can’t. That land doesn’t just belong to me. It feeds Caleb and Tomás. It keeps a dozen ranchers’ cattle watered. I’ve got the only spring for miles. If Blaze gets it, he’ll bleed the land dry.”

Clara nodded slowly, though the worry lingered in her eyes. “I know. I just hate watching you carry it all. It seems as if you struggle so much there.”

“I’d struggle anywhere,” Helen said softly. “But at least there, I’m fightin’ for something that matters.”

They stood in silence, the forge warm around them.

“I can’t wait seven more days to see you again,” Clara murmured.

Helen smiled, brushing her thumb across Clara’s lip. “I know. But once this is over—no matter what happens—we’ll be together. Every day. Every night.”

Clara’s eyes darkened with something heady. She glanced toward the door, then tugged Helen by the hand, drawing her around the corner near the stairs—half-hidden from the shopfront.

Helen barely had time to breathe before Clara pulled her in, kissing her hard, deep and slow. Helen groaned softly against her mouth, cupping Clara’s face, bringing her closer.

Clara slid her hand around Helen’s waist, then lower—fingers grazing between her legs. Helen inhaled sharply, her body tense with want.

Then Clara brought Helen’s hand to her own mouth, kissed her fingers, then sucked one into her mouth with deliberate, sultry slowness. Her eyes never left Helen’s. She let it go with a soft sound, then licked the tip again. “I’ll hold you to that.”

Helen froze, desire burning hot beneath her skin—then spun Clara around and pinned her lightly to the wall. Her thigh pressed up beneath Clara’s skirt, hands tangled in her hair, her mouth devouring the soft skin at her neck.

Clara gasped, gripping Helen’s shoulders. Her back arched, mouth parted, breath hot.

Helen’s voice rasped against her ear. “You’re gonna ruin me.”

“Then be ruined,” Clara whispered, biting back a moan.

Helen pulled back after a long moment, lips swollen, breath uneven. “Seven days, and this will all over. One way or another. We're getting out of together.” she said.

Clara bit her lip, cheeks flushed, chest rising and falling. “Seven days. And we can be together every day and every night. Promise?”

“You have my word.”

They lingered in the dim corner, the scent of forge smoke and something sweeter between them, before slipping apart—reluctant, breathless, and full of something dangerously close to hope.

***

Gunfire cracked through the evening summer air—sharp, fast, far too many to be target practice.

Helen froze, one hand still on the fence post. Cattle near the far troughs stirred and bawled, uneasy. Then came the distant thud of hooves, not hers, not familiar.

Tomás burst from the shed. “¡Dios! That’s the Miller ranch—”

Another round of shots rang out. Helen was already running.

“Helen—wait!” Tomás shouted. “That was too many! That’s not a brawl—it’s a goddamn raid!”
He whistled, sharp and urgent, calling for the Braddocks nearby. “If you go you don’t come back, you hear me?!”

But Helen was already in the saddle, rifle in hand, riding hard across the dry plain.

The Miller place came into view in minutes. Two steers lay dead near the gate, flies already gathering. Ted Miller knelt beside one of his sons—blood on the boy’s neck and sleeve. He was still alive, wincing and crying in pain.

Helen didn’t dismount. “Who did this?”

Ted stood, shaking with rage. “Three of ’em. All masked, but it’s the one that had a busted boot and a red scarf at the neck. Took off north ridge way, just a minute ahead of you.”

She was already turning. “Stay with your boy. I’ll bring one back.”

As she galloped north, the ridgeline narrowed and the wind burned in her ears. Ahead, three riders thundered toward the tree line, fast and wild. One looked back.

A flash of silver ahead—deputy badge catching sun. The sheriff’s horse crested a low rise, but Helen didn't stop.

“ASHFORD!” he yelled. She rode past him like a bullet.

One of the fleeing men raised his revolver and fired. The shot missed, kicking dust just behind her. Helen leaned low, urging her horse forward. She steadied her rifle in one arm.

Another man peeled off and dismounted—trying for a cleaner shot from the ridge edge.

Helen didn’t flinch. She fired.

Her bullet caught him in the chest. He staggered backward, then crumpled to the dirt.

The other two vanished into the trees. Helen slowed only slightly, checking the fallen man with narrowed eyes. Red scarf, busted boot.

“Got you,” she murmured.

Behind her, the sheriff was finally catching up.

The man lay sprawled in the dirt, groaning. His shirt was soaked through, blood seeping fast from a wound low in his ribs. The sheriff dismounted in a single motion, crouched beside him, and pressed a steady hand to the torn flesh, though they both knew it wouldn’t make a difference.

“Who sent you?” the sheriff asked, his voice low and grim.

The man coughed hard, spat blood into the dirt. Pain flickered across his face, but fear worked faster than pride.

“Didn’t know the Millers were home,” he rasped. “Blaze said… just scare ’em. Keep pressure on the Ashford girl. W-we didn’t mean to hit the boy—”

From a few paces off, Helen watched, breath still ragged, rifle gripped tight in both hands. Her stomach turned. Guilt swept over her so swiftly it left her reeling. The sheriff looked up at her, jaw tight.

She winced and turned away, unable to meet his eyes. The dying man grew quiet, then still.

Helen pulled at her horse’s reins and began to walk it slowly away. Behind her, the sheriff rifled through the man’s pockets in silence, then stood, remounted, and followed.

They rode without speaking, the air between them brittle. Somewhere along the road, Jesse and Jack Braddock caught up, mud streaked across their shirts. The sheriff reined in and filled them in with clipped words.

By the time the group reached the Miller ranch, the boy was being carefully loaded into the back of a wagon, wrapped in blankets, his face twisted in pain. His cries carried faintly on the wind, thin and high.

The sheriff rode ahead to speak with Ted, who stood near the wagon’s edge, jaw clenched. He turned as Helen approached but didn’t say a word. From where she was, she couldn’t read his expression.

The man climbed into the wagon beside his son, his hands steady as he braced the boy’s shoulder. Helen sat her horse at a distance, heart leaden in her chest.

She turned to the Braddocks. “Go on home.”

They hesitated, then nodded, spurring their horses toward the road. Helen waited until they disappeared down the trail before tugging her reins gently.

She didn’t look back as she rode toward her own ranch, the sky dimming behind her.

***

Night had settled heavy across the ranch, thick with the hum of insects and the distant hoot of an owl. The moon hung low, half-veiled by drifting clouds, casting pale light across the dry fields. Inside, Helen sat at the kitchen table, turning her father’s pocketknife over in her hand, unable to sleep. The lamp burned low. Outside, the dogs stirred now and then, but the world had gone still.

She rose before dawn, bleary-eyed and tense, only to find Caleb waiting at the gate with the morning post.

“Bet Harland’s not back yet,” he said, handing her a folded note. “But this came early. Court date’s been moved up. It’s the day after next.”

Helen’s stomach turned. “What?”

He nodded grimly. “Blaze’s crew must’ve pushed it. Judge allowed it.”

Her breath caught. “Mr. Harland’s not even here, Caleb. I don’t know what I’m walking into—he could still be days out. I’m not ready.”

Caleb crossed his arms. “Don’t mean we won’t show.”

Helen shook her head, stepping back. “I should just sell. People are getting hurt. The Miller boy could be dead—because of me. This land... it’s not worth another drop of blood.”

Caleb’s jaw worked. “Think about what you’re sayin’.”

“I am,” she snapped. “I’m saying I don’t want more on my conscience.”

He stepped forward, his voice lower now, steadier. “You think Blaze’ll keep me on if he wins?”

Helen hesitated. “Maybe not Blaze. But you’ve been here near your whole life. Of course Elias would—”

“He won’t,” Caleb said flatly. “Elias is just a puppet. Blaze’ll toss him aside soon as he’s served his purpose. That boy’s already lost—no one can save him now.”

Helen’s shoulders drew tight.

Caleb went on, voice hardening. “You know what happened to Tomás’s kin down south. Railroad men came in, offered pennies for their land. His daddy couldn’t read the contract. Lost every acre.”

“I remember,” she said, eyes shut.

“You sell to Blaze, and he’ll have a railyard through the spring before winter. You think he’ll let the cattlemen water their herds for free?”

Helen’s voice cracked. “I just... I don’t want to be the reason someone else ends up in the ground, Caleb. I couldn’t live with that.”

“You already are the reason we’re standin’. You think that don’t count for somethin’? I’ve been talkin’ to the other ranchers. They’ve got your back. They’ll be in that courthouse come morning.”

He paused. “You won’t go in alone.”

Helen looked at him, raw and unsure. “What if they laugh me out?”

Caleb gave her a slow, steady smile. “Then we stand and let ’em. But we stand. We don’t sell.”

***

Instead of thinking about court, Helen threw herself into the ranch with a kind of rage and desperation—mending a length of broken fence wire, helping Tomás clear the far pasture, rechecking the cattle for signs of illness or injury. She scrubbed the porch until her knuckles ached and insisted on fixing a squeaky door hinge no one had noticed in years. Caleb watched her with quiet understanding and didn’t try to stop her. Neither did Tomás. The Braddocks came up as usual but were sent back to watch their ranch in case of another raid.

The next day passed the same—hot, restless, and packed full of work. Helen didn’t speak much beyond what needed saying. Her shirt clung to her back by midday, her hat rim soaked. She barely ate, barely sat.

Then late that afternoon, word came on the wind—passed from hand to hand until it reached the ranch gate. The Miller boy had made it. The wagon had reached the doctor in time. He’d live, though he was still weak and hurting bad.

Helen stood at the fence line, the news echoing in her chest like a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. Relief flickered through her like a weak flame. She gave a single nod when Tomás had told her, then turned back to work.

She didn’t say it out loud, but it was there—maybe the land hadn’t cursed her after all. It uplifted her but only by an inch.

The morning of the hearing came gray and sharp with cold. The sky still clung to the last hours of night when Helen, Caleb, and Tomás saddled the horses. They didn’t speak much, just nodded to each other, as if that alone would keep them steady.

The ride into town was silent except for hoofbeats and wind.

They dismounted at the courthouse steps, tying the horses just as the first townsfolk began to trickle in. Ranchers, shopkeepers, wives—some Helen didn’t expect—were already gathering outside. A few nodded in greeting. One or two tipped their hats. Inside, Ruth and Clara took their seats, offering quiet gestures of encouragement across the room.

Inside, the courtroom smelled of old wood and dust. The benches creaked under shifting weight as people took their places. Helen stepped from the bench behind the defendant’s table, where Caleb and Tomás had settled, and came forward to claim her spot alone. Her boots echoed on the floorboards. She hadn’t been there long when the front door opened.

Blaze strode in like he owned the place—suit pressed sharp, salt-and-pepper hair brushed back, the picture of a man with nothing to fear. Elias trailed behind, lips tight, eyes flicking around the room. His suit was clearly borrowed from Blaze, hanging loose on his frame. They settled beside Lucious Dupree, who rose and turned to Helen with a polite smile that never touched his eyes.

“Where’s Mr. Harland?” Dupree asked smoothly.

Helen straightened her back. “He’ll be here.”

Blaze gave a low chuckle and leaned toward Elias, murmuring something. Elias nodded and looked away.

The judge entered, and the hearing began.

It was worse than she expected.

Lucious Dupree was slick—quick with words and practiced gestures. He painted Maverick Ashford as an old man slipping into confusion, swayed by a daughter with too much to gain and too little patience to wait. The will, he said, was “hastily written,” “suspiciously signed,” “the result of undue pressure.”

Helen tried to speak, but every answer she gave was twisted back on her like barbed wire. Her hands trembled. Her mouth felt dry as sand.

Then Dupree called his final witness.

“Mr. Harris, would you come forward?”

A quiet murmur swept through the gallery as Arthur Harris made his way to the stand. He was a clerk at the general store—soft-spoken, gray around the temples, and known in town for being careful and kind. He avoided Helen’s eyes as he passed her, his steps stiff, his shoulders tight. She watched him like a hawk.

Once seated and sworn in, he adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat.

“I remember Mr. Ashford coming in that day,” he began, voice low. “He asked if I could notarize some papers. He’d done it before, so I didn’t think twice. But that day he seemed… different. Confused, maybe. Kept checking the date, and he... he mumbled to himself a few times. About his daughter. About things being ‘set right.’ It gave me pause, I’ll admit.”

Helen’s stomach dropped. The blood drained from her face.

“I notarized it because it was him,” Harris continued, voice barely audible. “But I did wonder, afterward, if he fully understood what he was signing.”

A heavy silence settled.

Helen slowly stood. The bench creaked beneath her.

Harris finally looked at her. His mouth trembled.

“That’s not true,” she said. Her voice cracked. “You knew he was clear-headed. You saw it.”

“Miss Ashford,” the judge warned, but gently.

She lowered herself back down, dazed, her knuckles white where she gripped the edge of the table.

Dupree gave a theatrical sigh, hands spread as if to say, what more do you need?

Helen didn’t look at Harris as he stepped down. He deliberately ignored her and stared at the back wall.

The judge called for a brief pause, and when court resumed, Dupree rose with a faint smile and folded his hands behind his back. The room had quieted again, the air thick with unease.

He walked slowly, deliberately, before turning toward Helen with mock sympathy glinting in his eye.

“Miss Ashford,” he said, tilting his head slightly, “would you say your father was... stubborn? Set in his ways?”

Helen stiffened.

She recognized the trap before the words even formed on her tongue.

Helen frowned. “He could be, sure. When he knew what he wanted, he didn’t bend easy.”

Dupree’s smile sharpened. “And yet shortly before his death, he changed his will—transferring everything to you and disinheriting your brother.”

Helen shifted in her seat. “Because Elias hadn’t been around. He didn’t care about the land.”

“Or,” Dupree said smoothly, turning to the judge, “because the defendant knew her father’s mind was faltering and seized her chance. Even she admits he was stubborn—until she got what she wanted.”

A low murmur ran through the courtroom.

Dupree didn’t stop there.

“And then,” he continued, voice smooth as silk, “you left him. In his time of need. You went west to chase coin while your father grew sick—alone.”

Helen opened her mouth, but he didn’t give her room.

“Meanwhile, his son—your brother—returned to pray for his recovery, to care for the estate, to see the man through his final days. And you came back not to mourn, but to collect your alleged”—he paused for effect, eyes narrowing—“inheritance. On the day of his burial.”

Helen sat frozen, spine straight, throat tight. All around her, the room seemed to breathe louder.

The silence after Dupree’s final word was broken only by the scratch of a pen and the creak of someone shifting in the back row. Helen sat frozen, jaw clenched, every eye in the courtroom weighing her like a rusted scale.

The back doors creaked open.

Bootsteps echoed against the wooden floor. Mr. Harland entered, coat dusty from the road, hat in hand. He didn’t pause to look around—just made his way down the aisle with quiet purpose.

People began to murmur. A few stood taller to see. One of the ranchers leaned to whisper to the man beside him.

Helen felt the bench shift as Mr. Harland lowered himself into the seat beside her.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said low, without looking at her. “Made better time than I thought.”

Helen blinked, stunned, her heart rising in her chest. She didn’t trust her voice, so she only nodded.

Judge Braxton banged the gavel once. “Order,” he said, glancing toward the gallery. “I will have order.”

Dupree’s smug expression flickered. He straightened his papers, but the courtroom had shifted.

Mr. Harland set his hat on the bench beside him and loosened his collar with a slow breath. Then, with easy confidence, he rose to his feet.

“If it pleases the court,” he said, voice cutting through the room like a clear wind, “I’d like to respond.”

Mr. Harland adjusted his cuffs and stepped forward, one hand resting lightly on the defense table.

“We’ve heard Mr. Dupree spin a tidy tale today,” Mr. Harland began, stepping forward, “but tales ain’t the same as truth.”

He turned slightly, gesturing to the crowd behind him. “I’ve spoken to people who knew Maverick Ashford. Folks who did business with him. Who drank beside him, worked land beside him, and trusted him clear to the end.”

He paced slowly as he spoke—never raising his voice, but never losing it either. “This was not a man confused by time or softened by age. This was a man who taught his daughter to ride before she could reach the stirrups. Who built this ranch with his own hands, and chose—very deliberately—to leave it to the one child who knew how to keep it.”

Dupree shifted in his seat. The judge remained silent.

Mr. Harland stopped near the bench and drew a folded piece of paper from his coat. “There’s been talk the will was suspicious,” he said, voice steady. “But I hold in my hand a letter written by Maverick Ashford to his sister—Mrs. Morgan—just a week before he passed.”

He unfolded the paper with care and read aloud.

Helen will have every acre of this land. She’s earned it. I’ve no doubt she’ll carry it forward better than my son ever could.

Harland folded the letter again and walked it to the judge, placing it gently on the bench. “Signed and dated in his own hand. No confusion. No coercion.”

He turned back to the room. “And you’ve heard she abandoned him. That she left him to die. But there's someone Miss Ashford reached out to. Someone she hoped could save her father.”

His eyes searched the gallery. “Dr. Courtney Brenner. If it pleases the court, I’d like to call him to testify.”

The judge glanced at Dupree, who said nothing, lips pressed tight. Then the judge gave a short nod. “Proceed.”

A quiet shift moved through the courtroom as a man rose from the back row. Dr. Brenner approached with quiet dignity—an older gentleman in a travel-worn coat, his medical bag tucked under one arm. He took the oath, then the stand.

Mr. Harland stepped forward. “Doctor, can you tell the court how you came to know Miss Ashford?”

Dr. Brenner gave Helen a kind glance before speaking. “She wrote to me. Sent gold nuggets—gold nuggets, not gold coins. Said her father was ill. Asked if I could come. I still have her letter.”

He reached into his coat and placed a small leather pouch on the table, the weight of it thudding softly in the silence. “I brought the gold back. I didn’t earn it. I got there too late to help Maverick.”

A hush fell over the room.

Mr. Harland nodded. “But you saw him?”

“I did. And spoke with him at length. He offered me supper.”

“And his state of mind?”

Dr. Brenner’s voice softened. “Clear as daylight. He knew he was dying, but he had no fear. Said the land was in good hands. Told me his daughter had more grit than any man he’d known. He didn’t speak of regret. He spoke of peace.”

He paused. “It was his heart. Nothing I could’ve fixed.”

Helen swallowed hard. Her eyes glistened.

Dr. Brenner turned slightly toward the gallery. “But I saw no confusion. No manipulation. Just a man proud of the child who stayed—and ready to pass on what he built.”

The judge leaned forward. “Doctor… you’re certain?”

“I’d stake my license on it,” he said simply.

A ripple moved through the gallery.

Helen glanced back at Caleb, catching the surprise in his face. He hadn’t known the doctor had come. Neither had Tomás. Even those who’d remained quiet shifted now, the weight of Dr. Brenner’s words settling over the room like dust after a storm.

Mr. Harland gave a small, grateful nod. “Thank you, Doctor.”

He turned back to the bench. “No further questions.”

From there, the rest of the court proceedings passed in a blur. Dupree made one final speech, full of veiled slights and careful misdirection. Harland kept his closing simple, grounded in the facts, the witnesses, and the land itself.

Finally the judge adjusted his spectacles and glanced over the stack of papers, the will, the letter from Maverick’s sister, and the pouch of gold still resting on the evidence table. The room held its breath.

Then he looked at Helen.

“I’ve known your father thirty years,” he said. “And I’ve seen men taken by old age and illness. I know the signs. I also know a stubborn old fool when I see one—and Maverick Ashford was as clear-headed and willful as they come.”

He turned his gaze to Elias and Blaze.

“This court finds the will valid and properly executed. The ranch belongs to Miss Ashford.”

Gasps and scattered applause echoed from the gallery before the judge raised a hand for silence.

“This hearing is closed.”

The judge’s gavel had just struck wood when Elias lurched to his feet, his face red, voice cracking with fury.

“Wait!”

The room froze.

Elias pushed past the table, storming toward the front of the room. His coat flared behind him as he pointed toward Helen with a trembling hand.

“Helen slept with a woman!” he shouted. “She’s unnatural—ungodly—disgusting. I always knew it! And the woman’s in here!”

A hush rippled through the gallery like a wave.

Blaze stood abruptly, trying to pull Elias back, whispering harshly through clenched teeth. “Enough, boy. That’s not the way.”

But Elias shook him off.

“She was promised to Blaze Thorne,” he barked, wild-eyed. “That ranch was supposed to be mine! You people—” he swung toward the crowd, voice rising, “you’re letting a—”

He didn’t finish.

Helen’s eyes darted to Clara, who sat frozen, a hand pressed to her chest. Beside her, Ruth slid an arm protectively around her shoulders.

From the back of the room, someone gave a low, sharp whistle. The sound cut through the silence like a blade.

Then a rancher near the aisle stood and tipped his hat. “Seems to me Miss Ashford’s got more to offer than you ever did, Blaze.”

Laughter broke out—quiet at first, then building.

The judge banged his gavel once more, not out of anger but finality.

“Court is adjourned.”

Helen didn’t look at Elias. She turned, back straight, shoulders squared, and walked out to the porch steps, Clara’s gaze meeting hers across the room.

And the crowd followed, buzzing with talk of justice, blood, land—and the woman who had just defended it all.


Chapter 8: What We Keep

The courthouse had emptied, but tension lingered like dust after a stampede. Word spread fast—Elias Ashford had vanished.

Out on the steps, Helen stood beside Caleb, Mr. Harland, and Tomás, still catching her breath. Her hands were steady, but her heart wasn’t. Not yet.

Ruth approached, leading Clara by the hand. The sight of her—hair swept back, green eyes warm despite everything—softened Helen’s shoulders just slightly.

“What now?” Ruth asked, glancing between them all.

“I heard Blaze rode off already,” Tomás said, jerking his chin toward the road. “Didn’t say a word. Just lit out like a man spooked.”

“Elias didn’t go with him,” Ruth murmured. “I passed someone who said he walked north, toward the old mining trail.”

Mr. Harland’s jaw tensed. “He’s running. And there’s a warrant out now—assault, attempted fraud, obstruction. Word is he was already blacklisted in Austin. No one around here will hire him.”

Helen’s mouth tightened. “But he’s still my brother I have to—”

“You can’t help him,” Mr. Harland said gently. “That boy made his choice.”

Helen glanced toward Clara, then Ruth. Behind her, Caleb and Tomás were already drifting toward the horses. Mr. Harland gave her shoulder a firm pat before heading off toward his office.

Helen exhaled. “Looks like I’m keeping the ranch. You still want to come out?”

Clara smiled softly and nodded. Ruth gave her arm a squeeze. “Go get packed. I’ll take you out myself once I finish up at the forge.”

Helen nodded. “Thank you, Ruth.”

She turned to mount her horse when a familiar voice cut through the settling quiet.

Ted Miller stepped forward from the scattering crowd, hat in hand. The other ranchers watched him closely, as if waiting for his lead.

“You did right by us, Miss Ashford,” he said, voice thick. “Justice for my boy… thank you.”

Helen swallowed hard against the lump in her throat. “He’s alright?”

“Hurt bad,” Ted said, “but he’ll make it.”

She gave a single nod, too choked up to speak.

Around them, the crowd began to shift. More than one rancher tipped their hat. Others offered quiet, solemn nods—men and women alike, weather-worn and steady-eyed. They weren’t just showing respect. They were claiming her as one of their own.

It wasn’t just her land anymore. It was theirs, too—and they knew she’d stood her ground for all of them.

Helen, Tomás, and Caleb rode home as the sun fell into late afternoon. The air smelled like iron and summer grass.

Back at the ranch, they worked through the evening chores. Just before sunset, Ruth arrived with Clara and a trunk of belongings. She gave a wave and strolled off toward Caleb’s hut.

That night, Helen put out the lamp and climbed into bed beside Clara, tracing gentle fingers across her face in the dark. They kissed slowly, quietly, the weight of the day still in their bones.

Then a gunshot cracked through the night like lightning splitting a tree.

Helen sat up fast. “Stay here.”

“Helen, no—”

But she was already grabbing her rifle, pulling on her pants, and sprinting out the door.

She reached Caleb’s hut in time to see Ruth kneeling in the dirt beside him. Caleb lay twisted on the ground, blood spreading beneath him like a dark tide. A dagger was buried deep in his belly.

In the distance, high on a ridge, a limping figure disappeared into the dark.

“Caleb!” Helen dropped to her knees, reaching for the blade.

Ruth caught her wrist. “Don’t touch it. Help me get him inside.”

As they lifted him, Caleb groaned but stayed conscious, his jaw clenched against the pain.

“It was Elias…” he whispered.

Tomás skidded to a stop, eyes wide. “I’ll go after him,” he said, rifle in hand.

“No!” Helen snapped. “Ride to town—get Dr. Brenner. Now.”

Together, they hauled Caleb’s heavy frame into the house, laying him out across the kitchen table. Blood was already soaking through his shirt, spilling fast.

Ruth didn’t hesitate. She tore the fabric open with practiced hands and pressed a towel against the wound, applying pressure hard and fast around the blade.

“Keep him steady,” she said, and Helen braced his legs while Ruth worked, her face set with focus.

Clara appeared in the doorway, pale and silent, one hand clutching the frame.

“Clara—boil water,” Ruth called, not looking up. “Find whatever clean linens you can. Move.”

Clara blinked, then rushed off. Helen stayed at the table, gripping Caleb’s shoulder as his body shuddered under the pain.

Ruth didn’t pause, didn’t flinch. “We need to keep him warm,” she said, voice low but firm. “And still.”

Blood stained the table, the floor, Ruth’s arms—but her hands never shook.

“There’s no use,” Caleb rasped, eyes fluttering.

“Don’t you say that,” Helen whispered. “Don’t you dare.”

He gave a weak chuckle, then winced. “Told you Elias was lost…”

Helen leaned in close, as if proximity could anchor him. “You’re not dying. You hear me? You’re not.”

The only sounds were her ragged breath, the wet rustle of cloth, and Caleb’s low groan—the sound of a man who’d given everything to help her keep what was hers.

And out there, somewhere in the night, Elias was still running. Armed. Desperate. Wounded.

Hours passed.

At last, hooves thundered outside. Dr. Brenner burst through the door with his bag, eyes sharp and steady.

He took one look at the blood-soaked table and crossed the room in three strides. “Clear the lamp closer. I need light.”

Ruth did as told, and Clara stepped back, hands trembling.

Dr. Brenner opened his leather bag, already rolling up his sleeves. He put two fingers to Caleb’s neck.

“Good,” he muttered, setting out a pair of iron forceps, a curved needle, and thread dark with disinfectant. “If it nicked the bowel, there’s a risk of fever. If it hit the artery, he’d be gone already. This is the in-between.”

He leaned down, voice low and calm. “Caleb. You with me?”

Caleb blinked, gave the faintest nod.

“Alright. I’m gonna cut the shirt, pack around the blade, and pull it on the count of three. You don’t move. We’ll do the rest after.”

“Boil water. Get every clean rag you’ve got. If you have whiskey, that too.”

Ruth moved fast. Clara was already boiling more water. Helen stayed rooted beside Caleb.

Dr. Brenner worked with careful hands, packing clean cloth around the handle, checking for signs of swelling or spurting blood. When the time came, he braced one hand firm on Caleb’s side, took hold of the knife, and counted. Helen put pressure where the doctor told her to.

“Three.”

The blade slid free, followed by a gush of dark blood. Helen nearly choked on her breath.

“Hold here,” he told her, guiding her hand. “Firm. Don’t let up.”

He threaded the needle with fingers steady from years of work—crude, but life-saving. With each stitch, he muttered words of encouragement, both to Caleb and to himself.

When the bleeding slowed, he cleaned the site with liquid from a bottle, then wrapped it in boiled linens. He poured whiskey over his own hands and wiped sweat from his brow.

“He’s got a chance,” the doctor said finally, voice rough with fatigue. “Now we watch, and we wait.”

***

Dr. Brenner straightened after nearly an hour, hands trembling slightly from exertion and focus. “I’ve stitched what I can, inside and out. If infection doesn’t set in, and he keeps down water, he’ll live.”

Helen wiped her face with her sleeve. “How long before he’s—out of danger?”

He met her eyes, voice low. “We’ll know in three days. If fever hits hard… send for me. But if he makes it to the fifth day without infection, we can breathe a little easier.”

“And to recover?”

“He won’t be on a horse for weeks. Bedrest. Light food. No movement ‘til the muscles knit clean. Six weeks at least—longer, if there’s tearing or pus.”

Helen nodded slowly, absorbing every word like scripture.

She stepped toward the door with Dr. Brenner. “There’s a bed in the main house. You can take it—”

“He can sleep in Caleb’s bed,” Ruth said gently, not looking up. “So he’s close.”

Dr. Brenner paused in the doorway, fatigue heavy in his features. “I’d appreciate it. I’ll stay here tonight, check him at dawn.”

Back in the kitchen, Ruth sat beside Caleb, brushing sweat-damp curls from his brow with quiet care. Helen lingered a moment, reluctant to leave the room entirely.

“Ruth,” she said softly, “I’m just stepping outside. I’ll be right back.”

Ruth looked up. “Helen, you can rest. I’m not sleeping tonight. I’ll wake you if anything changes.”

Helen hesitated at the door. “What about Elias? He could—”

“He won’t,” Ruth said, voice steady. “You know he’s not coming back here. Not ever.”

Helen nodded, then opened the door and stepped onto the porch. Clara and Tomás stood waiting—Clara wrapped in a shawl, and Tomás with his rifle resting against his shoulder.

“Tomás,” Helen said quietly, “can you stay with Ruth? Rest when you can, but keep close—just in case Elias pays another visit.”

Tomás gave a single nod. “You think he will?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

Clara slipped her hand into Helen’s, warm despite the cool night air. Together they crossed the yard, Helen’s rifle slung over her free shoulder.

Back inside the main house, she checked the locks, then walked room to room in silence, her eyes sharp, shoulders tight with vigilance. Satisfied, she locked the front door and turned back to Clara.

They moved through the quiet hall, past the kitchen and toward the bedroom. In the stillness, there was nothing but the whisper of bare feet on wood, the soft clink of the rifle being set aside.

And then, at last, sleep—fragile, shallow, but together.

***

It was nearly noon when Walter Braddock rode up the lane, dust trailing behind him like a long shadow. Helen had been tending to the cattle. She’d let Tomás sleep in—he’d kept night watch twice over.

Walter dismounted slowly, his hat already in his hands. “I’m sorry, Helen,” he said, voice low. “I think it’s Elias.”

She froze. The bucket slipped from her grasp, hitting the packed earth with a thud. “Where?”

“East edge of our land. Small patch of woods. Looks like he bled out overnight. Shot wound, maybe two days old.”

Helen nodded once. “I want to see him.”

She let the others know, quiet and measured, then saddled up and rode with Walter. The trees cast long, dappled shadows where the body lay—partially covered, as though Elias had tried to drag himself somewhere private. His face was slack, lips parted, the telltale stain of dried blood all down his pant leg.

Walter gave her space.

Helen didn’t cry. She didn’t speak. She knelt beside the body, brushed a leaf from his collar, and studied the face of the brother she’d lost long before this.

Arrangements were made by late afternoon. The undertaker sent a cart to retrieve him. Though a traitor and a fool, Elias Ashford had still once been a boy who played in the creek with her, who fed apples to their horses and tried to write poems he couldn’t finish. She wouldn’t bury him nameless, away from family.

He was laid to rest beside their parents, near the ridge where the wind always felt strongest at the graveyard. The stone wouldn’t say much—just his name, and the years. A small ceremony, quiet and without prayer. Just Helen and Clara, hand in hand, as dusk settled behind them.

A few days passed, heavy and still. Dr. Brenner had gone back to town, satisfied with Caleb’s recovery. Ruth stayed behind, never far from the bedside. Caleb stirred more now, awake for short stretches, drinking water and chewing soft bread when he could manage it.

Helen, though, moved like a ghost. She wandered the house with no purpose, chores forgotten. Her shoulders stayed low. Her appetite vanished.

Tomás caught her staring out into the distance. He set down the pitchfork, dusted off his hands, and walked up beside her.

“You need to grieve,” he said simply. “Let me handle things. The Braddocks are here to help. We got it.”

Helen nodded, eyes misty but unshed.

Clara took her hand that night and didn’t let go. She brewed tea, coaxed her to eat, sat beside her on the porch without saying a word. It wasn’t comfort—it was presence. And it helped.

By the end of the week, Caleb was propped up in bed, eyes clearer than they’d been in days. Helen slipped in quietly, her boots soft on the wood.

“You look like hell,” he rasped, but he smiled.

Helen smiled faintly back. “So do you.”

They sat together in the hush, the kind only a home could hold.

Caleb shifted, groaning slightly. “Your brother made his choices, Helen. That’s not on you.”

She nodded, swallowing hard.

“You’re grieving someone who’s been gone a long time. Don’t let it eat the parts of you he never got to know.”

Helen stared at her hands. "I don't think that it's him I'm grieving. It's everything it was. It's Pa. How everything changes. How it all dies. Someday you’ll be gone. All of this will be gone. What's the point.”

“I know,” Caleb said softly. “But we’re here. Right now. And that matters.”

He drew a slow, pained breath.

“Maverick’s here too—I feel him sometimes. Your Ma, just the same. Watching. Proud of you, same as I’ve always been.”

Helen kept her gaze down, eyes glassy.

“Someday, long after we’re gone, all this will still matter. Because you stayed. Because you fought when it would’ve been easier to quit. That’s the good fight, Helen. That’s what makes a life mean something.”

“You’re one of the strong ones. The kind that holds the line even when it breaks your heart. And I promise you—you're gonna be alright, kid.” He paused, his voice roughening with something more than pain. “And someday, when my time comes, know that I’ll be on the other side, saying to the others, ‘That’s our girl. That’s our brave Helen. Fearless, courageous Helen.’”

She reached for his hand and held it, her grip firm, her silence full of everything she couldn’t yet say.

Outside, the wind stirred the grass, soft as a breath, steady as time.


One year later

The Thorne estate stood quiet and unkempt, its gardens gone wild and windows shuttered. Blaze had left town months ago—no one saw him go, but everyone knew he wasn’t coming back. His name had become a whisper, and not a kind one.

At the Ashford ranch, life had settled into a new routine.

Caleb had made a full recovery. He still walked with care and leaned more heavily on Ruth than he used to, but he was alive—and stubborn as ever. Ruth, ever tireless, split her days between the forge in town and the ranch kitchen, where her bread rose high and her laughter even higher. Sometimes Clara rode into town to work alongside her, trading silk gloves for soot-streaked hands. Ruth took her on as an apprentice. The forge left her smelling of smoke and she always came home by sundown.

Jesse had found someone else—quieter, softer—and left Helen well enough alone. Tomás had grown into himself more, smiling even more, riding with the Braddocks on weekends and passing notes to a local girl with chestnut braids and an easy laugh.

Helen had made her decision in early spring.

“I want you and Caleb to have the house,” she’d said to Ruth one evening, standing beneath the porch eaves. “We’ll build our own place, Clara and me. Something small. Just ours.”

Ruth didn’t argue. She only looked at her for a long moment, then nodded once, her eyes full.

Tomás would eventually take Caleb’s old hut with a quiet pride, clearing brush and planting new herbs along the windowsill.

Helen and Clara broke ground by the edge of the hill, where the land sloped gently toward the spring. It would take time—weeks of hard labor, long days, and sore muscles—but it was theirs. Every board, every nail, every inch of space was built with love and promise.

That night, after supper, Helen and Clara lay out beneath the stars, wrapped in a wool blanket and the hush of summer’s breath. They lay in silence for a while, their joined hands resting between them.

Then Clara tilted her head, brushing her nose against Helen’s. “Think we’ll ever leave this place?”

“Maybe someday,” Helen murmured, tracing idle patterns on her arm. “But not yet. I want to see the walls go up. Want to see what kind of wildflowers come up next spring.”

Whatever came next, they’d face it together.

They had lost and gained, buried and rebuilt. And though the horizon still held its mysteries, they had found something steadier than hope—each other.

So, for now they stayed. Through seasons of sweat and laughter, through long days in the saddle and quiet nights by the fire.

Until all of it slowed—after hoofbeats, thunderstorms, and wild chases. Shootouts.

Until the air cleared, in the hush of tall grass and across fields under the moonlight…
where the dust settles.
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