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CHAPTER ONE: The Water That Took Him
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“But Ma, this is my chance.”

Hudson Echols stood just inside the kitchen doorway, hat in hand, boots still dusty from the day’s work. His mother sat at the table, fingers wrapped tight around a chipped coffee cup she hadn’t lifted in several minutes.

“This is how I make something of my life,” he went on. “You know I’ve wanted to strike out on my own ever since Pa died. Virgil and Bret can handle the ranch just fine without me. They like it here. I don’t.”

His mother looked up then, eyes red but steady. “You’re my baby, Hud.”

“I ain’t been a baby in a long time,” he said gently. “I’m twenty years old. Pa would let me go. You know he would.”

She stared at the wall for a long moment, like she was listening for a voice only she could hear. Then she sighed.

“I don’t like it,” she said. “You’re liable to get hurt.”

“I could get hurt stayin’ here,” Hud answered. “You always said a man’s got to find where he fits. I just wasn’t cut out to ranch full-time. I do it ‘cause I have to. This—this is what I’m good at.”

Silence filled the room, thick as molasses.

Finally, she nodded. “Alright. If I’m gonna let you go sooner or later, might as well be sooner.” She wiped at her eyes. “Where is this Johnson Ranch again?”

Hud smiled, relief breaking through. “Five or six miles past the creek country. I’ll leave first thing in the morning—if you can pack me some grub.”

She stood and pulled him into a fierce embrace. “I reckon I can do that. Can’t have one of my young’uns go hungry.”

“I’ll write,” Hud said. “Every day.”

“You’d better,” she replied softly.

Just a second ago, I was ridin’ on dry land.

Now I was fightin’ for my life.

The water came out of nowhere—roaring, rising, tearing at the ground like it meant to pull the world apart. Ranger screamed as his footing vanished. One heartbeat I was in the saddle. The next, the river hit us sideways and I was thrown clear, tumbling like a rag doll.

Cold swallowed me whole.

I clawed at the water, boots heavy, lungs burning. If I could just get my feet under me—just for a second—

Something tightened around my chest.

A rope.

It yanked hard, dragging me through the current, slamming me against rocks until suddenly I was coughing and choking on the bank, mud in my mouth and fire in my lungs.

“Thank you, Jesus,” I rasped.

“You alright, partner?” a woman’s voice said.

A hand touched my shoulder. I rolled onto my back and wiped water from my eyes.

I’d never seen eyes that blue.

They were clear and bright, like open sky after a storm.

“How’d you get caught in that flood?” she asked. “Anybody around here knows spring water don’t play fair. If you’re able to stand, I’ll help you.”

She offered her hand—small, steady. I took it, surprised by how strong her grip was. She pulled and I found my feet, though they wobbled bad enough she stepped in close, steadying me against her.

I could get used to this, I thought.

Then she pushed me back just enough to look me over, still holding my hands. “You sure you’re okay?”

“I will be,” I said. “You saved my life. Did you see my horse?”

“No,” she said. “I was busy keepin’ you from drownin’. Horses usually make it through floods. He’s likely downstream.”

“My name’s Sophia,” she added.

“That’s a pretty name for a pretty girl.”
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