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Chapter One
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The old hitching rail still stood outside the Harper barn, sun-silvered and scarred by time.

Clara Belle Harper rested one hand on it and wondered how many things on this ranch had lasted longer than they should have. The barn roof sagged at one corner. The west pasture fence leaned like a tired man. The gravel drive had more weeds than rock. Even the ranch sign at the highway, HARPER CREEK, had faded until it looked more like a memory than a place.

She had been home three weeks, and every morning the ranch looked a little worse.

Or maybe she was just seeing it clearer now.

A chestnut mare nickered from the corral, and Clara turned her head. “I know, Daisy. I’m coming.”

Her boots crunched across dry dirt as she carried a feed bucket toward the gate. The July sun had already warmed the Montana valley, laying gold across the grass and the distant blue ridges. It was beautiful country. Too beautiful, sometimes. It made a person believe broken things could be made whole again.

Clara had stopped believing that in Denver.

Her engagement ring was gone, her apartment was rented to somebody else, and her job at the marketing firm had been politely handed to a younger woman with brighter shoes and fewer worries. All Clara had left was the Harper ranch, a father recovering from a stroke, and bills stacked in a kitchen drawer like rattlesnakes waiting to strike.

Daisy pushed her nose against Clara’s shoulder.

“All right,” Clara said softly. “You don’t have to shove.”

She poured feed into the trough, then leaned against the fence and watched the mare eat. Horses made more sense than people. They let you know when they were afraid. They let you know when they trusted you. They did not promise forever, then leave a message on your phone saying forever had become complicated.

A truck engine rumbled somewhere beyond the cottonwoods.

Clara straightened.

A dark blue pickup came slowly up the drive, trailing dust. It was not the vet’s truck. Not the feed delivery. Not her father’s neighbor, Walt, either. This truck was unfamiliar, clean enough to be cared for but scratched enough to have seen real work.

It stopped near the barn.

The driver stepped out.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and wore a black felt hat pulled low against the sun. His denim shirt was faded at the seams, his boots dusty, his jaw dark with a day’s beard. He did not move like a man in a hurry. He stood beside the truck and looked over the ranch as though taking its measure.

Clara unlatched the gate and stepped out.

“Can I help you?”

He turned toward her. His eyes were gray, steady, and quieter than she expected.

“Clara Harper?”

“That depends on who’s asking.”

A faint smile touched one corner of his mouth. “Daniel Reese. Walt Mercer sent me.”

Clara frowned. “For what?”

“He said you might need help.”

“I need a lot of things,” Clara said. “I don’t remember asking Walt to send me a stranger.”

Daniel did not seem offended. He shut the truck door and walked toward the hitching rail, stopping several feet away from her, polite enough not to crowd. “He said your father hired seasonal hands most summers.”

“My father isn’t handling the hiring right now.”

“I heard he was laid up. I’m sorry.”

Clara’s guard softened, but only a little. “He’s improving.”

“Glad to hear it.”

The wind moved through the dry grass. Somewhere in the barn, a loose piece of tin tapped against wood.

Daniel’s gaze shifted to the west pasture fence. “That line is down in two places.”

“I know.”

“Gate hinge is bad too.”

“I know that as well.”

His eyes came back to hers. “I can fix both.”

“I didn’t say I could pay you.”

“Walt did.”

Clara almost laughed, but there was no humor in it. “Walt talks too much.”

“He said that too.”

For the first time that morning, Clara felt the corner of her mouth threaten to lift. She stopped it before it could.

Daniel took off his hat and held it by the brim. His hair was dark, a little too long, flattened from the hat. “I’m not looking to get in your way, Miss Harper. I’ve worked ranches from Wyoming to Texas. I know cattle, horses, fence, hay equipment, and barns that are one windstorm away from giving up. Walt said you needed a hand. That’s all I came to offer.”

Clara looked past him toward the old ranch house. Her father was inside, asleep in his recliner, one hand curled weakly on the blanket. He had built this place with stubbornness and good years. She could not let it fail because pride was the only thing she still had in plenty.

“How long are you looking for work?” she asked.

“As long as the work lasts.”

That answer should have warned her.
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