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To those that never believe


  Chapter 1 — The Sound That Didn’t Belong

  The wind came crawling out of the northwest that morning, cool and heavy with the smell of thawing pine and damp earth. It wasn’t a friendly wind, not the kind that carried spring with it — this one still had the edge of winter hiding in its folds. It moved slow through the timber, rattling branches like bones and tugging at the dead grass along the slopes. The long cold season had held the high country tight in its grip, and it wasn’t about to let go easy. Colton Wade rode through that wind, hunched in his saddle, coat collar turned up against the chill. His gelding, a raw-boned buckskin with a mind of its own, picked its way among the roots and stones, hooves squelching in the half-thawed mud. Colton didn’t hurry him.

  You didn’t make time in country like this — you endured it. He was a tall man, long through the shoulders, with a face that had lost its softness a long time ago. His hat brim hid most of it, but you could still see the lines cut deep by years of weather and worry. A mustache shaded his mouth and his eyes were that gray color that picks up whatever sky a mans under — slate one moment, pale silver the next. He’d been riding since dawn, following elk sign, thinking about nothing in particular and everything at once. The rifle in his scabbard — a .44-40 Winchester with worn bluing and an oiled stock dark from years of use — was his closest companion. The revolver on his hip chambered the same round, and that was no accident. A man learned to keep his life simple in the wild places; two calibers meant confusion when the world went loud. The trail wound higher through the pines. Meltwater ran in narrow veins down through the draws, whispering beneath mats of dead needles. Every sound carried — the creak of saddle leather, the soft grunt of the horse, the lonely wail of a jay somewhere up the ridge. Then — Something changed. It wasn’t loud. Just a faint, far-off cry carried thin on the wind — a note that didn’t belong to the land or the season. He reined up, listening, his whole body still. The horse shifted under him, ears flicking forward. There it was again — faint, human. A woman’s voice. Not calling exactly — crying out, quick and short, then swallowed by distance. Colton slid down from the saddle, landing light for a man his size. He looped the reins around a low branch, patted the gelding’s neck once, and eased the Winchester free. He stood there a moment, listening to the world breathe.

  The wind had gone down some, just enough to let him pick apart the noises — a creek somewhere below, the groan of trees in the cold, and beneath it all, the echo of something that set his nerves crawling. A man who’s lived alone as long as he had learns to trust silence. It tells him when the land’s about to shift — when snow’s about to give way, when a cougar’s watching from a shadow, or when another man’s breath is cutting the air just out of sight. This silence was the wrong -as if its holding its breath. He started forward, careful as a wolf. Each step was measured, boots finding the soft ground where pine needles hid the noise. His eyes scanned the slope — not in jerks or turns, but slow, the way a predator watches. The smell came first — faint smoke, the wrong kind for honest cooking.

  Green wood, greasy with pitch. That, and something sour — sweat, fear, old blood maybe. He followed it up a draw, keeping to the darker side of the trees until he reached a break in the ridge. He saw the smoke before the fire — a thin gray ribbon twisting lazy into the cold air. He crouched behind a deadfall, resting the rifle barrel on a limb, and looked down. Below him lay a clearing no bigger than a barnyard.

  A wagon sat half-broke near the center, one wheel off, the canvas cover torn open. Two men squatted near a low fire, one with a pistol across his knee, the other stirring something in a blackened pot. A third shape caught his eye — a woman, staked upright against the wagon wheel, wrists bound with rawhide.

  Her head hung forward, hair tangled, dress torn across the shoulder. Even from this distance, Colton

  could see the bruising along her neck and the welted lines where the bindings had cut. He didn’t have to ask questions. He’d seen this sort of thing before — the kind of men who took what they wanted and made sport of the rest. His jaw tightened. He thumbed the hammer back to half-cock, took a slow breath through his nose, and waited for the wind to settle. Colton steadied his elbows on the fallen tree.

  The rifle sight wavered a hair’s width and then settled. Down below, one of the men stood and stretched, turning toward the woman. He said something that made the other laugh — a flat, ugly sound that cut through the cold like a file on steel. The first man kicked at her leg. She flinched, barely moving, too weak or too scared. That was enough. Colton’s breath went still. His finger found the trigger, pressing slow until the world shrank to a single point between the front sight and that bastard’s ribs.

  The rifle cracked once, echoing off the ridges like thunder in a box canyon. The man stiffened, jerked backward, and collapsed into the fire. Sparks leapt skyward. Before the echo died, Colton worked the lever, brass flashing, chamber smoking. The second man had spun, eyes wide, hand diving for his pistol. Colton’s second shot caught him high in the chest. He dropped like a sack of feed, gun still in hand, staring at nothing. Stillness came back hard and heavy. The only sound was the pop of the fire and the hiss of blood meeting flame. Colton stayed still, watching. He counted to ten slowly before standing. Years of habit — patience saves more lives than fast shooting ever did. When nothing moved but the smoke, he rose from behind the log and started down the slope, rifle loose but ready. The ground was soft, smelling of pine sap and death. The woman saw him coming and went rigid, eyes wide, lips parted but no sound. He stopped five paces short, voice low and steady. “Easy. They’re done.” She blinked once, then twice, as if the words had to reach her through fog. Colton crouched, slid the knife from his belt, and cut the rawhide from her wrists. She flinched when the blade flashed, then sagged forward once she was free. He caught her by the shoulder before she hit the dirt. “Hold on,” he said, his tone halfway between an order and a prayer. She tried to speak, failed, then swallowed and managed, “Who are you?” “Name’s Wade. Colton Wade.” He eased her down onto a folded blanket near the fire’s edge and checked the cuts at her wrists. The skin was abraded and swollen, but not split deep. She’d live. The stench of burned hair and grease filled the air. Colton turned away from it and kicked dirt over the fire. One of the bodies still smoldered. He dragged both men into the brush, covered them with fallen limbs, and came back wiping his hands on a rag. The woman was watching him — hollow-eyed, wary, but not broken. There was steel under the shock. “You hurt bad?” he asked.

  She shook her head. “Not... not bad.” He passed her his canteen. “Drink slow.” She took it in both hands and drank like someone half afraid it might vanish. When she lowered it, her voice had steadied.

  “They said there were more of them.” “Maybe,” he said. “But these two won’t be talking about it.” She glanced toward the brush where he’d left the bodies. “They were going to sell me.” Her voice was flat, like she was telling the weather. He didn’t answer that. There wasn’t any answer worth giving. Instead he moved to the wagon, found a small trunk, and pried it open. Inside were odds and ends — a dress wrapped in oilcloth, a few letters, a locket. Woman’s things. He brought the locket back, wiped the soot from it, and held it out. She took it, thumb tracing the dent in the metal, and for a heartbeat her face softened. “It’s mine,” she whispered. “Then you ought to have it.” She looked up at him. “You killed them.” “Had to.” Her eyes searched his, not in judgment but in understanding. “Then thank you.” He nodded once, started to speak, but a gust of wind carried a sound through the trees — a single horse whinnying far off. He froze, head turning. The woman saw the change in his face. “More?” “Maybe.” He crouched by the fire, scooped a handful of dirt to smother what was left of the coals. The clearing went dim, lit only by the thin gray light filtering through the pines. “Can you ride?” he asked. “I can try.” “Then we ride.” He went to the dead men’s horses — both nervous but unhurt — and looped the reins together. One was a rangy sorrel, the other a small bay mare. He brought the bay to her, held the saddle horn steady while she climbed, stiff and shaky but stubborn. “Where are we going?” she asked.

  “Someplace quiet. Then we figure the rest.” She nodded once, jaw tight. Colton swung up on the buckskin, checked the rifle, and looked back once at the ruined camp. Smoke trailed thin as spider silk into the sky. “Come on,” he said, and turned north through the trees. They rode in unison for a long time, the only sounds the creak of leather and the steady beat of hooves in the soft ground. The woman — Sarah, he’d learn soon — rode behind him, face pale against the dark timber. The rain began to fall light and cold, washing the blood from her hands and the soot from his coat. Colton didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. He’d seen enough of that hollow to know it would draw wolves before sundown — the

  four-legged kind first, then maybe the others that wore spurs. They rode until the rain turned steady, falling through the pine boughs with a whisper that sounded like the land breathing again. The air smelled of wet bark and new earth, sharp and clean after the smoke. Colton led the way down a narrow trail that wound between outcrops of granite. The horses’ hooves made soft, hollow sounds on the slick stone. Every few minutes he glanced back to check on the woman. She sat straight despite the tremor in her hands, one fist clutching the blanket he’d thrown across her shoulders. “You got a name?” he asked at last. She blinked as if surprised by the question. “Sarah. Sarah Murdock.” He nodded once.

  “You from a ranch near the Yellowstone?” Her brow furrowed. “Yes. My father runs the Murdock spread out that way. You know it?” “Know of it,” he said. “Big outfit. Good horses.” She looked at him more closely. “You’re a long way from there.” “I get around.” She smiled faintly, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “A man who rides alone usually does.” He said nothing. There wasn’t much worth saying about the life he’d chosen — or the one that had chosen him. By late afternoon the rain slackened, leaving mist in the hollows and beads of water on every branch. The trail opened into a narrow meadow where the grass grew long and silver. A half-fallen pine offered shelter enough for a small fire, and Colton decided it would do. He swung down and looped the reins over a low limb, then helped her dismount.

  Her legs buckled once, but she caught herself, refusing his arm with a flash of stubborn pride. “I can stand,” she said. He gave her a small nod. “Didn’t doubt it.” While she spread the blanket near the tree, he gathered dry needles from beneath the trunk where the rain hadn’t reached. It took a dozen matches and a curse before the fire caught, but once it did, the warmth came quick and the steam rose from their coats. He set a tin pot over the flames, poured in his coffee grounds, and filled it from the canteen. The smell was bitter and good. Sarah sat with her knees drawn up, eyes fixed on the fire. Her face was gaunt under the dirt, and the bruises stood out darker now that the blood had dried.

  Yet there was something in her bearing — a kind of quiet defiance — that told him she’d seen worse than this and lived through it. “Those men,” she said finally, “they killed the driver. His name was Jess.

  He’d worked for my father near five years.” Colton stirred the coffee with a stick. “I’m sorry.” “They said Creed sent them,” she went on. “Said he had a buyer for me down in Cheyenne.” He froze at the name.

  “Creed?” “You know him?” He stared into the fire for a long moment before answering. “Crossed trails once. Years back. Thought he was dead.” “He’s not,” she said softly. “He’s the one who took me.” The flames hissed as the pot boiled over. Colton pulled it aside, his jaw tight. “Then you can count on more coming.” “Why?” “Because Creed don’t forgive. He sends men until he’s got what he wants — or runs out of men.” Sarah looked down at her hands. “Then I’ve put you in danger.” He shook his head. “No, ma’am. You didn’t put me anywhere I wasn’t already headed.” She studied him, trying to decide what kind of man he was. There was something unreadable in his eyes — a calm that wasn’t peace but control. “You don’t scare easy,” she said. He gave a small smile. “Scared men don’t last long out here.”

  The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. It was the kind that settles between two people who understand that talk won’t change a thing. The fire popped and cracked, and the fragrance of coffee mixed with the damp air. When she finally spoke again, her voice was quieter. “Why’d you help me?” Colton looked at her, then back to the flames. “Because somebody ought to.” That seemed to satisfy her. She nodded once, pulled the blanket tighter, and stared into the fire as if she could burn away what she’d seen. The light faded slow, the rain whispering itself out in the trees. Colton added one last stick to the fire, then leaned back against his saddle. His hat brim hid his eyes, but he wasn’t sleeping. He listened to the sounds around them — the creak of the horses shifting, the faint drip from the pines, the steady rhythm of Sarah’s breathing as she finally drifted off. He’d heard her story in pieces, but it didn’t need filling out. Creed’s kind didn’t change. They’d keep coming until they were dead or the money dried up.

  Colton’s fingers brushed the stock of his Winchester. He thought of a scar-faced man with winter-gray eyes and a smile that never reached them. The wind shifted, bringing the scent of rain mixed with woodsmoke — and under it, something else. Horses. Far off, but close enough that instinct spoke first.

  He stood, silent as a shadow, and stepped away from the fire. The night had gone still again — the same kind of still he’d felt before the first shot that morning. He glanced at Sarah, sleeping light under the blanket, and knew there’d be no peace for her tonight. He reached down, checked the rifle’s chamber, and muttered to himself, “Tomorrow, we ride early.” Then he melted into the trees, taking the night watch the way a man does when trouble’s not far behind.


  Chapter 2 — Fire in the Hollow

  Dawn crept in thin and colorless, dragging a chill mist through the

  pines. The fire had died down to a bed of gray coals, and a curl of smoke wound lazy toward the sky.

  Colton Wade squatted over it, coaxing life from what embers remained. He moved with the quiet care of a man used to mornings that might start with gunfire. The woman slept near the fallen log where he’d left her, wrapped tight in the blanket, face turned away from the cold. Her breathing was steady now, not the panicked, shallow rhythm it had been when he found her. She looked younger in the half-light—too young to have seen what she’d seen. Colton poured a little water into the blackened pot, tossed in the last of the coffee grounds, and set it over the coals. The smell cut through the damp air, bitter and comforting. “Best part of any day,” he muttered, mostly to himself. Sarah stirred. “Is it morning already?” He turned his head, saw her blink against the light. “Just barely.” She pushed herself up, wincing as her wrists protested the movement. He saw her glance at them—raw and red beneath the rag bandages he’d tied. “They’ll heal,” he said. “Might scar a little, but that’s just proof you lived.” She gave a small nod, voice still rough. “I’ll take the proof.” He handed her the tin cup when the coffee was ready. She took it with both hands, breathing the steam before sipping. It burned her tongue, but she didn’t complain. “You sleep any?” he asked. “A little. I kept hearing things.” “Then you slept enough to still be alive,” he said, half smiling. “That’s the best kind of rest out here.” She looked around the camp, the trees standing like sentries, the world gray and quiet. “Feels like the woods are watching.” “They are,” he said simply. “You just hope they keep what they see to themselves.” He kicked dirt over the last of the coals, then began saddling the horses. The buckskin snorted, eager to move. The sorrel—her borrowed mount—stood patient but watchful, ears turning at every sound. When Colton cinched the girth, the leather creaked in that familiar way that always felt like the beginning of another hard day.
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