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​PART ONE 

​THE CHASE



​PROLOGUE

​Dead Man's Mine, New Mexico Territory - November 1874

The lamp oil was running low.

Thomas Morrison crouched in the narrow tunnel, his breath misting in the cold underground air, and watched the flame flutter. Another hour, maybe less, and they'd be working in darkness. He glanced at Cole Coleman, who was studying the map by the failing light, his young face tight with concentration.

"This doesn't make sense," Cole said, tracing a line with his finger. "If the Confederate shipment was buried here, where's the main cache? This chamber's too small."

"Maybe they moved it." Thomas shifted his weight, feeling the derringer tucked into his boot press against his calf. Insurance. Just in case. "Nathaniel should've been here an hour ago."

"He'll come." Cole looked up, his eyes reflecting lamplight. "He wouldn't miss this. Not after everything we've been through to get here."

Thomas wanted to believe that. Wanted to trust that Nathaniel Cross—their friend, their brother-in-arms who'd saved Cole's life at Shiloh and stood beside Thomas through three years of hell—was simply delayed. But something felt wrong. Had felt wrong for weeks now, ever since Nathaniel had started asking too many questions about the map. About Thomas's sister.

About how much gold they were really talking about.

"Cole," Thomas said carefully. "If something happens to me—"

"Nothing's going to happen."

"If something does. Promise me you'll look after Sarah. Make sure she's safe. She's all alone up there, and—"

Footsteps echoed in the tunnel. Both men went still, hands moving to their weapons. Then Nathaniel's voice called out, smooth and reassuring: "Easy, boys. It's just me."

He emerged from the darkness, immaculate despite the dust and rough terrain—pressed trousers, fine leather boots, a smile that could charm a rattlesnake. Behind him, shadows moved. Men. At least four of them.

Thomas felt his stomach drop.

"Nathaniel," Cole said, relaxing slightly. "You brought help. Good thinking. This gold's going to be heavy."

"That it is." Nathaniel's smile widened, but it didn't reach his eyes. "Heavy enough to set a man up for life. Maybe even buy a ranch. Diamond Cross Ranch has a nice ring to it, don't you think?"

The air changed. Thomas saw Cole's expression shift as he understood, saw his hand drift toward his revolver. Too slow. Always too slow when you wanted to believe the best in people.

"Nathaniel," Thomas said quietly. "Don't do this."

"Do what?" Nathaniel's voice was pleasant, conversational. "Claim what's mine? I found this mine, Thomas. You just followed my leads. And that map—" He gestured at the paper in Cole's hand. "That's my ticket to a new life. One without mud and death and orders from men half as smart as me."

"We were going to split it three ways," Cole said, and Thomas heard the hurt beneath the anger. "We agreed."

"I know. But then I did some calculating." Nathaniel pulled his pistol—smooth, practiced, the motion of a man who'd thought this through. His men did the same, weapons appearing from the shadows. "Three ways leaves me rich. One way makes me a king. Simple mathematics, really."

Thomas moved first. His hand went for his gun even as he knew it was futile, even as he saw Nathaniel's finger tighten on the trigger—

Cole shoved him. Hard. To the side, behind a support beam, and drew his own weapon in the same motion.

Gunfire erupted in the enclosed space, deafening, the muzzle flashes like lightning in a nightmare. Thomas hit the ground rolling, came up firing his derringer at the nearest shadow. The man went down screaming.

More shots. The lamp shattered, plunging them into darkness broken only by gunfire. Thomas heard Cole shouting something, heard Nathaniel's men cursing and shooting blind. He crawled through the chaos, trying to reach Cole, trying to find cover—

Pain exploded in his chest.

Not the sharp, clean pain he'd expected. This was crushing, like a horse had kicked him, like his lungs had forgotten how to work. He tasted copper and dust. His hands found wetness spreading across his shirt.

Oh, he thought distantly. This is bad.

"Thomas!" Cole's voice, hoarse and desperate. "Thomas, hold on!"

He was being dragged. Rough hands under his arms, Cole pulling him deeper into the mine, away from the gunfire. Thomas tried to help, tried to move his legs, but they wouldn't cooperate. His body felt far away, like it belonged to someone else.

They reached a side chamber. Cole propped him against the wall, and even in the darkness Thomas could hear the panic in his breathing.

"I'm going to get you out of here," Cole said. "I'm going to—"

"Cole." Blood bubbled up, choking him. He coughed, tasted it. "It wasn't you. You didn't... Nathaniel. His gun. I saw..."

But he hadn't really. In the chaos, the darkness, he couldn't be sure whose bullet had found him. Only that he was dying, and his sister was alone, and his best friend was about to carry guilt that might not even be his to bear.

"Tell Sarah," he managed. "Tell her I'm sorry. Tell her—"

The darkness swallowed the rest.



Cole Coleman held his best friend's body in the dark and felt something inside him break cleanly, like a bone snapping. Behind him, Nathaniel's voice called out, still smooth, still reasonable.

"Cole! Coleman, I know you're in there. Listen, this doesn't have to end badly. We can still work this out. Just bring out the map and Thomas's body, and—"

"I'll kill you." Cole's voice didn't sound like his own. "If it's the last thing I do, Nathaniel. I'll see you hang."

Silence. Then footsteps retreating, and Nathaniel's voice, fainter now: "Then I suppose I'll see you try. But you'll need proof, won't you? And witnesses have a way of disappearing in these mountains."

More gunshots, wild and scattered. Then silence again, broken only by the sound of men retreating, boots scuffing stone, voices fading into the deep earth.

Cole sat in the darkness with Thomas growing cold in his arms, and tried to remember. Tried to picture that moment when the guns had all fired at once, when he'd been shooting blind at shadows, when Thomas had gone down.

Had his barrel been pointed at Nathaniel? Or at Thomas? Had he missed Nathaniel and hit his friend instead?

He didn't know.

And that not-knowing would haunt him more than any certain guilt ever could.

He stayed there until the lamp oil was truly gone, until Thomas's blood had stopped flowing, until the mountain itself seemed to press down with the weight of all the gold and death it contained. He grabbed the map, stuffing it into his coat as he lifted Thomas's body. Behind him, Nathaniel's men were regrouping, shouting, coming closer. Cole ran—stumbling through darkness, one hand dragging Thomas, the other clutching his rifle. A support beam gave way. Rocks crashed down. Something sharp caught his coat, tore it. When he finally emerged into daylight hours later, collapsing with Thomas's body on the mountainside, he discovered the map had been torn nearly in half—only a ragged piece remaining in his shredded pocket. The rest was gone, lost somewhere in the collapsed tunnel. Lost with Nathaniel. Behind him in the darkness, Dead Man's Mine kept its secrets.

And somewhere up above, under the New Mexico sun, Sarah Morrison was about to receive a letter that would change her life forever.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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​The Chase Begins

Two Years, Three Months Later - February 1877

Sheriff Cole Coleman sat his horse on the ridge above Gila Bend and watched the figure below through his spyglass. Small. Slight. Moving with the nervous energy of youth, checking over their shoulder every few minutes. The bandanna covered most of the face, the poncho hung loose and shapeless, the hat was pulled low—but Cole had been tracking the Red River Bandit for a few weeks now, and he knew their patterns.

The kid was getting sloppy.

Or desperate.

Cole lowered the glass and considered his options. The sun was setting, painting the desert in shades of blood and copper. The figure below was making camp in a dry wash—good cover from the wind, but terrible strategically. One way in, one way out. Amateur mistake.

Then again, the Red River Bandit had made a career out of looking like an amateur right up until they weren't. Four stage robberies in just the past three months, and not a single person hurt. Just quick, clean work—terrify the passengers with a gun, take the strongbox, disappear into the desert like smoke. Witnesses said the kid couldn't be more than sixteen, thin as a rail, voice high and nervous.

Cole knew better than to trust witness reports. People saw what they expected to see. A kid with a gun was less threatening than a hardened outlaw, so that's what they remembered.

Still. There was something about the way this particular bandit moved. Something that made Cole's instincts prickle. He'd been a lawman for two years now, since he'd pinned on the badge and tried to become someone Thomas would have been proud of. And in those two years, he'd learned to trust his instincts..

He waited until full dark, until the fire in the wash below had burned down to coals. Then he began his descent, leading his spare horse—the one he'd brought specifically for transporting prisoners. His guns were loaded. His rope was ready. And this time, the Red River Bandit wasn't going to get away.

This time, Cole was going to finally start making amends for the friend he'd failed. One arrest at a time. One step toward becoming the kind of man who deserved to wear a badge.

He was halfway down the slope when everything went wrong.



Sarah Morrison heard the horse before she saw the rider.

She'd been expecting someone—you don't rob stagecoaches all over New Mexico without eventually attracting attention—but not now. Not tonight, when she was exhausted, hungry, still wearing the same clothes she'd had on for three days straight and her horse untacked, resting.

She rolled silently from her bedroll, leaving the blankets arranged like a sleeping body, and crept to the edge of the wash. Moonlight made everything silver and shadow. There—a figure moving carefully down the slope, leading a second horse. Professional. Cautious.

Lawman, then. Had to be.

Sarah's hand went to her pistol, then stopped. She'd never shot anyone. Wasn't sure she could. All her robberies had been theater—looking dangerous, sounding confident, running like hell before anyone called her bluff. But this... this was different. This was someone hunting her specifically.

Think. What would Thomas have done?

But Thomas was dead, had been dead for two years now, and Sarah was on her own.

She watched the figure approach her camp, watched him spot the arranged bedroll, watched him draw his weapon. Now or never. While his attention was on the decoy.

She moved like a ghost—something she'd learned in her previous life, before the fires and the death and the desperate need for revenge. Crossed the twenty feet between them in absolute silence. His spare horse nickered softly, and the lawman turned—

Too late.

Sarah kicked his gun hand hard. Heard the weapon clatter into darkness. Grabbed his coat and used his own momentum to throw him off balance. He was bigger, stronger, trained—but she was desperate and quick and had nothing left to lose.

They went down in a tangle of limbs. Sarah rolled away, came up running, and did something that in retrospect was either brilliance or insanity:

She stole his horse.

The good one. His personal mount, a fine bay gelding that probably cost more than everything Sarah owned. She hit the saddle running, heard the lawman shouting behind her, and kicked the horse into a gallop.

"Stop! In the name of the law!"

Sarah laughed—couldn't help it. The adrenaline rushed through her body and she actually laughed hard as the horse galloped away. This horse was powerful. Hooves pounding into the ground. The law.? As if the law had helped her when her parents burned. As if the law would help her now, hunting the man who'd killed her brother.

She rode like the devil himself was chasing her, because for all she knew, he was.



Cole climbed onto the spare horse and almost fell off immediately. He cussed. The gelding was older, less responsive, and deeply resentful about being woken up for a midnight chase. But it was a horse, and the Red River Bandit was getting away on Cole's prize bay, and there was absolutely no way in hell he was letting that happen.

He urged the reluctant horse into motion and gave chase.

The kid—no, not a kid, something in that brief contact had felt wrong about that assumption—was riding breakneck through terrain that would kill a horse if you didn't know every rock and cactus. But somehow they did know it. Were threading through the desert like they'd been born here.

Cole followed, his jaw clenched, his hands tight on the reins. He'd been a cavalry officer during the war, had ridden through hell and come out the other side. He was not going to be bested by a bandit half his size.

They topped a rise and Cole's heart sank.

Train tracks. And in the distance, the sound of an engine approaching.

"No," he breathed. "Don't you dare—"

The bandit spurred the horse faster, racing alongside the tracks. The train came into view—a long freight hauler, picking up speed as it left the station at Red Mesa. Going forty miles an hour at least. Impossible to catch.

The bandit rode alongside, keeping pace, leaning low over the horse's neck. Then in one fluid motion, they released the reins and jumped.

Caught the ladder on the side of a freight car. Hauled themselves up. The horse kept running alongside for a few strides before falling behind, thoroughly riderless.

Cole stared.

"What the—"

The bandit looked back, silhouetted against the moon, and he could swear they waved.

Something inside Cole—something competitive and stubborn and absolutely fed up with this entire chase—made a decision. He spurred his slow, resentful horse faster. Drew alongside the train. Reached for the ladder.

His first grab missed. Nearly yanked him out of the saddle. He hauled himself back up, heart hammering.

"This is insane," he muttered.

Then he tried again.

This time his hand caught iron. For a sickening moment he was stretched between horse and train, one boot still in the stirrup, his shoulder screaming. Then the stirrup released and he was swinging free, boots scrabbling for purchase on the ladder, the ground racing by below him fast enough to kill.

He climbed.

Pulled himself onto the top of the freight car just in time to see the bandit three cars ahead, running along the roof with the balance of an acrobat. The train was picking up speed, the wind tearing at them both, the rhythmic clack of wheels on rails providing an absurd soundtrack to the most ridiculous chase Cole had ever been part of.

He ran after them.

Jumped the gap between cars—terrifying, exhilarating, completely insane. His heart was beating hard.  His boots slipped on the metal roof but he caught himself, kept running. The bandit looked back, saw him gaining, and ran faster.

They were both moving at a dead sprint now, jumping between cars, the desert racing by below them, the train swaying and lurching. Cole's lungs burned. His legs screamed. But he was gaining. Getting closer.

Two cars between them.

One.

He could almost reach them now, almost grab the poncho—

The bandit's head whipped around, looking ahead. Cole saw their body language change, saw them skid to a stop so fast they nearly went over the edge.

Then he saw what they'd seen.

Tunnel.

Dead ahead. Maybe five seconds. The opening yawned like a mouth in the mountainside.

"Jump!" Cole shouted. "We have to—"

But the bandit was already moving. Already launching themselves off the side of the train, into the darkness, into what looked like certain death.

Cole didn't think. Just followed.

He hit the slope hard, all the air driven from his lungs. For a moment there was only pain and darkness and the sensation of falling. Then he was rolling, tumbling, crashing through brush and over rocks, the world spinning, unable to tell up from down—

He hit a tree. Hard. Stopped moving. Lay there gasping, trying to remember how breathing worked. “Holy shit” he coughed.

Above him, the train disappeared into the tunnel, its sound fading to nothing.

Silence. Broken only by the distant sound of something else sliding down the mountain. Something person-sized.

Cole forced himself to his feet. Everything hurt. His shoulder was bleeding. His ribs might be cracked. But he was alive, and somewhere on this mountain, so was the Red River Bandit.

He started climbing down.



Sarah was in trouble.

The jump had been bad. The landing was worse. She'd hit the slope tumbling, unable to control her momentum, branches whipping her face, rocks tearing at her clothes. Her poncho had caught on something and been ripped, torn almost in half.

And now she was sliding, unable to stop, picking up speed, heading for what looked like a very large, very solid boulder—

She slammed into it sideways. Felt something in her ribs crack. Tasted blood. For a long moment she just lay there, dazed, staring up at stars through pine branches. “What a ride” she coughed.

Then she heard it. Someone else, moving on the slope above her. Someone big, moving with purpose.

The lawman. This time the adrenaline made her feel sick.

Sarah tried to stand. Made it to her knees before pain doubled her over. Broken rib, or at least badly bruised. Her pistol was gone, lost somewhere in the fall. Her knife was still in her boot, but using it meant getting close to someone who outweighed her by at least fifty pounds.

She heard him getting closer. Sliding, stumbling, but definitely coming.

She tried to run. Managed about ten feet before her leg gave out—twisted ankle, perfect—and she went down again. She crawled behind another tree, breathing hard, trying to be silent despite the pain and terror.

Footsteps. Coming closer.

"I know you're here, Kid" the lawman's voice called out. Younger than she'd expected. Educated. "You're hurt. I heard you fall. There's nowhere to go."

Sarah pressed herself against the tree, holding her breath.

"I'm not going to hurt you," he continued. "I just want to talk. You can't keep running forever."

Watch me, Sarah thought.

But her body betrayed her. When she tried to move again, her ribs screamed and she couldn't quite suppress the small sound of pain that escaped her throat.

Silence. Then footsteps changing direction. Coming right for her.

"There you are."

Sarah grabbed for her knife, but he was already there. Already grabbing her wrist, twisting gently but inexorably until the blade fell from her grip. He was strong—cavalry strong, soldier strong. She tried to fight anyway, threw her weight against him, used every dirty trick Thomas had taught her growing up.

It wasn't enough.

He overpowered her. Got her arms pinned. Forced her down into the dirt and pine needles, his weight holding her immobile.

"Stop fighting," he said, breathing hard. "I'm not—"

Her hat fell off.

The bandanna slipped.

Her hair came loose.

Long, blonde, falling around her shoulders in a cascade that caught the moonlight like spun gold.

The lawman froze.

Sarah looked up at him—really looked at him for the first time. Young. Handsome in that clean-cut, decent-human-being way that made her want to hate him on principle. Dark hair, strong jaw, eyes that even in the moonlight looked kind despite everything.

And in those eyes, she saw the exact moment he realized she wasn't a kid.

Wasn't even a boy.

"You're a woman," he said stupidly.

"Brilliant deduction, Sheriff." Sarah's voice came out rougher than intended. She spoke with  a beautiful southern drawl and as she spoke Cole noted her lips, her eyes.."Your mother must be so proud."

He stared at her like she was a ghost. Or a miracle. Or something equally inconvenient.

Sarah stared back, trying to ignore the flutter in her chest that absolutely was not attraction. Could not be attraction. This man was hunting her. Was going to arrest her, throw her in jail, end any chance she had of finding the man who'd killed Thomas.

But God help her, even terrified and in pain and pinned to the ground by the law itself, she couldn't deny that he was the most beautiful thing she'd seen in months. 30 maybe, dark hair with a nice face and a scar that split his left eyebrow.

"Get off me," she said.

Cole Coleman—because that's who he was, she could see the badge glinting on his coat—slowly released her wrists and sat back on his heels. But he didn't move away. Didn't give her room to run.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"What do you care?"

"Because I'd like to know who I just chased off a train."

Despite everything, Sarah almost smiled. "You actually jumped. I thought you'd chicken out."

"Yeah, well." He touched his shoulder, winced. "I'm starting to think you might have been the smart one."

They sat there in the mountain darkness, two people who'd just survived something impossible, staring at each other like the answer to a question neither of them had known they were asking.

And somewhere deep in Sarah's chest, something that had been frozen since Thomas's funeral began, very slowly, to thaw.

Which terrified her more than any badge ever could.
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​CHAPTER TWO

​The Capture

[image: ]




Cole Coleman had arrested seventeen men in his two years as sheriff of Silver Creek. He'd brought in claim jumpers and cattle rustlers, card cheats and violent drunks. He'd once transported a murderer three hundred miles through Apache territory without losing his prisoner or his nerve.

But he'd never arrested anyone who looked at him the way this woman was looking at him now.

Like he was a problem to be solved. An obstacle to be circumvented. A temporary inconvenience in a plan that would continue with or without his cooperation.

Most people he arrested looked scared, or angry, or resigned. This woman looked... calculating. 

The Red River Bandit turning out to be a woman was something Cole had absolutely not anticipated. Turning out to be a beautiful creature like this? Never.

"Are you going to keep staring," she asked, "or are we going to have an actual conversation?"

Cole realized he was still sitting there like an idiot, straddling her in the dirt, one hand on her wrist despite having already disarmed her. He released her abruptly and stood, putting distance between them while he tried to reorganize his thoughts.

A woman. The Red River Bandit was a woman.

It explained some things—the slight build, the high voice witnesses had reported, the fact that no one had been hurt in any of the robberies. Women were generally less inclined toward casual violence than men. Generally.

But it complicated everything else. It changed nothing in how he should proceed with the arrest, but for some reason it just seemed to change..everything. 

"Can you stand?" he asked, his voice coming out firm, trying to put some authority behind it.

She gave him a look that suggested she found the question insulting, then tried to push herself up. Made it about halfway before her ribs betrayed her and she hissed in pain, going white around the mouth.

Cole moved before he thought about it, catching her elbow, steadying her. "Easy. You might have broken something in the fall."

"I'm fine."

"You're clearly not fine. Let me—"

"Touch me and I'll break your nose." But there was no heat in it. Just exhaustion and pain and something that might have been fear if she'd been anyone else.

Cole held up his hands in surrender and stepped back. "I'm trying to help."

"I don't want your help. I want you to leave me alone." She finally made it to her feet, swaying slightly, one arm wrapped around her ribs. "You've got nothing on me anyway. No witnesses. No proof. Just a lot of circumstantial evidence and wild speculation."

"You're wearing the same clothes described by four different stage drivers."

"Lots of people wear ponchos and bandannas."

"You ran when you saw me."

"I run from all strange men. It's a survival instinct."

Despite everything—the pain in his shoulder, the absolute madness  of the last hour, the fact that he was standing on a mountain in the dark arguing with a criminal—Cole almost smiled. Wow, he was falling hard here. "You're good at this."

"At what?"

"Deflection. Misdirection. You'd make a decent lawyer if you weren't, you know, a wanted outlaw."

"And you'd make a decent human being if you weren't a lawman." She tried to take a step, nearly fell. Cole caught her again, and this time she didn't threaten him. Just leaned against his arm, breathing hard. "I really do think I broke something."

"Where are you hurt?"

"Ribs. Left side. And my ankle." She looked up at him, and in the moonlight her eyes were an impossible shade of blue. "If you're going to arrest me, just do it. Don't drag this out with false sympathy."

"It's not false." And it wasn't. Despite knowing what she'd done, despite the badge he wore and the oath he'd taken, Cole found himself wanting to help her. Wanting to understand why a woman who spoke like she'd had some education was robbing stagecoaches in the middle of the New Mexico Territory.

Wanting to know her name. Her favourite color. Her favourite food? Oh Jesus.

"Come on," he said. "There's a mining camp about a mile north. Abandoned, but it'll have shelter. We'll make it there, deal with your injuries, and then we can have that conversation."

"What if I don't want to have a conversation?"

"Then you can sit in silence while I wrap your ribs and we both try not to die of exposure on this mountain." He held out his hand. "Deal?"

She looked at his hand like it was a snake. Then at his face. Then, with obvious reluctance, she took it. 

Her palm was rough with calluses. Her grip was stronger than he'd expected. And the moment their skin touched, something electric passed between them—something that made Cole's breath catch and her eyes widen with what looked like alarm.

She pulled away first. "Lead the way, Sheriff. But if this is a trick—"

"It's not a trick. Just..." He struggled for the right words. "Just common sense. We're both hurt, we're both stuck on this mountain until dawn, and killing each other seems counterproductive."

"For now," she muttered, but she followed when he started walking.



The mining camp was just  as depressing as Cole remembered from his last patrol through this area. Three lean-to structures, one partially collapsed. A rusted sluice box. The skeletal remains of a mule that had probably died years ago.

But the main shack had a roof, and the door still hung on its hinges, and that was enough.

Cole got the woman inside and settled on the least filthy section of floor while he hunted for anything useful. He found a half-rotten blanket, some ancient jerky that he wouldn't trust to eat, and—miracle of miracles—a tin of matches that had stayed dry. He cursed to himself, all his provisions were on the horses. The matches were a great result though, it gets cold at night.

Within ten minutes he had a small fire going in the old stove, had checked the chimney to make sure they wouldn't smoke themselves to death, and had laid out the blanket for his prisoner.

Who was watching him with the same calculating expression she'd worn since he'd caught her.

"You're being very decent for someone who's supposed to be arresting me," she observed.

"I can be decent and arrest you. The two aren't mutually exclusive."

"In my experience, they usually are."

Cole wondered what kind of experience she'd had with lawmen that would make her say that. Wondered if he wanted to know. "Let me see your ribs."

"Absolutely not."

"I'm not—" He took a breath, tried to sound professional. "I'm not trying to compromise you. I'm trying to assess whether you need a doctor. There's a difference."

"The difference being your intentions, which I have no way of verifying."

"Fair point." Cole sat back, thinking. "All right. Can you breathe normally?"

"More or less."

"Deep breath. Does it hurt?"

She inhaled, winced. "Yes."

"Sharp pain or dull pain?"

"Sharp."

"Probably cracked, then, not broken. You'll need to wrap them, keep pressure on the area." He pulled off his bandanna—relatively clean, or at least cleaner than anything else available—and held it out. "You can use this. I'll turn around."

She took the bandanna slowly, suspicion still written all over her face. "Why are you helping me?"

"Because you're hurt and I'm not a monster." He turned to face the wall, giving her privacy. "And because if you die on this mountain, I don't get answers to any of my questions."

Behind him, he heard the rustle of fabric, the small sounds of pain she tried to suppress. He focused on the wall, on the peeling paint and exposed wood, and absolutely did not think about the fact that she was currently partially undressed less than ten feet away.

"What questions?" she asked after a moment.

"Who are you?"

"You can call me Red."

"That's not your name."

"It's the only name you're getting." More rustling. "You can turn around."

Cole turned. She'd wrapped the bandanna around her torso over her shirt, tight enough to provide support. Her face was pale from the pain, but she was sitting upright, her chin raised in defiance.

Beautiful, some traitorous part of his brain observed. Even dirty and injured and clearly terrified, she was the most beautiful thing he'd seen since—

"Why the stagecoaches?" he asked, partly to distract himself from thoughts he had no business thinking.

"Why does anyone rob anything? Money."

"There are easier ways to get money."

"Name one that doesn't involve marrying some cattle baron twice my age or working myself to death in a laundry."

"Honest work."

She laughed—sharp and bitter. "Spoken like someone who's never been desperate. Never had to choose between principles and survival." She met his eyes. "What would you do, Sheriff, if everyone you loved was dead and the law couldn't help you? Would you stay honest? Or would you do whatever it took to survive?"

The question hit harder than it should have. Because Cole knew the answer. Had lived it. After Thomas died, after Nathaniel disappeared into thin air like smoke, Cole had spent weeks contemplating things that had nothing to do with law or justice and everything to do with raw, bloody vengeance.

He'd chosen the badge instead. Chosen to become the kind of man who solved problems through law, not violence.

But the temptation had been there. Would always be there, lurking in the dark places of his soul where Thomas's ghost lived.

"I'd like to think I'd choose better," he said finally.

"Then you're either a liar or a fool." She shifted, grimacing. "Probably both."

"And you're a thief."

"I prefer 'reluctant outlaw.'"

Despite everything, Cole smiled. A genuine, full smile. "Is that what they're calling it these days?"

"It's what I'm calling it." She pulled the blanket around her shoulders. "Now what? You cart me off to jail, collect your reward, feel good about yourself for approximately ten minutes before the next crisis comes along?"

"Something like that. Minus the reward—I'm doing this for justice, not money."

"How noble." She didn't sound impressed. "And what happens to me after jail? Trial? Hanging?"

"Judge Harlow is fair. If you cooperate, tell the truth about why you did what you did, you might get leniency."

"Leniency." She said the word like it tasted bad. "Right. Because the law is so famous for its leniency toward women who step out of line."

Cole didn't have a good answer for that. Partly because she was right—female criminals were often treated more harshly than their male counterparts, as if their crimes were compounded by the audacity of being committed while female.

"I'll speak on your behalf," he said. "Tell the judge you didn't hurt anyone. That you were desperate, not malicious."

"And that'll help?"

"It might."

She studied him for a long moment. Then, slowly, she nodded. "All right. I'll go quietly. No more running, no more fighting. You have my word."

Cole's instincts screamed that this was too easy. That someone who'd just led him on a chase that involved jumping off a moving train wasn't the type to give up without a plan.

But he was tired, and hurt, and sitting in this shack with this woman felt like the only real thing that had happened to him in months. So he chose to believe her.

"Thank you," he said.

"Don't thank me yet, Sheriff." She settled back against the wall, pulling the blanket tighter. "The night's still young. Anything could happen."

And despite his better judgment, despite two years of training that told him to stay alert and maintain his guard, Cole found himself relaxing. Just slightly. Just enough. He fell asleep.

It was a mistake he'd regret by morning.



Sarah woke to gray pre-dawn light filtering through the gaps in the shack's walls and the warm weight of the sheriff's coat draped over her shoulders.

She sat up carefully, testing her ribs. Still painful, but manageable. Her ankle had stiffened overnight—she could feel it swollen in her boot—but it would hold her weight if she needed to run.

And she was absolutely going to need to run.

The sheriff—according to the badge she could see clearly now in the growing light—was asleep against the opposite wall. His face in repose looked younger, less stern. Almost kind. The sort of face that probably smiled easily when he wasn't chasing criminals through the desert.

Sarah felt a pang of something that might have been guilt. He'd been decent to her. Gentle, even. Had given her his coat without being asked, had let her sleep while he stayed awake keeping watch.

Most men she'd encountered in the last two years would have done neither.

But decent or not, kind or not, he was still a lawman. Still represented everything that had failed her when she needed it most. And she couldn't afford to let sentimentality interfere with what needed to be done.

Thomas's killer was out there somewhere. And every day Sarah spent in a cell was another day Nathaniel Cross got away with murder.

She moved slowly, quietly, years of sneaking around her childhood home to avoid waking her parents paying off now. Her fingers found the sheriff's gun first—he'd been sleeping with his hand on it, but exhaustion had made his grip slack. She eased it free, checked that it was loaded.

Six bullets. Enough to make him take her seriously without actually having to hurt him.

Please, God, don't make me hurt him.

Next she searched his coat, looking for the keys to whatever handcuffs he was surely planning to use. Found instead a worn leather wallet, a pocket watch that had stopped working, and—

Her breath caught.

A piece of paper. Old, creased, torn along one edge like it had been ripped from something larger. And on that paper, drawn in careful ink, was a map.

Not just any map. Sarah would know those particular tunnels and chambers anywhere—she'd been staring at the complete version for two years, ever since Thomas's lawyer had delivered it along with that devastating letter.

Miss Sarah Morrison

Johnson's Boarding House

Santa Fe, New Mexico

Dear Miss Morrison,

It is my unfortunate duty to inform you that your brother, Thomas Morrison, was killed on the night of November 7th in what has been reported as a mining accident at Dead Man's Mine, approximately forty miles northwest of Silver Creek.

According to witness testimony, there was a collapse during excavation work. Your brother's body was recovered by his companion, Cole Coleman, who buried him on the mountainside near the mine entrance before departing the area. Mr. Coleman left your brother's personal effects with the Silver Creek land office, where they are being held for your collection.

The other parties involved in the incident have also left the territory. As there are no suspects and the incident appears accidental, no further investigation is warranted at this time.

Please accept my deepest condolences for your loss. Your brother was known to me as an honorable man.

You may claim his effects by presenting this letter to the land office in Silver Creek.

Respectfully,

Marshal Raymond Hayes

Territorial Marshal, New Mexico Territory

She'd memorized every line of that map. Every tunnel, every chamber, every notation Thomas had made. And this piece—this torn half the sheriff was carrying—was part of the original. The one Thomas must have torn in two right before he died.

Which meant this man, this kind-faced sheriff who'd wrapped her ribs and given her his coat, had been there when Thomas died.

Sarah's hands shook as she held the paper. Fury and grief and desperate hope all warring in her chest. If he'd been there, he knew what happened. Knew who pulled the trigger. Knew where Nathaniel had gone.

He knew everything.

"WHERE DID YOU GET THIS?"

The sheriff's eyes snapped open. For a moment he just stared at her—at the gun in her hand, at the map she was holding, at the expression on her face that was probably hovering somewhere between rage and tears. It had been a while since he’d had a gun pointed at him. He’d had lots of guns pointed at him over the years but it never got any easier to cope with. He stared down the barrel. And once again into those big blue eyes. Could this gorgeous woman actually blow his brains out before he even knew her name? 

"Easy," he said, his voice still rough from sleep. "Put the gun down and we can talk about—"

"WHERE DID YOU GET THIS?" Sarah was screaming now, all pretense of control abandoned. "This map—Dead Man's Mine—you were there! You must know who—" Her voice broke. "You must know who killed my brother!"

The sheriff had gone completely still. The color had drained from his face as he stared at the map in her hands.

"Your brother," he repeated slowly. "Who was your brother?"

"Thomas Morrison." The name came out jagged, broken. "He died three months ago at Dead Man's Mine and the law did nothing, the marshals did nothing, nobody cared that he was murdered for gold by his best friend except—"

She stopped.

Because the sheriff's face had done something complicated. Something that looked like grief and guilt and recognition all at once.

"Thomas," he whispered. "You're Thomas Morrison's sister. Sarah."

"How do you know my name?"

"Because he talked about you. All the time. Worried about you constantly." Cole's voice was hollow. "And because his last words were 'Tell Sarah I'm sorry.'"

The world tilted.

Sarah sat down hard, the gun forgotten in her lap, the map crumpling in her fist. "You were there. When he died. You were there."

"I was there." Cole's eyes were haunted. "Thomas was my best friend. We served together in the war, rode together after. We were..." He stopped, swallowed hard. "We were brothers. And I—"

"You what?"

"I might have killed him." The words came out flat, emotionless. "There was a gunfight. Nathaniel betrayed us, brought men  and started shooting. Thomas and I both fired. It was dark, chaotic. When the smoke cleared, Thomas was on the ground and I couldn't tell—I don't know—"

"You think you shot your own friend?" Sarah's voice came from very far away.

"I know I fired. I know Thomas got hit. I know Nathaniel was shooting too, but—" Cole pressed his hands against his face. "I don't know whose bullet killed him. And that not-knowing is worse than any certain guilt."

They sat in silence. The morning light grew stronger. Outside, birds began their dawn chorus, cheerful and oblivious.

"He sent me a map," Sarah said finally. "Before he died. A complete map of Dead Man's Mine. He told me to find the gold and use it to find Nathaniel. Make him pay."

Cole lowered his hands. "That's why you've been robbing stagecoaches. To fund a search."

"To fund revenge." She looked at him. "The law failed me, Sheriff. Failed Thomas. So I decided to handle it myself."

"By becoming a criminal."

"By doing what was necessary." She held up the torn half-map. "This is your piece, isn't it? From the original. You kept it."

"It got torn in half at the mine. 

"Do you know where he is, Nathaniel?"

"No. He disappeared that night. Took his men and vanished. I've been looking for two years with nothing to show for it except a badge and a lot of guilt."

Sarah looked at the gun in her lap. At the map in her hand. At the man across from her who'd been her brother's best friend, who'd tried to help her even while arresting her, who might have accidentally killed the person they both loved.

She should shoot him. Should make him pay for Thomas's death, accident or not.

But looking at his face—at the genuine grief there, the guilt that matched her own—she couldn't. Because he was right. The not-knowing was worse. And if there was even a chance that Nathaniel had fired the killing shot, then Cole was a victim too.

"I have the complete map," she said. "And you have law on your side. Resources. Authority."

"What are you suggesting?"

"I'm suggesting we work together. Find Nathaniel. Get answers about what really happened that night." She met his eyes. "And then we make him pay for what he's done."

Cole stared at her like she'd grown a second head. "You want me to partner with a wanted outlaw to hunt down a murderer for revenge."

"When you put it that way, it sounds bad."

"Because it is bad. It's illegal. It's—" He stopped. "It's exactly what I want to do."

Sarah felt something in her chest loosen. "So you'll help? There’s gold."

I'll help." Cole ran a hand through his hair. "God help us both, I'll help. But we do this smart. No more robberies. No more running from the law. We find Nathaniel, we bring him in, and we let the courts handle it."

"And if the courts fail again?"

"Then we'll cross that bridge when we come to it." He held out his hand. "Partners?"

Sarah looked at his outstretched hand. At the scarred knuckles and the steady fingers and the simple, impossible trust in the gesture.

She should say no. Should take her map and her gun and disappear into the desert alone like she'd planned.

But Thomas had trusted this man. Had died beside him. And if there was even a chance that together they could succeed where Sarah alone had failed...

She took his hand.

"Partners," she agreed.

And tried to ignore the way her pulse jumped when their palms touched. Tried not to think about the fact that he was handsome and kind and everything she couldn't afford to want.

Tried not to notice the way he was looking at her—like she was simultaneously the answer to a prayer and the beginning of a beautiful disaster.

They were going to regret this. She knew it with bone-deep certainty.

But she was going to do it anyway.
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​CHAPTER THREE

​The Prisoner
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They found the horses at dawn, grazing near the railroad tracks a half-mile from where they'd jumped. Both animals were exhausted but unharmed, though Cole's bay gave Sarah a reproachful look that suggested she'd burned through whatever goodwill stealing him had earned. Cole's spare gelding just seemed relieved to see his rider alive.

The ride back to Silver Creek took two days.

Two days of awkward silences and careful conversations. Two days of Sarah riding Cole's bay gelding—the horse she'd stolen, which seemed fitting—while Cole rode the spare. Two days of camping under stars and trying to ignore the fact that every time they accidentally touched, something electric sparked between them.

By the time they reached the outskirts of town, Sarah was ready to scream from the tension.

"So," Cole said as Silver Creek's buildings came into view. "We should probably discuss the plan."

"I thought the plan was to find Nathaniel and make him pay."

"That's the goal. The plan is how we get there without you ending up in jail." He shifted in his saddle. "People know about the Red River Bandit. They know there's a reward. If anyone recognizes you—"

"Nobody will recognize me. They're looking for a teenage boy, remember?" Sarah gestured at herself. She'd cleaned up as much as possible, had braided her hair and was wearing her only dress—the one she'd been saving for when she needed to look respectable. "I look completely different."

"You look..." Cole stopped himself. "Different. Right. That's... you look fine."

Sarah caught the hesitation, felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I look fine?"

"I meant you look respectable. Presentable. Like a—" He seemed to be digging himself deeper. "Like a woman."

"As opposed to?"

"Nothing. Forget I said anything." Cole's ears were red. "The point is, we need a cover story. Something that explains why you're with me and why you're staying in Silver Creek."

"I could be a witness. Someone you're protecting."

"From what?"

"I don't know. Bandits? Angry cattle? Use your imagination."

"My imagination is telling me this is a terrible idea and we're both going to end up in jail."

"Your optimism is inspiring, Sheriff."

They were bickering. They'd been bickering for two days, actually—about the route, about how to split the watch at night, about whether jerky counted as a real breakfast. And despite the gravity of their situation, despite the grief and guilt and impossible task ahead of them, Sarah found herself almost... enjoying it.

Which was deeply concerning.

"We tell people you're my cousin," Cole said suddenly. "From Kansas. Come to visit while I handle some business."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
e

THE RED RIVER BANDIT

Two halves of a map. Two broken hearts.
One deadly treasure. A love worth dying for.
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