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Chapter One
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The Rail T ranch spread across a wide sweep of Texas grass where the wind never seemed to stop moving.

Lila McCrae liked that wind. It kept the heat from settling too heavy and carried the smell of the land—dust, cattle, and sun-baked earth.

This morning it carried something else.

Trouble.

She saw it in the broken fence before she saw the cattle.

Lila reined her horse to a stop beside the sagging line of posts. Three strands of barbed wire hung loose where someone had cut them clean through. Beyond the gap the grass lay flattened by hooves.

A lot of hooves.

“Blast it,” she muttered.

Half the herd had pushed through during the night.

She swung down from the saddle and knelt beside the wire. The cut ends shone bright and fresh in the sun.

Not an accident.

Someone had done this.

Her jaw tightened.

The Rail T had been having problems for weeks now. First the stray riders drifting along the river road asking questions about the ranch. Then the cattle spooked two nights ago by gunfire somewhere out on the range.

And now this.

Lila stood and shaded her eyes.

The missing cattle had drifted toward the cottonwood draw nearly a mile off. She could see the brown shapes moving slowly through the grass.

They could be gathered again.

That wasn’t what bothered her.

What bothered her was the tracks in the dirt.

She crouched again and studied them.

One horse.

The rider had come along the fence line in the night, cut the wire, then ridden off toward the hills.

A deliberate act.

Someone was testing the Rail T.

“Well,” she said softly, “you picked the wrong ranch.”

She remounted and turned her horse toward the drifting cattle.

The morning sun had climbed higher now, lighting the long valley that held the Rail T. The ranch house stood distant and white against the trees, smoke rising from the cookhouse chimney.

Her father had built this place twenty years ago with nothing but stubborn grit and a handful of cattle.
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