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Chapter One
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Nora Tate saw the storm coming before the stage driver did.

It lay across the western sky like a gray wall, swallowing the last thin light of afternoon and turning the distant hills the color of cold iron. The horses felt it too. Their ears twitched, and their pace grew uneasy as the stagecoach rattled along the frozen road.

“Looks like weather,” the driver called down.

Nora pulled her shawl tighter beneath her chin and glanced at the other passengers. There were only two—an elderly woman asleep with her chin against her chest and a traveling salesman who had not stopped complaining since sunup.

Nora said nothing.

She had come too far to be frightened by snow.

Back in Missouri, folks had told her the West was no place for a woman alone. They had said a widow ought to stay where she was known, where decent people could look after her, where the memory of her husband still held a place in polite conversation.

But Nora had not wanted to be looked after.

She had wanted to breathe.

In her carpetbag lay two dresses, a worn Bible, a packet of teaching letters, and the small tin photograph of David Tate. He had been gone almost three years, yet every town back east still seemed to hold his shadow.

Redemption Creek had offered a schoolhouse and a room behind it. More than that, it offered distance.

The first flakes came down soft.

Then harder.

Within twenty minutes, the road nearly vanished.

The driver cursed under his breath and leaned over the reins. The horses slowed, hooves slipping where snow covered the ruts. Wind struck the side of the coach and made the wooden frame groan.

Nora braced one hand against the seat.

“Can we make town?” she asked.

The salesman looked at her as if she had spoken out of turn.

The driver did not answer right away.

“We make the bridge, maybe,” he called. “After that, it’s six miles yet.”

Six miles.

In fair weather it would have been little. In that storm, it sounded like the length of the whole earth.

The coach lurched.

The elderly woman cried out.

One wheel slid into a hidden rut, then struck something hard beneath the snow. The coach tipped sharply. Nora was thrown sideways, her shoulder hitting the wall. The salesman shouted. The horses screamed against the harness.

For one breath, the stage hung crooked in the storm.

Then it went over.

Nora heard wood crack, glass shatter, and the terrible sound of trunks breaking loose. Her head struck something solid, and the world became snow and darkness.

When she opened her eyes, she was lying half in and half out of the coach.

Wind dragged at her hair. Snow stung her face. Somewhere nearby, a horse was thrashing. Someone was moaning.

Nora tried to move, but pain shot through her left ankle.

“Help,” she called.

The word vanished in the storm.

She crawled forward on her hands, pulling herself free of broken boards. The salesman was gone. The elderly woman lay still inside the coach, but when Nora reached her, she found the woman breathing.

The driver stumbled through the snow, blood dark on one side of his face.

“Can you stand?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“We got to cut the team loose.”

“What about town?”

He looked into the white blur ahead.

“We ain’t going anywhere in this.”

Nora helped as best she could, though every movement sent pain up her leg. The driver freed two horses, but the others had gone down hard. The sight made Nora turn away.

They gathered what they could from the wreck—blankets, one small lantern, and Nora’s carpetbag. The driver said there was an old line shack somewhere east of the road, but in the storm he could not be sure where.

They started walking.

Nora leaned on a broken piece of rail like a cane. The elderly woman rode one of the freed horses, slumped and shivering. The driver led them, head bent into the wind.

After a time Nora could no longer feel her fingers.

Then she could no longer feel her face.

The driver stopped and looked around, but there was nothing to see except snow.

“We’re turned around,” he said.

The fear in his voice frightened Nora more than the cold.

A shape moved through the storm.

At first she thought it was one of the loose horses. Then the shape grew taller. A rider appeared, wrapped in a dark coat, hat brim white with snow. He rode a big bay horse, steady as a church bell in Sunday silence.

The driver raised one arm.

“Over here!”

The rider came closer. He looked down at them with eyes narrowed against the storm. His face was lean, weathered, and serious.

“What happened?”

“Stage went over,” the driver said. “We got injured.”

The rider’s gaze moved to Nora. It did not linger in a rude way, only enough to see the pain in her face and the way she held her foot off the ground.

“You can’t stay out here,” he said.

“We were trying for the line shack.”

“You missed it by near a mile.” He swung down from the saddle. “My place is closer.”

Nora tried to straighten. “We don’t wish to trouble you.”

The man looked at her then, properly.

In the white storm, his eyes seemed almost gray.

“Ma’am, trouble’s already found you.”

He lifted the elderly woman from the horse and settled her more securely. Then he turned to Nora.

“I’m Tom Ridley,” he said.

“Nora Tate.”

He nodded once, as if her name mattered.

“Can you ride?”

“I can try.”

“That ain’t what I asked.”

Nora met his gaze, too cold and tired to be proud.
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