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Determined to find his missing brother and stop the elusive
mastermind behind the theft of his familys sapphires, Gil Coulter
embarks on a solo mission to the remote town near where the
criminal is rumored to reside. As Gil scours the surrounding
wilderness for the thiefs hidden lair, the last thing he expects to find is
a captivating and vulnerable young woman.

Confined to a remote catacomb of caves and the mountain
wilderness around it, Jess McPharland is surrounded by brutal men
employed in her father’s illicit mining operation. Her last attempt to
escape only made things worse and confirmed a secret she can't
hide much longer. She’ll soon be forced into a life more horrific than
what she’s known. Jess will do anything to break free before her
fears come true.

When she encounters Gil on the hidden mountain trail—and he’s
seeking the very criminal she calls Father—she must convince this
stranger to pose as her husband and help her escape. And she has
one card to play—she knows where his brother is.

As Gil and Jess navigate the treacherous landscape—and
people—they find themselves caught in a web of danger, deception,
and unexpected attraction. With each passing moment, the stakes
grow higher, and the line between pretense and truth blurs. Will the
love growing between them be enough to survive Jesss secret and
lead them to the justice Gil seeks, or will her father’s greed destroy
everything theyve risked their lives to protect?
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CHAPTER 1
October, 1870
Canvas Creek, Montana Territory

J ess McPharland stood amidst the rows of dry goods filling the general store, eyeing
the shelves stocked with sewing supplies. She'd already located the list of medicines
she needed, along with food and a few other items. Now for fabric. She and her father
both needed a few more winter clothes.

Father didn’t allow her to come to Canvas Creek often, mostly because he didn't want
to be bothered with accompanying her. If only he would let her leave the area around
their caves without chaperones—or guards , one might say. He said it was for
protection, but she knew better.

Today, Father and Jedidiah had come with her.

She scanned the room until she found the small, wiry man standing near the far wall.
Deep creases lined his weathered face, and his dark eyes missed nothing. Even
though he watched from across the space, the weight of his gaze followed everywhere
she went. Always ready. That was why Father trusted him so much.

He ranked as second-in-command for all of Mick McPharland’s operations. If Father
had any dirty business going on, Jedidiah could be found in the middle of it. And if
there was honest work to be done, he might be found there too.



For now, though, she could pretend she was free. Free to shop and enjoy herself
without worrying about what Jedidiah thought of her. Maybe she could even forget
for alittle while that she wasn't her own person.

She would always be Mick McPharland's daughter, and he'd never let her escape his
control.

He didn't know about the baby yet. Asfar as she could tell, no one did. She'd known
for alittle more than two months now, and she had to get away before anyone found
out.

She had to find a way to escape.

Freedom. From Father, from this place, from...from all of it.

A voice on the other side of a rack pulled her attention, and she strained to listen
without turning.

Jedidiah would come over if he thought she was talking to someone.

“1 saw you put that in your pocket.” The man’s words were firm but not angry.

She couldn’t see him or whoever he spoke to, but a young boy’s voice squeaked an
answer. “1 didn't.”

Did this man think the lad intended to steal ?
Jess moved closer to the end of the shelf so she could step around if needed. If the

man worked for the store, he might reprimand the lad, and who knew how far he'd
take things. Maybe she could intervene before the punishment got out of hand.



“Are you sure?’ The man's tone stayed calm. “I saw something go into your pocket.
If it did, we need to take care of it right now.”

His tone never rose in anger, nor dipped into that steel-laced rage Father sometimes
used.

Most men would have grabbed the boy and yelled or hit him.

Another pause stretched, then the boy mumbled, “I'll put it back.”

"That's not what | meant." The man sounded like he was trying to hold back a smile.
"| want you to take it up to the counter and tell Mr. Smith what you were going to do

with it. Then apologize and promise him you won't ever do it again.”

This wasn’t the store owner. Did he work there? Whoever he was, he was a different
sort of man than she was used to. Kind but firm, even in the face of poor behavior.

A rustling followed hiswords. "Here." The man’s voice held out the last word asif he
were offering something.

Jess had to see who this stranger was. She peeked around the end of the shelf, but
only saw the back of the man holding out a nickel.

The lad’ swide eyes stared at the coin. “Y ou’ re gonna buy it for me?’

The man nodded. “Only if you mean it when you tell the owner you'll never steal
again.”

Relief washed over the boy's face. “Yes, sir, | will.” He took the money and trotted to
the front of the store.



Jess ducked behind the rack before anyone could see her watching them.
As the boy spoke with the clerk, her mind spun. Who was this man? She'd never
heard anyone talk to a child like that, let alone one who'd been caught stealing. He

wasn't going to punish him?

Boot thuds sounded from around the corner, fading quickly. The man must have
stepped away.

She moved back to the bolts of fabric. Father would come to pay for her selections
soon, and she had to be finished.

The stranger’s voice carried over the barrels between them as he spoke to the
storekeeper. “I'll take another bag of flour too, if you haveit.”

As she pulled out aroll of blue plaid, she glanced at the man. He looked younger than
she’ d expected. Broad shoulders filled out his flannel shirt, and his wavy hair was cut

shorter than most men woreit.

Maybe he felt her eyes on him because he turned, and their gazes locked for an
instant before he dipped his chin and looked away.

He turned to the wall beside the counter where several posters had been tacked up.
Wanted signs, most of them. Probably put up by lawmen looking for criminals. And a
few job postings.

"Any sign of your brother?' Mr. Smith's question pulled the stranger’ s attention back.

“1 was going to ask you the same.” Those broad shoulders slumped alittle.

The storekeeper leaned against the counter and crossed his arms. "Sorry. | haven't



seen him come through here. | asked Wally to watch for him too. You want me to
leave the sign up?"

The stranger dipped anod. “If you don’t mind.”

After Mr. Smith handed the man his change and they made arrangements to pick up
the goods, the fellow strode out into the blustery fall day.

She carried the blue plaid to the stack of other supplies she’d selected. Thiswould be
enough for today. She wanted alook at that sign.

To see it, she had to move closer to Jedidiah, which meant he might start asking
questions, but she could evade him well enough. She'd certainly had plenty of
practice.

At the wall of notices, she was pretty sure she could tell which one the men had
spoken of. The paper was newer than the others, not yet yellowed or faded. And not
posted by a lawman with a reward listed. On this flyer, the sketch of a face took up
most of the page, a name lettered across the top.

Sampson Coulter

Underneath, only a short message:

Twenty years of age, brown hair, able miner.

Family seeking to locate.

Reward for information leading to location.

Her insides stirred as the name slowly unwrapped recognition within her. Could it be



the same Coulter? She' d never heard the man’s given name.

Those eyes were unmistakable. So was the shape of the jawline.

Coulter. One of the newer men working in her father's mine.

He must be the brother of the stranger who just left this store.

She had to work to keep from spinning toward the door. Did she dare go after him to
tell him she knew his brother? Would Jedidiah allow it if she asked to? Probably not.
Perhaps if she went to speak to awoman or child, but not a man. And she didn’t dare
risk Jedidiah’s anger.

She eased out a breath, long and slow so the drop of her shoulders wouldn’t be
noticed from behind. If she searched for the stranger, she would only put them both in
trouble. Maybe she could get him a message through Mr. Smith. Maybe even a note.
But what could she tell him? That Sampson Coulter’s brother should come out to the
most remote mountain around and search until he found a cave? That his brother
worked somewhere within?

That would be a disaster for both Coulters. And she couldn’t bring herself to put any
man at the mercy of her father—especially one who'd just showed such kindnessto a
child.

* % %

J ess smoothed the patchwork quilt atop her narrow cot, her fingers lingering on the
frayed edges. She should stitch a new coverlet soon. Not today though. Father said he
would be gone most of the day for some kind of meeting, and sunlight filtered
through the cave's mouth, beckoning her outside.



She strode to the opening and adjusted the belt on her split riding skirt as she stepped
from their cave dwelling. She was rarely allowed to actually ride in this skirt, but she
could move more freely as she explored the mountainside. She'd braided her waist-
length hair down her back, and she wore her usual shirtwaist and boots. Not exactly
ladylike attire, but practical for life in this mountain wilderness.

The crisp breeze almost made her turn back for a coat, but with the sun so bright, she
could manage. If she got too cold, she could aways run to warm herself. Maybe a bit
of exertion would release the tension that had her insides knotted.

Her hand drifted to the slight bump of her belly. Would jostling hurt the baby?

As she maneuvered the narrow path up the slope, weaving around pines and cedars,
her boots crunched against the rocky terrain. The fresh mountain air filled her lungs,
and for a moment, she could almost forget the weight of her troubles. Almost.

She paused at a small outcropping to stare out over the sprawling wilderness below.
Somewhere in the distance, a hawk cried out, its piercing call echoing through the
valley. She closed her eyes, letting the sound wash over her. If only she could sprout
wings and fly away. But Father’s reach was long, his web of informants and enforcers
spread far and wide. Even if she managed to slip away, how long before they tracked
her down again, dragging her back to this cage?

The thought made her stomach churn. She couldn't let herself be shackled to Stuart
Wallace, the man Father had said he'd force her to marry—another man as
controlling as her own father, who saw her as nothing more than a pawn in his games
of power.

She sank to her knees on the rocky ground and sat back on her heels, staring up into
the heavens. "Please, God." Her voice broke through the peace around her, but
speaking aloud seemed to make the prayer more real. "l need help. | need a way out



of this darkness. Show me how | can get away for good.”

The wind had shifted to a gentle breeze, and the sun’s warmth lifted the chill
completely.

She considered pretending to want to work in the business. If she did, would Father
allow her to move to Fort Benton to act as a shipping agent? The time she and Mama
had gone there on holiday had been wonderful. They’d been free to shop and visit the
bakery and peruse every store in town. That was one of her favorite memories with
Mama.

But Father wouldn’t allow it. He hated for Jess to go anywhere near the mine, and he
never spoke of his work. He allowed her to tend injuries and sickness among his
men—most of the time. He surely wouldn’t let her join him in the business. Not that
she wanted to have any part in his schemes. Freedom wouldn’'t be worth the guilt
she' d feel every day she helped him.

Sorry, Lord, for even thinking of that idea.

If she went along with his plan to marry her to Mr. Wallace, could she run away from
him? No. Her father would send Jedidiah and his men after her. Even as Mrs.
Wallace, Jess would still be under her father’s thumb. Her husband’ s too.

A shiver dlid through her, and aknot coiled in her middle.

She had to avoid the marriage.

But how?

She closed her eyes, keeping her face to the sun. “Lord, | need You. | don't know
what to do. Send the right person to help me get away.”



She let herself linger like that, soaking in the peacefulness. The warmth on her skin.

She didn’t hear an answer from God, but this quiet contentedness felt a little like the
Lord wrapping his arms around her. If only she could stay cradled in them, relishing
this moment always.

The sound of horse hooves clicking against rock drifted from below, and she opened
her eyes. Had Father returned already? This was far from his usual route home, so he
must have come looking for her. She pushed to her feet and waited, hands clasped in
front of her. She' d done nothing wrong, and he wouldn’t begrudge her this short walk
since she'd aready set the house in order.

But the thought of seeing him made her insides tighten, maybe because of the secret
she kept from him.

The horse and rider rounded the bend, and her breath caught. Not her father.

The man from the store—Coulter.
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CHAPTER 2

T he Coulter brother sat tall in the saddle, his shoulders just as broad and his face just
as handsome as Jess remembered. When he caught sight of her, his eyes widened, and
he reined his mount in.

Her body froze as her mind scrambled to make sense of his presence here. Had he
come to find her? She'd just been praying for help. Was this man God' s answer?

Of course not. He'd come to find his brother. Had he learned Sampson worked in
these mountains? She forced herself to breathe. She'd wanted to tell him herself, so
she should be grateful he'd discovered it.

Yet...could his appearing here, a quarter hour’s walk past the mountain where
Sampson worked as a miner, be God' s answer to her prayers?

Maybe.

This man had already shown he would take a stand for right, even when it was hard.
Would he help her convince her father to let her go? He' d have to be careful, or he'd
find himself with a sound beating. Could he be respectful but not allow her father to

push him around?

He still stared at her, perhaps having as much trouble accounting for her presence
here as she was his. Their gazes had met in the store, but did he remember her?

She stepped forward, her heart pounding as she raised a hand in greeting. "Hello."



Her voice trembled.

He tugged off hishat. “ Sorry. Didn’t expect to see anyone out here.”

She couldn’t help a small smile at his reaction. He was so honest and forthright. No
hint of secret intentions or cunning. A far cry from the men she’d been surrounded
with her entirelife.

He looked like he was trying to decide what to say next.

She kept her expression pleasant. “Y our name is Coulter, right?’

His brows shot up, and he swept his gaze around the area.

She pressed her lips to keep her smile contained. “You're the brother of Sampson
Coulter?’

He straightened, every part of him going aert. “Do you know my brother?” He
nudged his horse forward, and the animal picked its way up the path to her.

She waited until he reined the anima to a stop in front of her and dismounted,
expectation marking his features. “Y ou know Sampson?’

She dipped her chin. “I do.” Was she really going through with this? She had to. God
had given her the perfect opportunity to plan her escape. She had to grasp hold of it.

She summoned a fresh dose of courage. “I can take you to him, but first, | need a
favor.”

* % %



G il Coulter still struggled to catch up with what was happening. He'd been riding
along, the same as he had for the last three hours since leaving Canvas Creek. Then
this woman had appeared up the slope like a mountain angel.

But this angel knew Sampson. Maybe she redlly had been sent from above to lead
him to his brother. He' d certainly prayed enough for God’ s help.

“What do you need?’

She gave atiny shake of her head, then glanced around. A flicker of fear flashed in
her eyes. “Come back to my house, and I'll tell you. It’s too much to say standing out
here.” She motioned the direction he'd just come from. “It's only a quarter hour’s
walk that way.”

He' d seen no houses. No barns. Not even animal tracks. But she had to have come
from somewhere, and if he’'d missed a sign along the way, he’'d like to know what it
was.

He gave anod. “All right then. Lead the way.”

She started down the slope he' d just ridden up, her long stride moving easily over the
rocky terrain. Like a mountain goat, with the grace of a woman in a ballroom and a
fancy dress. Probably. He'd never actually seen a ballroom. He and his family had
moved from Kansas to the Montana Territory when he was eight. But he could
imagine what his brothers’ wives had described atime or two.

As the woman ahead of him wove through a patch of trees, he had to scramble to
keep up, his horse trailing behind.

He guessed she’d never been in a ballroom either. She moved like she was part of
these mountains. Like she'd traveled this exact stretch so many times that she knew



every stick and stone.

At ladt, the path flattened and the trees faded away. He lengthened his stride to walk
beside her. “We didn’t have a proper introduction back there. I'm Gil Coulter. And
you are...?’

She spared him a side glance without slowing. “ Jess McPharland.”

“Jess. That's pretty.” As pretty as shewas. “Isit short for something?’ As soon as the
guestion slipped out, its impertinence snagged him. He shouldn’t be calling her by
her given name anyway, much less nosing into its origins.

“Jessamine. |s Gil short for something?’

He grinned. What was fair for one was certainly fair for the other. And he didn’t mind
giving details. “Gilead. Gilead Jeremiah Coulter.”

This time her look lasted a second longer, like she was taking his measure. “That’s a
mouthful.”

“Yep. My three older brothers all have names that start with the letter J, but Mum
said she was always calling the wrong name, so she put my J name in the middle.”

As a boy, he'd aways felt like the outsider because he wasn't in the J clan. But
Mum’s explanation made sense. She'd certainly called the wrong name enough.
Between the six boys and Lucy, she'd struggled. At one point, she’'d started calling
the boys by number. He' d been *“Four.” One of the many.

Miss McPharland spoke so little, maybe she thought it odd he'd volunteered that
story about his name. But giving details about himself might put her at ease enough to
talk more.



Finally, she angled toward a sheer rock face and slowed to a stop. "We're here. My
homeisjust inside.”

He scanned the solid stone, but then she moved to the right and disappeared through
an entrance he' d thought was just a shadow.

He led his horse to a sturdy scrub bush and tethered the reins, then followed her. A
dark cloth hung over the opening he' d thought was only a shadow. Now that he was
close, he could see light filtering on either side of the door curtain. And was that the
scent of food?

He reached behind his back to check the revolver tucked in his waistband. He likely
wouldn’'t need it, but he'd rather be prepared, just in case Miss McPharland wasn't
the only oneinside. Surely, she didn’t live here alone.

He stepped in, peering around the cloth until he could see what lay within.

As the scene opened before him, he blinked. Was this a mirage?

Such a cozy home. It could have been the inside of alog cabin if not for the stone
walls. Lanterns lit the space, and a cookstove sat to his right against the outside wall,
a pipe protruding through the stone. He' d not seen smoke rising outside. It must have
been hidden.

A trestle table sat in the middle with four chairs tucked around it. On his left, long
curtains hung from the top of the cavern to the floor, probably to create a sleeping
space. For how many?

He turned to the woman, who stood at the stove, ladling something steaming into a
wooden bowl. “Thisis anice home.”



“We call it our apartment.” She focused on her work as she spoke. “Are you hungry?
I’ve had soup ssmmering, and it should be ready.” She sent a cheery smile his
direction as she carried the dish to the table.

In here, she didn’t even seem like the same woman he'd walked with outside. Or
rather, practically run to keep up with. Now, she looked as domestic as one of his
sisters-in-law, serving up a meal to a hungry brood of Coulters after a long day’s
work with the animals or in the mine.

This version was just as lovely as the mountain angel he'd first seen. She wore her
hair in along braid that swung as she shifted, adding grace to her fluid movements.

She set the steaming food on the table, then returned to the stove to pour adark liquid
into a wooden mug. Steam rose from the cup, and the aroma of coffee made his
middle pinch asif he'd not eaten all day.

When she turned to take the drink to the table, she gave him another expectant look,
motioning to the chair in front of the food. “Come sit, please. I'm sorry if | surprised
you outside. | wasjust alittle...taken aback to see you there.”

He huffed a breath. Taken aback for certain. He still hadn’t fully regained his senses.

He stepped to the table but stood behind the chair. “Are you going to eat too?’ He
wouldn’t be sitting until she did.

She dlipped into the chair across from him. “I’'m not hungry.”
Should he protest? Maybe best to just start this conversation so he could figure out

what she needed and get her to take him to Sampson. He pulled out his chair and
eased into it nowhere near as gracefully as she had.



The seat was sturdy, though, and he let his weight settle against the back.

Jess folded her hands on the table, her gaze finally meeting his. "l need your help to
escape my father."

Gil stared at her. This woman was nothing but surprises. Escape? He glanced around.
A hat hanging on a peg in the wall was the only sign of aman.

He leaned forward, bracing his arms on the table. "Y our father?'

She nodded, her expression clouding. "He's...a powerful man. Controlling. He doesn’t
let me leave the caves without a guard." She seemed to readlize she’d been outside
moments before when they met. “I can go for walks in the area, but not far. Never to
town by myself, and I’'m not allowed to speak to anyone. He and a guard watch me,
one always keeping an eye on me.”

Gil could see where she might feel like a prisoner in need of escape. He' d felt that
way every now and then himself, back before Jericho eased his fears of strangers
coming onto their ranch. That had taken some time and a few hard conversations, but
Jericho had finaly relented—thanks to a lot of work from God and the threat of
losing Dinah, the woman who was now Jericho’ s wife.

Gil kept his voice cam and reasonable. Maybe he could help start that same work
here. "Why can't you just |leave?"

Pain flashed across her face. "l've tried. A few months ago, | made it al the way to
Helena. But Father’s men found me and brought me back.” A smirk marred her
beautiful face. "He's powerful, my father. And he has spies everywhere. The only
way I'll ever be free is with his blessing. And the only way | can imagine receiving
that..." She took a deep breath, asif steadying herself. "Is if he believes I'm married,
and thus, beyond his control."



She waited, and he tried to sort through what she might be saying. He wasn’t usually
so dense, but this entire situation had his brain slogging through fog.

Then a flash of understanding slipped in, and he jerked back from the table. "You
want me to marry you?”’

Her eyes widened alittle. “No, of course not.” But the uncertainty in her gaze made it
seem like she’ d thought about saying that very thing.

Her shoulders lifted as she inhaled. “ Just pretend. Pretend to be my husband.”
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CHAPTER 3
G il could only stare at the woman. Pretend . Not actually marry her. But still...

"Just for afew days.” Her voice was pleading. “Long enough to convince my father.
Then I'll take you to Sampson, and we can al leave, together."

It was a crazy plan. Dangerous, probably. What kind of man must her father be to
drive her to such desperation? Or was she addled? Maybe her father was really kind,
doing his best to care for her. Maybe she didn’t have afather at all.

He eased out a breath. “How do | know you' re speaking the truth?’ A question from
earlier dipped back in. “ And how do you know who | am and about my brother?’

She dipped her chin, acknowledging the fairness of his questions. “I saw you at the
genera store last week. In Canvas Creek. Y ou caught that boy stealing and made him
admit what he’ d done to the clerk.”

Once more, he raised his brows at her. His mouth was hanging open, too, so he shut
it. “How could you know that?" He'd made sure to stay out of sight when the lad
approached the clerk with a somber face and the nickel.

The corners of her mouth tugged, and a smile lit her eyes.
His pulse responded, surging until his chest tightened. She was... Beautiful didn’t

begin to cover it. An angel. She had to be. How else could she take his breath with
only atiny smile?



She opened her mouth to speak, and he leaned in so he didn’t miss aword. “I wasin
the next row over. I'm sorry | listened in. | suppose | should have made my presence
known.” The smile faded from her eyes, taking with it all the light. “My father had a
guard watching me. He wouldn’t have let me speak to you.”

Gil strained to remember who else had been in the store. He'd spent enough time in
town these past few weeks, searching for Sampson, that he' d recognized most of the
faces in the store that day. He'd even recognized the lad from passing him in the
streets atime or two.

But there had been one man near the door... A bit on the small side, he didn’'t look
strong enough to be anyone's guard. He wore his years in the deep lines of his
leathery face, just like all the older miners in the area did. Gil’d had no reason to
suspect he was anyone else than a miner come to town for supplies, lingering in the
warmth the store’ s woodstove offered before he headed back to one of the dilapidated
shanties down by theriver.

Gil honed his gaze on Miss McPharland. “What did the man look like?’

She frowned. “Jedidiah? He' s short and wiry. Doesn’t look like he’ d be much trouble,
but he' s brutal. And his men are loyal. They won't cross him. They know better.”

That first bit described the man he’d seen. The latter...well, Gil had been shielded
from men like that since they moved to the Territory. But he still remembered the
Montgomery’s gang who rode through Fort Scott, where they’d lived in Kansas.
Brutal described them. Men who wouldn’t blink an eye before they’ d shoot a woman
or child at point blank range. Like they didn’t own a conscience. Or a soul.

Miss McPharland was watching him, her gaze unreadable. If her father was
associated with men like that, she did need to escape.



And she'd said she could take him to Sampson. They’ d been searching for him over a
month now. If he could just find his brother, he could convince him he’ d be welcome
at home.

If finding Sampson and protecting this woman required him to get into her father's
good graces by pretending to be her husband, he could do that. He' d always had a gift
for settling tense situations. A few pleasant words, a little something to make people
smile, and they forgot about their anger or worry enough to think rationally.

Before he could commit to her plan though, he had a few more questions. “What
makes you think your father would believe our ruse? I've never met him. If he never
lets you leave here, how could we be married?’

Something flashed in her eyes—embarrassment maybe?—but then her face sobered.
“Remember | said | tried to run away a couple months ago?’

He nodded.

“1 was gone for three days before they found me.” She shrugged. “Enough time for a
ceremony.”

He could imagine how she would answer his next question, but he had to ask it
anyway, just to tease her. “I’ve generally thought it would take me more than three
days to get to know a woman before | proposed marriage.” Though it had taken him
less than an hour to decide he would agree to her proposal now.

For a fake marriage. That was the difference. No matter how a part of him wanted to
suggest the real thing.

A ridiculous part of him, obviously.



Like he'd just said, he'd need to know the woman a lot better than he did this one
before he' d contemplate spending the rest of hislife with her.

She wrinkled her nose. “I plan to tell him we met when | was picking berries. You
were riding through the mountains looking for your brother. Y ou've been in the area
awhile, and we continued meeting.” Again, she shrugged. “It's certainly founded on
the truth, just not the same timing.”

He let silence settle as he mulled through the other things they’ d need to consider.

She waited quietly. So many people couldn’t be so patient, aways needing to fill the
noise or rush off to get things done.

After another minute, he leveled alook at her. “If your father is the kind of man you
describe, how will he react to the news?’

Her mouth pinched. “He has...other plans for me—a match that’s advantageous for
him. Hewon't like it.”

The news shot down Gil’s spine. “You're betrothed?’ Another surprise shouldn’t
shock him. But truly, what other shocking news would she casually share?

“I've only met my so-called intended once. He's twice my age. While he was
crossing the street to meet us at the cafe, he kicked a dog and then backhand a boy
who was trying to get out of his way on the boardwalk.” She narrowed her gaze.
“During the conversation, he ate his food as well as half of mine while boasting about
how powerful he was in whatever mining town he came from. His exact words were,
‘There’s not a man for miles around who isn't under my thumb. Some come easily,
others learn the hard way.’”

The way she' d lowered her voice to a man’s pitch might have been humorous, if not



for the desperation in her gaze. Her eyes pleaded with him even more than her words
did. “I don’t know if he'll be worse than my father, but he’'s the same kind of man. |
can'trisk it.”

Gil would be tarred and feathered before he let her be legaly bound to a man like
that. But there was one more question he needed to ask, now while she might be most
open to answering. “Where is my brother?’

She pulled back a little, her gaze searching him. Was she looking for something in
particular? Or trying to decide whether to answer?

He leaned forward, letting her see his earnestness. “I’ll help you, Miss McPharland.
But | need to know that you really can take me to Sampson. |’ ve been searching for
him for weeks now. If he’sin thisarea, | haveto find him.”

She regarded him a few more seconds. “He works for my father. He's done so for
more than a month now. When we've convinced my father we're truly married and
feel confident he'll let usleave together, I’ [l take you to your brother.”

The way she pressed her mouth closed made it clear that was all he'd get on the
matter. It was enough though. The daughter of a man like she described may not be
entirely trustworthy—after all, she was asking Gil to help her deceive her own
father—but he' d get her to safety, whether he received anything in return or not. But
if he could possibly find Sampson and the sapphires stolen from them at the same
time, he wouldn't let the opportunity slip through his fingers.

“Ill doit.” He extended his hand across the table.

Her eyes grew wide. Because of his nearness, or did she not know that was usually
part of business dealings?



Whatever the reason, the way she looked so startled would never do.

“Jess.” He kept his voice gentle and used her given name, as he would if they were
married.

“Yes?' She blinked, her voice weak.

He had to bite back a smile. “If we're husband and wife, you'll have to let me touch
you. There’' s no way we can convince anyone if you shrink back from my hand.”

Fear crossed her features, making itself evident in the trembling at the corners of her
lips. What had he said?

You'll have to let me touch you.

He was a clumsy, numb-brained oaf.

He leaned back and gripped the edge of the table on his side. “I didn’t mean it like
that. Not touch you . Just...touch you.” He raised his hand, palm up. “You know.
Like your hand.”

He was making a mess of this. Where were al his charming words when he needed
them? He had to get them past this, and maybe he could even pull a smile from her in
the process.

He hunched low to be eye level with her. “I’m sorry, Jess. | said that all wrong. But it
makes me readlize there's something that needs to be said between us.” He swallowed
to moisten his throat. He needed her to hear this clearly. “I’'m honored that you asked
for my help. Honestly, it scares me a little to think what might have happened if you
asked someone you couldn’'t be sure would value a lady’s...” The heat searing his
neck wouldn't quite let him get the word virtue out. So he pushed on.



“I promise | won't misuse your trust. We will have to be friendly enough to be
convincing, but | promise | won't touch you in any way that’s indecent.” He let out a
breath. Surely she understood the point he was trying to make without him having to
turn any redder.

He half-expected her to have that little smile at her mouth at his embarrassment, but
instead, her eyes held a sheen of moisture. Had he made such a mess of it? Or was
she so affected by his promise to be honorable?

By the openness in her expression—was that wonder?—his insides twisted. She must
have only been exposed to men with the lowest of charactersin this remote place.

Sampson was working with these men?

That thought knotted even tighter in his gut. Had he become like them? Surely not.
His brother was young and ambitious, no doubt, but he’ d been raised just like the rest
of them. He wouldn’t turn his back on God and decency completely.

Would he?

Gil had to find him, soon. Had to get his little brother away from this place. And now
Jess too. He' d doubled his mission, but he would fulfill it. He had to.
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CHAPTER 4

J ess pulled the pie from the oven and set it atop the cookstove. Was it underdone?
That would be better than burnt even alittle. Father hated burnt food. But if the dried
apples weren't soft enough, the pie she’ d baked to put him in good spirits would have
the opposite effect. She poked the knife tip into the apple that peeked through the
opening in the top crust. Soft enough.

She dlid it onto the warming burner, then turned to see what else could be done. Her
gaze tugged her all the way around to the man sitting at the table.

Lands, he was handsome. The way one corner of his mouth tugged upward, revealing
adimple. Those rich brown eyes, the dight wave in his brown hair.

He was watching her, as he had been every other time she' d looked back at him. She
should be accustomed to it by now, but her nerves were tangling tighter and tighter
with every quarter hour.

She almost wanted her father to come in now, though time without him was usually
precious.

She and Gil had taken his horse to the pasture where Father’s other mounts grazed,
then they’ d spent the rest of the afternoon preparing for their conversation with him.
Working through details about when they’ d supposedly married and how long they’d
been courting before that. They both agreed he shouldn’t give her father his real
surname. Father knowing the connection between Gil and Sampson could only make
the dituation harder. Gil had chosen his mother's surname before she



married—Standish.

As they’'d talked, Gil asked a few persona questions, too, like whether she liked to
read and what books she preferred. Turned out that, like her, he loved Gulliver's
Travels . And they'd shared stories from their pasts so they could answer with some
truth should Father ask them questions about each other.

It was hard to fathom Gil’s large family and how close-knit they seemed, evidenced
by the warmth in his eyes as he'd spoken of each. The three older brothers had
already taken wives and built their own cabins on the family ranch. He'd lost his
older sister and both parents, just as she'd lost her mother. Was it easier to lose
someone special when you had plenty of people around to share the grief? Maybe that
didn’'t matter. Jess couldn’t imagine not missing Mama, even all these years later, no
matter how many people had mourned with her.

But Gil had been very lucky—or rather, blessed—to grow up surrounded by so many
people who loved him. How would that feel? It didn’t seem possible. She had no
experience that could help her imagine.

A tiny yearning pressed in her chest as she returned her focus to the stove. Did she
dare ask him to take her to his family’s ranch? Did they allow outsiders to live there?
Of course not. It was afamily ranch, not acommon town.

Jess would have to find her own way. Build a new life using whatever she could get
from selling her mother’s jewelry. She'd have to find work quickly, perhaps as a
housekeeper or a cook. If she could satisfy her demanding father, she should be able
to please any employer willing to pay her.

The whisper of leather on stone outside made her heart lurch, yanking her out of her
thoughts. Father was back. She glanced at Gil, then moved toward him.



He rose from his chair and met her partway.

As her father stepped into the room, she inhaled a breath and sent up a silent prayer.
Lord, protect us.

The moment Father’ s gaze struck Gil, he halted. His gaze narrowed, never leaving the
man beside her. “Who’s this?’ His voice took on a roughness he used with his men
but almost never with her.

She took a small step forward and forced out the words she'd rehearsed. "Father, |
have news for you. | hope you'll find it good news." She found Gil's arm beside her,
wrapping her fingers around the thick cord of muscle. She’d not expected so much
strength, but she used the contact to draw strength of her own. "I'd like you to meet
my husband, Gilead Standish.”

Her father’ s gaze swung to her, his eyes dark. "Husband?"

She fought to keep from shrinking back. “Yes” Should she volunteer more
information? Or wait till he asked?

His gaze shifted back to Gil, and he worked his jaw as though chewing on his words.
His face turned even redder than Gil’s had when he'd made the promise not to take
advantage.

At least Father was trying to stay calm, though he hated surprises, and he especially
hated when his plans were thwarted. Maybe she should have eased him into the idea
of this. It wouldn't have worked though. Confronting him was the only way to
convince him she told the truth.

At last, he spoke again, still using that rough voice. "Stop playing games. Who is this
man?' He still stared at Gil, his eyes flinging blades, but the words were clearly for



her.

She forced herself to speak with a steady tone despite the fear pulsing in her heart.
The more calm she showed, the better chance Gil would be too. "I’m being earnest,
Father. Thisis my husband, Gil. We've known each other for several months. When |
went to Helenain August, we were married.”

She took a slow breath, then let it out just as slowly.

Father wouldn't attack Gil, would he? His gaze had turned so dark that she couldn’t
be certain anymore.

She inched sideways, alittle in front of her husband . "I wasn't sure how you’'d react
or how best to tell you, so we kept our marriage secret until now.” She gave the look
that usually melted her father. “But | couldn’t wait any longer. | know you'll love
him. He' s such a good man."

Gilead moved around her and stuck out his hand toward her father. "I'm glad to
finaly meet you, Mr. McPharland.”

But Father didn't take his hand. His gaze never left Gilead's face, and he made no
move to return the greeting or speak any words.

At last, he moved his focus back to her. Was he shaking? When he spoke, his voice
was as solid as the stone walls around them. “I’ll have it annulled. Or you can pretend

thisfarce never happened. Wallace need never know.”

Farce.

Did he suspect they were lying? Her pulse galloped impossibly fast. He'd not meant
it that way though. Just that it wasn't acceptable because it wasn't what he’ d planned.



It didn’t benefit him in any way.

But what if Father tried to force her to marry Stuart Wallace against her will? There
was no real law in this area to stop him. Only one thing would make him change his
mind. He'd have to know Wallace would never take her if he knew the truth.

Which meant she had to tell him the truth—or part of it, anyway.

Her breath caught in her throat, nearly strangling her. She had to say this.

Lord, help me.

She swallowed and hoped her voice wouldn’'t shake. “There's something else you
should know too.” She reached for Gil’s arm once more, needing to appear happy
about this, though her forced smile must’ve wobbled. “I’ve just recently realized I'm
in the family way. We're going to be parents.” She sent Gil a strangled smile, doing
her best to ignore his rounding eyes, before turning back to her father. “And you'll be
agrandfather.”

Theroom fell silent.

Father's face turned ashen, his eyes widening in shock before narrowing into dlits of
anger.

Gil didn’t move, his arm tense under her grip.

"You're what?' Her father's voice was a low growl, each word sharp as a knife.
"Carrying this man's child?"

Jess swallowed hard, her throat tight. She held on Gil’s arm as if he could shield her.
"Yes, Father. Gil and I...we're married, and we're going to have a baby." She tried to



keep her tone even, but her voice quavered.

Her father's gaze flicked between them, and his mouth formed a hard line. When he
finaly spoke, his eyes locked on her, his voice deadly calm. "You've really done it
now, girl."

Jess flinched at the fury in his tone. She'd seen him angry before, but she’ d never had
his rage directed at her. Fear coiled in her belly, but she forced herself to stand firm.
For her child's sake, she had to be strong.

Once again, Gil inched in front of her, shielding part of her with his body. “We hoped
you'd be happy, sir. We sure are.” His voice held such a genia tone that she could
amost believe he really was her husband, that they’ d been overjoyed to learn of their
coming babe.

A hit of relief eased the knots in her shoulders. Gil was here, helping her. Playing his
part better than she could have hoped.

Her father's icy stare locked onto him. "I don't even know you, boy. What's your
name?’

"Gilead Standish, sir. My family owns a ranch southwest of here."

Something in her father's expression shifted. That frightening anger never left his
eyes, and his jaw stayed hard as steel. Even so, something was different. She couldn’t
name it, but it was there. She' d spent a lifetime learning her father’ s moods, the shifts
in his face, his voice. What she saw now, the change in his expression—the mystery
of it, the not understanding... It terrified her.

“What are you doing in these parts, Standish?’ His voice was even, yet still laced
with fury.



She dlid alook at Gil, praying he wouldn't tell her father the truth about his purpose
here. Father wouldn’'t hesitate to hurt Sampson to get to Gil if he learned their
connection.

Icy dread slipped through her, freezing her chest. She tightened her grip on Gil’sarm.

Gil cleared his throat. “Exploring. Enjoying a bit of time away from the ranch. Also
keeping my eye out for an uncle. He and his family came to these parts before we did.
Now that my parents have passed, my brothers and | would like to find him.”

She eased out a breath. He was smart.

“You've nice land around here,” Gil said. “Good valley land for grazing. Do you
keep any cattle?’

He was making conversation. She had to work to keep the shock from her expression.
Here they were, trying to keep her father from venting his rage, and he was making
small talk.

Studying Gil, another unreadable look filled her father's eyes. Calculating maybe?
Surely, he was trying to figure out how he could work the situation to his own good.
He dipped his chin in anod. “I suppose so, but we don’t run cattle. That’s what you
raise on your...ranch?” Why had Father paused before that |ast word?

“Yes, gir. My father started with horses when we first moved to the place, and we
added cattle about five years ago.”

Her father seemed to choose his words carefully. “ That sounds like alot of work. I'm
surprised your family could spare you so long.” His gaze slipped to her, leaving his
meaning clear.



Gil’s voice didn't shift from its casual tone. “I’ve several brothers and a nephew still
working the ranch.” He glanced at her, his free hand touching her fingers still
wrapped around his arm. The smile that touched his mouth lit in his eyes with a
tenderness that felt so real, her heart gave a little flutter. “I’'m eager to take Jess to
meet them. They’ll love her.”

Gil turned back to her father. “I hope you don't mind us traveling for a bit. We
haven’'t made any final decisions about where we'll live, but | want her to meet my
family.”

Her father just glared, and everything inside her clenched as she watched for the
anger to take over once more. But it didn’t. His tight skin eased into what |ooked
dangerously close to a smile. "l suppose that’s fair. We can talk more about it later."
He stepped forward, and she fought to keep from flinching. But Father extended his
hand to Gil. "Welcome to the family, son."

Gil didn’t pause before taking his own step and meeting the grasp. “ Thank you, sir.”

Just like that?

But as she exhaled, unease twisted in her gut.

That had been too easy. Her father never gave in so readily, especially when his plans
were thwarted. What was he plotting behind that suddenly friendly demeanor?

As if sensing her disquiet, Gil released her father’s hand and rested his fingers back
on hers, still gripping his arm. She didn’'t dare release him, the only thing holding her
steady.

Glancing up at him, she found him watching her with those warm brown eyes. Trust
me, they seemed to say. We'll get through this together.



Drawing strength from his steady presence, Jess lifted her chin and met her father's
gaze. "Thank you, Father. Y our blessing means everything to us."

"Yes, wdl..." Her father waved a dismissive hand. "What's done is done. No use
crying over spilt milk, as they say." His gaze sharpened on her. "But Jess girl, you
know how | feel about secrets between us."

A chill skated down her spine. "I know. I'm sorry for not telling you sooner. | just...|
needed to be sure..." She faltered, unsure how to finish.

Once more he waved the words away. “1 need to speak with Jedidiah, so hold my
dinner till later.” He started for the door, but paused and turned back to Gil. “I look
forward to knowing you better, son.” Without waiting for an answer, he strode out.
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CHAPTER S

A heavy silence settled in Father’s wake. Jess's knees trembled, and as Gil turned to
her, realized she must ook awful.

His brows drew together, and he gripped her elbows, holding her upright. “Let’s sit
down.” He half-guided, half-carried her to her chair at the table.

She had to push past this weakness. Her father hadn’t hurt Gil. Hadn't even tried to.
She should be relieved. Maybe that’s what this was—relief. Yet why was panic
welling in her chest so thick she could barely breathe?

Gil pulled his chair around the corner of the table so he could sit beside her. His thigh
pressed against her skirts, but the contact felt secure. Steady. Everything about Gil
made her feel secure.

He propped his elbows on the table and leaned in. It seemed like he didn’t know what
to do with his hands, but then he closed his palm over her hand. His grip was solid,
the calluses on his skin only adding to the feeling of security. This man worked an
honest job for aliving. He wasn’t manipulative and scheming like her father.

Father’ s hands had always been smooth yet hard. Father was as different from Gil as
the darkness of the cave from noontime sunshine.

She let herself meet Gil’s eyes. Let herself soak in their warmth. Let her body relax,
streaming out the tension with her spent air.



He was waiting for her to speak. No hint of hurry in the air between them. She had to
find a way to thank him. Words wouldn’t begin to voice everything inside her, but
she could start there.

“Thank you, Gil.” Her voice cracked on the second word as emotion surged through
her. Why was she having so much trouble controlling her body these days?

An easy smile met his eyes, crinkling the corners. “I’'m glad | could help. | don't
think it went so bad either.”

She could only gape at him. “Were you part of the same conversation | was?’

That twinkle in his eyes was enough to throw any girl off-kilter. “Sure. He'll settlein
to theidea. | think we'll become good friends, heand I.”

She nearly choked on the breath she sucked in, which kept her from saying her first
response. He must be jesting. His smile meant he was teasing surely. If he knew her
father, he wouldn’t joke about the situation.

Then his expression sobered. “Anyway. Could | see my brother now?’

She glanced toward the door curtain. They still had several hours left in the day, but
she didn’t dare take Gil through the passageways where they were most likely to be
seen by her father. Not yet.

She returned her focus to her new husband . | don’t think it's safe to take you to
Sampson yet. We'll talk to him tomorrow. After my father has had time to adjust
to...things. We can see him from a distance though. There's an old tunnel that’s not
used anymore where we'll be able to look down on the cavern where Sampson’'s
working.”



She pushed to her feet and started toward the wall where she hung her wrap.

“Jess, wait.” Gil sounded more serious than she'd heard him yet. Enough to give her
pause.

She turned to face him.

Gil had followed and now stood far closer than she'd expected. She had to tip her
chin up to meet his gaze.

Confusion marked his expression, and maybe a bit of wariness. “What does my
brother do here?’

She should probably tell him everything. They’d come too far to withhold details
now. And he’d more than accomplished what she’ d hoped with her father. “ Sampson
works for my father. In the mine.”

Gil’ s brow gathered even more. “For your father? What did you say his name was?’

The weight in her chest threatened to cut off her breathing. “Simon McPharland.
Most people know him as Mick.”

Gil’s expression shifted from confusion to worry to...something else.

She took a step back.

He didn’t look angry. It was the recognition she saw. How did Gil know her father?
Must’ ve been by name only, for neither had seemed to recognize the other.

Father’ s name was known widely. She knew this.



But how did Gil know him?

She’'d thought he was different, not associated with any of the lowlifes her father
mingled with. Could Gil only know of him through his more reputable endeavors?

No. The clarity in Gil’s eyes, the way his mind seemed to be putting pieces together,
the way he now looked at her ...

Did he learn about her father because of his search for Sampson?

If only she knew how and why Sampson had come to be here. She didn’t usualy
want to know those details, didn’t want to be part of her father’s false dealings. She
could do nothing to stop him, and knowledge of his actions would only infuriate

her—and maybe make her do or say something she would regret.

So she kept her focus on caring for the men when they were hurt or injured. Sampson
had experienced neither, so she only knew him in passing.

Gil straightened, then motioned to the door curtain. “Let’s go then.”

Something in his manner was different now. He still wore a pleasant expression, but
it seemed more focused, asif he had a plan he intended to act on.

Did she dare take him down to the mine? What if he did something that made himself
stand out. What if hetried to sneak away with his brother?

She couldn’t let him leave without her.
She softened her voice. “Maybe it’s best you stay here. I'm not going all the way into

the mine. | should be able to watch the men from a distance. If there's something
amiss with your brother, I’'ll seeit and let you know.. It will be harder to stay quiet if



there are two of us. I'll take you to talk to your brother tomorrow.”

The lines around Gil’ s eyes softened. It must have been determination she'd not been
able to identify a moment ago, but it eased now. “I won't make a scene, Jess. |
promise. | just...well, | didn’t realize your father was Mick. Sampson mentioned him
once, and | figured I'd find my brother somewhere around him.” He shrugged in an
almost self-deprecating way. “I guess| did. | won't cause trouble. | won't take a step
unless you tell me to. But I’ ve looked a long time for my brother. I1t'd mean alot if |
could just lay eyes on him, see for myself he's all right.”

She searched for any hint of duplicity, any sign he might be trying to wheedle into
her good graces. He looked sincere, he'd proved discerning when he’' d spoken to her
father.

“All right.” She hoped she wouldn’t regret this. “But stay with me. And be quiet.”
She didn't know for certain Father would be angry if he caught her bringing her
husband into the mine, but she'd rather not learn for sure.

G il followed Jess out of the cave, slipping around the cloth door and out into the
sunshine. She'd brought alantern, but it certainly wasn't needed out here.

She must be planning to go into another cave.

As before, he had to lengthen his stride to keep up with her quick step. She'd clearly
traveled this path many times.

And it was a path, but not one he' d have ever found if not for her. She led him around
the base of the mountain that contained her cave home. The tall grass on one side
concealed the trampled dirt they now walked.



He kept his voice low. "Is this the way your father went?' If so, they might meet him
coming back. Would the man expect them to have stayed in the house?

"No, he would have taken the inside cave."

Inside cave?

She veered left, behind a cluster of cedar trees no taller than he was. He had to turn
sideways to follow, with the cliff wall at his back and branches scratching his face
and hands.

A narrow cave opening soon became clear beside him. How many hidden entrances
into the mountain were there? And how long had she and her father lived here? It
didn’t seem possible they could have kept the openings and paths so hidden for years,
but Jess maneuvered them like she’d done so all her life.

She lifted her lantern as they stepped into the darkness. “ Stay close and be quiet.” She
spoke just above a whisper, still not glancing back to make sure he was there. Maybe
she wanted to lose him. More likely, she could hear his noisy footsteps. No matter
how he tried, he couldn’t keep his boots as quiet as hers, especially not now, with all
the loose gravel littering the stone floor.

He tried severa different ways to land his feet and finally settled into the one that
made the least noise. It helped that this stretch didn’t have much gravel.

Jess stopped abruptly and set the lantern down. She turned to him, her face half in
shadow. "We go on without the light. Y ou have to stay quiet.”

The importance of that last statement hung between them. With the lantern casting
odd long shadows over her face, he couldn’t read anything in her expression except
Seriousness.



What did she fear?

Too late to ask now.

She crept forward, and he stayed close. As they left the lantern behind, darkness
pressed in, heavy and blinding.

He reached out to make sure he wouldn’t run into anything. In this thick black, he
couldn’t be certain whether he was about to slam into a rock wall or a jutting stone.
His toe kicked a loose stone, sending it clattering against the wall. Like a gunshot in
the stillness.

"Shh!" Jess hissed so low, it almost sounded like a breath.

The noise didn’t come from ahead of him though. More to the right. Perhaps he had
been about to walk into awall.

“Take my hand.” Her words might have been only a thought.

But then her fingers brushed hiswrist. He dlid his hand until her pam fit against his.

She started forward, nearly dragging him the first step until he caught up. When this
woman set her mind to do athing, she wasted no time.

He settled into the same stride as her, walking just behind but not so much that he
would step on her heels. In the murky darkness, her hand provided something solid to
focus on. Her skin was soft at first contact, but when he concentrated, he could fedl a
dlight roughness on her palms and fingertips. She was no stranger to hard work, like
most women who made their home in the west. But Jess's life seemed so different
than those of his sisters-in-law that he wouldn’'t have been surprised if her skin were
pale as milk or soft as honey.



Readlity was far better though. She was the perfect blend of feminine grace and
competence.

She was so small, her hand nearly engulfed by his. Yet her grip possessed a wiry
strength, much like the woman herself. He didn't have to hide his grin in the
darkness. Jess McPharland was like no other woman. Thank the Lord he'd come
upon her. What if she’ d asked another man to play her pretend husband?

His chest tightened at the thought of someone else holding her hand in the darkness.
Some cad eager to take advantage of her.

Or even a decent man, come to think of it.

Thiswas his place.

Which made no sense whatsoever, except the rightness of it sank deep inside him. He
might have stumbled into far more than he' d expected today, but he couldn’t be sorry
he'd met Jess.

He nearly chuckled, remembering when they’d spoken to her father. She must have
decided she wouldn’t be able to convince him of the truth of her marriage, so she'd
added that bit about being in the family way. Jess was sharp, no doubt about it.
Thankfully, he'd have her far away from these caves before her falsehood became
clear. No telling what her bully of a father would do or say if he learned she'd lied
about all of it.

Jess led him around a corner.

Wherever she went, he would go too. Who knew what threat might loom in this
darkness. She was so small. That feeling welled up in his chest again—that



overpowering need to protect her, to shield her from any danger or threat. No matter
what the cost.

It was irrational to feel so deeply about a woman he'd just met, but there it was, as
solid as the stone all around him.

If he'd doubted her story, her father’s behavior proved all she’'d told him. She'd lived
under her father's thumb and was desperate to get away, certainly to escape before

being forced to marry aman she didn’t love.

Gil couldn't let any harm come to her. Especially here, in this suffocating darkness
where peril might lurk.

A steady pounding rose from up ahead. He realized he' d been hearing it, but now the
rhythm was loud enough to distinguish from his own heartbeat.

Metal striking metal. Or maybe stone. The sound grew louder as they advanced.

A faint light appeared ahead, and Jess's pace slowed. Her grip on his hand tightened.
Was she nervous?

Just ahead, the rock wall on either side fell away, and the ground changed to a
wooden bridge spanning a deep chasm. Jess slowed just before the bridge. She inched
to the place where the railing met the rock and peered down.

Gil had to rise up on histoes to see over her head.

About fifty feet below, five men struck the rock wall with pickaxes. It only took a
moment to find Sampson, his wiry frame unmistakable even at this distance.

His brother swung the pickax three more times before a chunk of stone broke free. He



dropped to his knees and ran his hands over the rock, his movements eager, almost
desperate, as if he were mining his own sapphires rather than toiling for Mick
McPharland.

Gil's heart clenched.

What kind of hold did Mick have over Sampson to make him toil away in this
godforsaken pit? What poisonous promises had the man fed Gil'slittle brother to keep
him enslaved here, scrabbling in the dirt for another man's treasure?

Gil tightened his grip on the railing until the rough wood bit into his palms.
Somehow, he had to get through to Sampson, to free him from Mick's clutches before
something happened to his brother. The question was, how?

And he had to find away without endangering Jess in the process.
His throat itched to signa Sampson—to whistle the sound they used on the

ranch—something to let him know his big brother was here now. That he wasn't
alone.

But he'd promised Jess he'd stay hidden and silent. He eased back so he could try to
read her expression in the dim light. Her brow was furrowed as she watched the men

below, her lips pressed into athin line.

She met his gaze with gathered brows, maybe worried he'd do exactly as he wanted
to do, exactly what he' d promised not to do.

He offered a single nod. He wouldn’t betray her.

He turned his attention back to Sampson, who was now using a hammer and a smaller
pick to chip away at the stone he'd separated. His brother's movements were



practiced, efficient, evidence of all the years he’'d helped in their own mine. Sampson
preferred to work with the animals, but they’d all spent long days cutting out the

sapphires.

After afew more minutes, Jess tugged on his hand, motioning for them to go back the
way they'd come. He backed away, letting her take the lead. He kept her hand as
before while his mind spun. He'd come here to find Sampson and bring him home.
They could leave tonight if his brother were his only concern.

But he had to recover the sapphires stolen from their mine—an entire wagonload of
fully packed crates, worth over two hundred thousand dollars. He couldn’'t leave
without the sapphires, which they’d toiled to gather for an entire year. His brother
Jude had worked the hardest. He'd been the most devastated over their loss. Gil
couldn't stand the thought of Jude coming after Mick himself. He couldn’t lose
another brother to this man.

He could ssimply ask Jess where the sapphires were, but he dismissed that idea just as
quickly. She had already risked so much by bringing him here, by agreeing to let him
see Sampson tomorrow. Would she answer him truthfully if he asked? He didn’t
know her well enough to say for sure.

Maybe Sampson knew where the sapphires had been taken. Then the three of them
could take back the gemstones and sneak out tomorrow.

He prayed that was the case.
In the meantime, he needed to prepare for Mick's return this evening. Keeping on that
man's good side would likely take every ounce of charm and tact Gil possessed,

especially knowing now that this man had stolen from Gil’ s family.

The falsehood about Jess being in the family way made the whole scheme even more



complex. That particular lie couldn't hold forever.

But Gil would get her away long before that. Away from the dark caves and her
father's iron grip. Every person deserved so much more than this shadowed half-life.
And he wanted to be the one to show it to this woman.

The rightness of that desire settled deep in his bones as they finally reached the
lantern. In the flickering light, Jess's face was drawn and pale. She started forward
again, whispering over her shoulder. “Let’s get back before my father returns.”

Mick McPharland. From what Gil had learned, the man was as cunning as he was
ruthless, and one wrong move could spell disaster—for Gil, for Sampson, and for the
woman who walked ahead of him, the woman he'd vowed to protect at any cost.
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CHAPTER 6

G il stepped into the dimly lit cave-home behind Jess. Her lantern light joined the
only other light in the place.

When he' d first entered after meeting Jess, she' d had several lanterns blazing and the
place felt cozy. Now with only these two, the stone walls felt like a prison. Confining.
How could they live in such darkness all the time?

The savory scent of stewed meat and dumplings filled the air, and Jess moved
directly to the cookstove to stir what she’'d toiled over so long earlier. His stomach
growled in anticipation. He'd only eaten a few hours ago, but maybe all this tension
and pretense made him hungrier than usual.

She turned to him with atired smile. "Have a seat. Dinner's ready."

“Smells good.” He moved to the rough-hewn table, easing into the chair he'd used
before. He had a direct view of the door curtain from here, so he'd know the moment
her father entered.

As he settled in, Jess brought a steaming bowl and mug to the table, placing both in
front of him. The rich scents rising from the food made his belly cramp. The soup
she’'d served him earlier had been good, but this smelled remarkable enough to make
him keel over just from breathing in the steam.

He gripped the spoon she'd tucked in the bowl, then looked up to see when she'd be
coming with her own portion.



She was wiping the work counter beside the stove, moving with deliberate motions.
Not in a hurry at al. Did she not plan to join him for the prayer? He'd not been
obvious about it earlier because she’d had so much on her mind, but this felt like the
official evening meal.

He cleared histhroat. “ Aren’t you coming?”

She glanced back at him. “I'm not hungry. Too nervous, | suppose." She gave atight
smile.

She had to eat. Everyone did. He was concerned about their situation, too, but
skipping meals would only sap his strength. The same for her. It seemed she’d need a
bit of coaxing though.

He rose and crossed to the stove before he could second-guess himself. He didn’t
miss her wide eyes when she turned to watch him, but he kept his focus on his
actions. After grabbing a bowl from the stack where she’ d gotten his, he lifted the pot
lid and dipped the ladle inside to scoop out a few plump dumplings and chunks of
deer meat. He only filled the bowl halfway—about how much the women on the
ranch ate at a meal—then replaced the cover and turned to her.

She looked like a cornered rabbit.

He offered his best encouraging smile, then stepped closer and reached out to gently
dlip his arm around her back. She started to pull away, but he kept his hand secure,
curving his fingers around her side for a slightly better hold. He wouldn’t force her,
but he wanted to offer significant encouragement.

“Wife, it would please me greatly if you'd share this meal with me.” He smiled down
at her face, which wastilted up at him. this close, he could dip his head and kiss those
lips. She had a faint dusting of freckles he’d not noticed before, which made her ook



strangely delicate. A good reminder to tread carefully.

She wasn't stepping forward, even though he' d added alittle pressure.

He added a little pleading to his smile. Her shock seemed to ease a little at that. Her
mouth pinched, but no anger sparked in her eyes. Maybe she was holding back a
smile.

He gave her back another little nudge. “ Please?’

Now the corner of her mouth twitched, and she let out a sigh. “All right. I'll sit down
with you anyway.”

He kept his triumph from showing but didn’t let up on his grin as he guided her to the
table. “Thank you.”

Once he placed the bowl in front of her and helped scoot her chair in, he went back to
pour her a mug full of whatever heated in the carafe on the back of the stove. Tea,
from the smell of it.

After settling that and a spoon in front of her, he went around to his own seat and
pulled in close to the table. He reached his hand across the wooden surface, palm up.
“Shall we pray for the meal ?’

Her gaze flashed wary, but she took his hand and bowed her head. Maybe he
shouldn’t push for so much contact between them, but that seemed to be a struggle
for her, and if they were going to convince her father that they were not only married
but had been intimate enough to produce a child, she needed to get used to his touch.
Nothing improper, but she couldn’t back away with her eyes as big as plates every
time their hands brushed.



The fact that his body surged to life with every contact was a nice extra for him. He
worked to center his focus on God. “Lord, thank Y ou. For this food. For Jess and all
the ability you've given her. For guiding us to meet just the way we did today.” He
had no doubt God had led him to her. She needed help. And without her help, he
might never have found not only Sampson, but also the very man who'd ordered the
theft of their sapphires.

He searched for the right words for his request. “Lord, give us wisdom to know how
to proceed. Show us each step. Give us favor with Jess's father, and help us
accomplish what we need to here. In the name of Your Son we ask these things.

Amen.

Jess didn't immediately jerk her hand from his after that last word, and when he
opened his eyes and lifted his head, she was watching him with a sober expression,
one that made him think she’d been focused on each word of his prayer. Or maybe
even praying her own.

“Thank you.” Her voice came soft. AImost reverent.

He nodded, then released her hand, despite the fact that he'd rather keep hold of it
through the rest of the meal. And the rest of the night, for that matter.

He took up his spoon and let himself scoop a full bite into his mouth. Sweet mercy,
but this was good. So many flavors and warm enough to ease all the way through him
as the dumpling practically melted in his mouth.

Jess was watching him, and he gave a smile that hopefully showed his pure pleasure.
“Best dumplings I’ ve ever eaten. No doubt about it.”

Her cheeks tinged pink, and she dipped her head, focusing on her own food as she
scooped a tiny chunk of meat. As much as he loved watching her, his belly needed



another bite. Now.

His food was half gone by the time he looked up again.

Jess was staring down at her bowl as she swirled her spoon around the dumplings. It
didn’'t look like a one of them was missing from what he' d ladled out.

“Aren’t you going to eat that? It’ s too good to pass up."”

Her smile was weak as she nudged a dumpling on her spoon.

Maybe conversation would help distract her. There were a few things they needed to
talk about anyway. He took his own bite, relishing the taste, then swallowed. “I guess
we should figure out... | mean, do you have thoughts on tonight?’

She jerked up to search his face, that wariness touching her eyes again.

He cleared his throat. “I mean slegping. Won't your father expect...?’ He didn't have
to finish. Her bright red cheeks said she understood his meaning perfectly.

Her eyes cut to the fabric hanging to divide off one corner of the room. "My bed is
over there. It's not... | mean...." She darted a glance at him before focusing on her
food again. “It's small. Not really big enough for...”

Was it wrong of him to chuckle at her embarrassment? He wasn't laughing at her
exactly. She wasjust so cute when her cheeks flushed like that.

“You can keep the bed. If there's a spot big enough on the floor, I'll be fine with it.”
Even as the words came out, a niggle of concern dipped in. “Unless... Will your
father look behind the curtain? Will it make him suspicious if we're not in bed
together?’



She hesitated, finally shaking off her embarrassment as she considered. “The bed
really isn't that big. I’'m not sure two could lay side by side without one falling off.”
Her brows lowered. “He generally doesn’'t go near my things. | don’t know if he'll be
different now, but...”

He shrugged. “If there' s not room, there’s not room.” Though he' d sure be amenable
to testing that to be certain.

From the looks of her, she wouldn’t. And it wouldn’t be proper. “It’ [l make sense for
me to be on the floor for the short time we'll be staying here. | hope we'll be able to
leave in aday or two.”

The line of her shoulders eased, and her brows relaxed. She returned to stirring the
gravy around her dumplings. As far as he knew, she’ d only taken that single bite. Did
he need to prompt her again? The last thing he wanted was to be annoying. Maybe he

could try adifferent tact.

He leaned across the small table and used his spoon to scoop a dumpling from her
bowl. Then he lifted it toward her mouth.

She eyed the bite, almost glaring at it.

He raised the spoon to level with her chin. "Have abite. You'll likeit."

She shot him alook, but the amusement was there in her eyes.

He lifted the spoon alittle. “Best dumplings I’ ve ever tasted. Y ou don’t want to miss
them.”

The line of her mouth cracked as its corners lifted in a reluctant grin. At last, she
leaned forward and closed her mouth over the spoon. She probably didn’t mean the



bite to be as seductive as it was. She'd blushed when speaking of Sleeping
arrangements, after all.

But as she closed her lips around the spoon, then pulled back, taking the dumpling
with her, she lifted her eyesto his.

Everything in him went still. His mouth dried up. His breath stopped moving. And
did his heart stop beating? The only thing in him that continued working were his
eyes. And alot of other parts of him that wanted to push this table aside and pull her
close, letting her lips close around his as they had that spoon.

Mercy, this woman got to him. She was beautiful. Breathtaking. Fragile. Strong.

And not his.

Only his pretend wife.

A woman who still stiffened at his touch. They’'d only met today, so he probably
shouldn’'t expect more. Had it really only been this morning when he'd ridden out of
Canvas Creek, trying to maintain a thread of optimism that he might actually find
Sampson?

He' d done that and so much more.

Jess still held his gaze as she chewed. Was she trying to set him ablaze? Maybe she
couldn't look away either. For sure and certain, even if he wanted to break the
connection between them, he couldn’t do it. Her eyes were dark and intense, the

richest navy he'd ever seen—at least, in this dim lantern light.

She blinked, dipping her focus to her bowl.



Something in his chest cracked. He' d never felt such aneed for someone, so intense it
brought a physical ache when they weren’t connected, either by touch or locked gazes
or...

He let out a breath. He needed out of this room. Fresh air. Something, anything to
clear hismind. To get his senses back.

He scooped the last of his food in one large bite, chewed twice, then swallowed and
stood. “I need to water my horse.”

Jess's gaze pressed into him, but he turned away, striding for the only exit from this
pressure chamber.

As he stepped out into the cool night, he inhaled along swig of fresh air, filling up his
lungs until they could hold no more. He let it out in a Slow stream, releasing the
tension of the past hours. He had to keep his wits about him. If he didn’t, he might
make an error that cost them all far more than he could stand to pay. There was far
more at stake here than his heart.
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CHAPTER 7

J ess stared into the darkness as her other senses took in her surroundings. Her body
said it must be morning, though the cave made it impossible to tell for certain. The
steady sound of Gil’s breathing drifted from the floor beside her. Not snoring, just
deep and even.

And so close.

In this tiny, curtained chamber, there was only enough room for her bed, a chair, her
dresser, and Gil’s long body. If she reached down to the floor beside her bed, she
could tap him on the shoulder.

Father's snores from beyond the curtain echoed through the cave, nearly drowning out
Gil’s breathing. But that was a noise she knew well. All her life, she'd dept and
awakened to his snores.

The steady rhythm meant all was as usual.

Except now it lied.

Nothing was as it had been yesterday morning, though she’'d awakened to the very
same sound.

She dlid a hand over her belly. When she stood or sat upright, she could feel the
beginning of a swell. But lying on her back like this, she could almost imagine her
life hadn’t forever changed.



How could she possibly raise a child on her own? Would she be a good mother?
She'd have to work, but what would she find that would provide enough income and
allow her to be with her babe? Would she be forced to leave her child with someone
else while she went to her job? Someone she didn’'t know? Someone she would be
forced to trust?

She couldn’t imagine, didn’t even want to consider it.

She cradled her hands over her middle. I’ll do my very best for you. | promise. |
won't let you grow up in a cave. You'll have sunshine and freedom and love. So
much love.

Tears pricked her eyes, and she closed them to ward away the liquid. A few drops
squeezed out anyway, sliding down her cheeks to dampen her hair.

She needed to get up and start her day. Whenever these emotions started to
overwhelm her, action was the only way to regain control. And heaven knew she
needed as much control over as many aspects of life as she could manage.

As she pushed the covers aside and sat up, she focused on the sounds of Gil’s
breathing and Father’s snoring. Both stayed steady. She’d become a master at rising
soundlessly to prepare the morning meal.

Father didn’t like unnecessary noises, and she’'d learned long ago that the best way to
wake him was with the aroma of bacon and hot cakes.

He' d returned late last night, even later than she’ d expected. In fact, she and Gil were
already preparing to bed down.

Father hadn’t been in the mood to talk, just ate quickly and said goodnight. No
civilities, but also no anger. How would he be today?



She dipped out of bed, careful not to let the wood or ropes creak. Walking on the
stone floor made it much easier to keep quiet.

Asaways, her first task was to light the wood in the cookstove' s firebox. Since she’'d
prepared it last night before bed and left the metal door open, now all she had to do
was strike a match and light the kindling. Over time, she'd learned how to keep from
making noise—no clanging metal or scraping stone. No dropping anything.

She blew out the match and set it on the stove to cool. She'd already filled the carafe
with water and coffee grounds, so it could be heating while she stepped outside for
her morning ministrations.

Her shawl didn’t provide nearly enough protection from the icy dawn air, pushing her
to hurry through her ablutions and dlip back inside. Steam already rose from the kettle
in the faint light drifting through the door curtain. She used a twig from the fire to
light a lantern, then focused on preparing batter for the hot cakes.

Father’ s snores hadn’t stopped, so all was well.

After adding milk and oil to the flour, she stirred the batter, careful not to scrape the
spoon against the bowl.

A rustling met her ears, and she froze, straining for the source.
Another noise, this time feet shuffling on stone. Since her father still snored, that
must be Gil rising. Had she awakened him? She' d been so quiet. Would he be angry

like Father any time she accidentally interrupted his slegp?

When he pulled the curtain aside and stepped into the main room, she raised a
silencing finger to her lips.



The sight of him, rumpled and sleep-dazed, swept away all coherent thoughts. He'd
looked strong and confident yesterday. Now, with his hair sticking up at odd angles
and his shirt untucked, he looked so...tender. So familiar. Like she could go to him,
wrap her arms around his waist, and rest her head against his chest. Offer a good
morning greeting.

Maybe even cup that scruffy jaw in her hands and pull him down for akiss.

She turned away before those thoughts could take root. Gil wasn’t her real husband.
He was a stranger. She' d best not let quiet moments like this confuse her.

As she scooped spoonfuls of batter and plopped them in circles in the warm frying
pan, Gil ambled toward her. She dlid a glance to see if he needed something, but he
only looked curious as he watched her work. He stopped at the side of the stove, then

simply stood there watching the food.

Once three hot cakes were cooking, she set the bowl back on the counter and laid
strips of bacon in her other pan.

Still Gil said nothing.

She looked at him again, brows raised. Did he have questions or need something? She
should probably explain their morning routine. But if she whispered even a word,
Father might wake. Should she take Gil outside to speak? Or maybe just hand him a
cup of coffee and gesture for him to sit at the table.

Coffee. Of course, that was what he wanted.

She poured the dark brew into amug and handed it to Gil with asmall smile.

He took it, then stepped closer to her, coming up right beside her. Before she could



move or even think what he might be doing, his hand landed on her back—warm and
steady—and he leaned in over her shoulder.

She froze. He was so close. That strong palm warm through her dress, the pressure of
his chest against her shoulder. Her hair caught in the scruff on his face. The warmth
of his breath brushed across her ear.

"Where can | help?' The words, in the barest whisper, sent a shiver through her. He
must have felt it. Her entire body had trembled.

Sheinhaled to steady herself.

But how could she speak or even think with him this close? His breath caressed her
cheek, and that hand still anchored her to him.

She shook her head, trying not to let the movement pull her away. Not because she
wanted to stay here against him—of course not—but just so he wouldn't think she
was reacting. Or maybe so he wouldn’t notice at all.

He didn’t ask more questions though, only held her in place as they watched the hot
cakes bubble. His presence felt...overwhelming. Strong yet gentle. The strength of
his body seemed to seep into hers, making it impossible for her to move, even if she'd
wanted to. And if she turned toward him, those lips would be right there. A breath

away

Would he kiss her?

The thought stole everything else. Every unanswered question. Every niggling worry.
Even Father’ s snores faded until all she knew was Gil, beside her, holding her against
him. A man who might kiss her if she gave any indication she wanted him to.



A flash of memory slipped in.

Her first kiss with Alex. She couldn’t even say why she’d alowed it. Other than the
fact that she’d wanted something different from this monotony. Something she could
control. Allowing the kiss. Then allowing more. She'd been in control...until she'd
allowed herself to believe the fantasy that Alex might be her way of escape. And then
her own self-control had slipped.

Her throat ached and her eyes stung. One little mistake now...and it could cost her
the freedom she wanted more than anything.

“What is it?’ Gil’s whisper came just as softly as before, but the weight of his chest
against her back eased. He shifted sideways, angling so he could see her face. How
had he even known something was wrong?

She blinked to quell the emotion. She shouldn’t have let the memory dlip in. She
certainly wouldn’'t ever again make the mistakes she’d made with Alex. Not with Gil
or anyone else. She simply had to make sure she kept herself under control.

She shook her head to show nothing was wrong, then reached for the mug of coffee
he'd put down at some point—though she couldn’'t have said when—and placed it
once more in his hands. With a smile, she pointed to the table, careful not to meet his
gaze. He had a way of looking inside that saw too much. And his warm brown eyes
drew her in, making her do things she wouldn’t normally do.

He didn't move.

She turned back to the stove to flip the hotcakes over, the intensity of his gaze
warming her neck. But then, he turned to the table.

As he retreated from the edge of her vision, Father’'s snore shifted to a grunt. She



cringed, in no hurry for him to wake up, then forced herself to relax as the sounds
from her father's chamber faded completely. He would come out soon, and she
needed to be ready.

A moment later, the curtain rasped open and Father stepped into the main room, his
heavy footsteps echoing in the quiet cave.

Jess sent him a smile and called out a soft, "Good morning." He always came out
fully dressed, and this time he looked as if he’d brushed his hair too.

Gil’ s voice also offered a steady, “ Good morning.”

Father nodded toward her, the only response she’ d get, then his gaze swept across the
table toward where Gil sat. He slowed to a halt.

The silence stretched, heavy with tension. With Gil directly behind her, she couldn’t
see him, but she could well imagine the sight that made her father pause. Gil at the
table, coffee in hand, while she cooked breakfast. The picture of domesticity. But not
the one Father was used to.

He started forward again, and his chair scraped across the floor when he pulled it
back to sit. “Smells good in here.”

She was already scooping food onto his plate. After adding a fork, she poured his
coffee and carried the meal to the table with asmile.

Father sat in his usual place, beside what she' d begun to think of as Gil’s chair. As
she placed the dishes in front of her father, she met Gil’s gaze and tried to signal that
she'd bring his next. Father would want the first serving, and there was no use
angering him without necessity.



Gil’s eyes held a dlight twinkle. Whether he understood her expression or not, he
didn’t seem miffed about being neglected.

Father started in before she brought Gil’s plate to the table, and after seeing they both
had all they needed, she turned back to keep herself busy at the work counter. She
should go refill her bucket of clean water, but she couldn’t leave the cabin while
Father ate. He'd want her nearby in case he needed something.

“Aren’t you going to eat?’ Gil’ s voice broke through her thoughts.

She hesitated, still facing the counter. It was the same question he' d asked last night.

Did he plan to feed her this morning too? Memory of taking the dumpling from his
spoon surged through her, flooding her neck with heat. They certainly couldn’t
recreate that scenein front of her father.

But maybe she could fill aplate and sit with them. Father had never told her not to eat
with him. She'd just always found it easier to stay on her feet so she could bring what
he needed—coffee refills, more bacon, and the like. After he left for his day’s work,
she could relax and eat alone, without her stomach knotting as she tried to anticipate
his needs.

She turned to answer Gil, checking her father's expression first to see what he
thought of the question. Father was focused on his food, forking a bite of hotcake.
Maybe he wouldn’t mind.

She reached for a clean plate and added a hotcake and two strips of bacon. The food
didn't look appetizing, but it was what she had always eaten in the morning.
Shouldn’'t she be hungrier since she was eating for two? The babe was so tiny,
though, he or she must not need much extrayet.



As she settled into her chair across from Gil, Father took a swig of coffee, then set the
mug down with a clunk. “1 suppose we need to talk about plans.”

Her middle tightened. Would he try to make their plans for them? She dlid a glance at
Gil before she started to speak.

But he beat her to it, nodding to her father. “We were thinking to stay here another
day or two, then head on to my family’s ranch.”

She held her breath, though she did her best not to let her apprehension show. Would
Father allow them to leave freely, or would they have to negotiate?

He finished chewing his bite of hotcake. “That’ |l give me enough time to finish up a
few things. Thought I’d go along with you, meet your folks. See where you plan to
settle my daughter.” He dlid a look at Gil that was clearly meant to make Gil
defensive.

Gil didn't step into the snare though. Instead, a tinge of sadness touched his eyes.
Was it feigned? “My folks passed a few years back. My brothers are on the ranch
still. Four of them.”

Father eyed him as he bit into a thick slab of bacon. “I’ll meet them then. What say
we leave Sunday? That’ s four days from now.”

Gil seemed to consider that before he turned to her. “Does that work for you?”

Her throat went dry. What did he expect her to say? Was he looking for information
in her face? Like whether he would get to see his brother by then? Or was he asking
whether he should commit to Father’s plan? Of course they couldn’'t let her father
accompany them, but they’ d have to figure away out of that |ater.



She gave a bright smile that she hoped hid her worries. “ Perfect.”

Father didn’t force much conversation after that, just cleaned his plate. After gulping
afinal swig of coffee, he pushed to his feet. “I’'ll be in and out today.” He strode to
the wall beside the door and pulled his hat from the peg as he turned back to them.
“What are the two of you doing?’

Jess's heart stuttered. This sudden question felt like atest. What would he want her to
do with Gil? Keep him away from the mines, most likely.

She spoke quickly, before Gil could come up with something. “1 thought I’ d show Gil
some of the views from Triangle Mountain. Maybe take him to the little waterfall.”
Both were places Father let her roam on her own. In fact, Triangle Mountain was
where she'd met Gil yesterday.

He nodded. Did his eyes narrow on her? Maybe not. He settled his hat on his head.
“I'll be back at noon to eat.”

She managed asmile. “I'll have the meal ready.”

His expression softened. “Thanks, Junebug.”

That old familiar nickname tightened her throat. It'd been a while since he called her
that, but it brought back a flood of memories from sweet moments. The times he'd
read her a storybook as a child. Took her on walks to the waterfall. Taught her to ride
a horse. Mama had been part of some of the memories, but some had been just her
and Father. Back then, she’ d not questioned whether he loved her.

The reminder of so much happiness together made her almost feel guilty for
guestioning his love now.
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CHAPTER 8
H ow many caves could there be, hidden inside this mountain?

Gil followed Jess into the darkness of a new tunnel, this time dlipping between two
boulders that hid the opening. Her father had been true to his word the night before,
arriving late and sitting quietly at the table with his food. They’'d al bedded down
soon after, with Gil stretching out on a blanket covering the stone floor beside Jess's
higher bed. As he lay awake, listening to the sounds of Jess's steady breathing
nearby, he'’d assumed sleep would be long in coming. But about the time
McPharland’ s deep snoresfilled the air, exhaustion took over Gil’s body too.

This morning, he’d helped with her chores and saw to his gelding, and now she was
finaly taking him to Sampson.

Jess's lantern lit the tight space. At least the ceiling was higher here than the other
tunnel.

She started forward, and he stayed close behind her. This cave was too narrow for
them to move side-by-side, but he' d like to remain in the light.

The rough-hewn angles of the stone around them showed this corridor had most
likely been cut out by hand.

His family didn’t use blasting powder at their own mine, so he hadn’t seen much of
what an explosion left behind, but the flat angles around him looked more like the
cave in their sapphire mine he and his brothers had been cutting out little by little



these past few years.

The clamor of pickaxes striking rock sounded in the distance, a hollow ringing that
bounced off the stone walls.

This mine appeared to be a massive operation, as deep as these tunnels went into the
mountain. Hand-cut as they appeared, it would have taken many men over the course
of yearsto cut so far in.

The passageway opened into a cavern, the lantern’s flickering light casting eerie
shadows across the jagged walls. This room was smaller than the one she' d brought
him to the night before. Three men worked pickaxes against the stone, filling the air
with clangs and heavy breathing.

A quick glance showed none was his brother. The one on the left was too stocky. In
the middle, the fellow appeared too old. Redlly old, as Gil looked closer, and far too
frail. The man on the right was shorter than Sampson and had pale hair.

As she strode through the cavern toward the older man, all three paused in their work.
They turned to her with smiles—which faded the moment they saw Gil.

The old fellow kept his focus on Jess when she reached him, but the other two miners
returned to their work, the clanging just as overwhelming as before. How could
anyone stand this noise? He'd have to ask Jess later how long these men worked in
the caverns each day. Surely not long.

Jess leaned in to say something to the man, and Gil halted a few steps back to give
them privacy. Not that he could overhear with this racket.

She glanced over her shoulder and motioned Gil forward, dlipping her hand around
his upper arm when he was close. She leaned up to speak into the old fellow’s ear.



"Ezekiel, I'd like you to meet my husband. Gil Standish."”

The man’'s gaze had been locked on her mouth, reading her words most likely. But
now it flicked up to her eyes, his own narrowing for just a second, as though making
certain he' d heard right.

As much as Gil would like to see the expression on Jess s face, he didn’t want to miss
whatever Ezekiel might communicate with his eyes. The marriage must surprise him.

Ezekiel turned to Gil then, unwrapping gnarled fingers from his pickaxe to extend his
hand. “ Pleased to meet you, Gil." His voice quavered with age.

Gil grasped it, meeting the man’s gaze with anod. “ Same here, sir.”

The pickaxes had ceased again, the other miners watching this meeting.

Ezekiel’s hand was rough with calluses and dirt but not as strong as Gil would have
expected from a fellow who cut through stone every day—even one who had a few
years on him. Maybe he hadn’t been working here long.

As Ezekiel held Gil’s hand a little longer than usual, his eyes regarded him with a
depth of wisdom and knowing that seemed to see all the way to his soul. "I'm sure
there's quite a story behind this union, one I'd very much like to hear." He gentled the
words with awarmth in his eyes and atugging at the corners of his mouth.

He turned back to Jess, and those brown eyes softened even more. “How are you,
Miss Jess?’

She released Gil’s arm as though finally relaxing. “I’m al right, but what of you?
How’s your cough? Have you had any more breathing troubles?' Her brow furrowed
as she studied him.



Ezekiel waved off her worries. "The Lord provides me with the breath | need each
day. It's plenty enough.”

Jess touched his sleeve. "And your shoulder? Is it still paining you? | can come back
with [iniment to rub onit. I’ ll be here at the lunch hour when you have a break."

The old man patted her hand. "You are a blessing, sweet lady. But truly, God gives
me all | require, another day to sing His praises and do Hiswork."

How could this man have so much joy in the midst of alifein this place?

Jess and the old miner locked gazes, faded eyes meeting sharp vibrant ones, and a
wordless conversation passed between them. Jess's face softened, and her lips tugged.
A weight appeared to lift from her shoulders. How long had they known each other?
Long enough for Jess to trust him...far more than she trusted her father, it seemed.

At last, she turned away and bid farewell to all three men. Gil did the same, and the
clamor started up again as he followed her into another tunnel, this one wide enough
for them to walk side by side.

When they’d moved away from the noise, he spoke quietly. "Ezekiel seems like a
good man. How long has he worked here?"

In the swinging lantern light, her expression was hard to make out, but her voice held
a smile" About three years. I've asked him why he stays, why he doesn't go
somewhere easier. But he always says the same—the Lord called him to servein this
mine, called him to thiswork and to these men."

She dlid alook at Gil. “I wish he didn’t have to work so hard, but I'm thankful he's
here. He's the one who taught me about God'’s grace. My own faith is nothing to his,
but I'm learning. Day by day."



Tension eased from Gil’s chest. He'd been hoping she knew the Lord. He' d thought
so from the way she'd prayed before the meal last night, but this confirmation gave
him relief. Even within the depths of this mountain, with a father like hers, God had
found a way to reach her. Thank You, Lord. The farther they walked, the more the
grade sloped downward. The dank scent of moisture grew stronger.

They emerged into a larger cavern. It only took a heartbeat to realize this was the
same one Jess had brought him to the night before. Except now they were near the
bottom, gazing up at the towering walls and the wooden bridge they’d stood on
before.

He scanned the space, taking in the four miners scattered around. His heart pounded
as he searched for the familiar face of his brother.

There. Across the cavern.

Sampson was frozen, his pickaxe resting on his shoulder, staring at Gil with wide,
disbelieving eyes.

A grin pressed up from Gil’s chest, relief and joy surging through him at the closer
sight of his brother—alive and whole.

He started forward.

But Jess grabbed his sleeve, jerking him to a halt.

He glanced at her, sending a question in his eyes, but she wasn't looking at him.
Instead, her gaze had fixed on two men standing nearby, a false smile plastered on

her face as she tugged Gil in their direction.

Every part of him wanted to pull away from her, to go to Sampson at last. But she



must have areason for stopping him.

He walked beside her, studying the two men. Both were familiar, but it took a second
to recognize them.

He' d seen the taller man working last night, and the shorter fellow was the man from
the general store in Canvas Creek, the one Jess had said had been there to guard her.
She'd said hisname... Jedidiah?

Wariness gripped Gil’ s gut, and he prepared for whatever the man might say or do.

Jedidiah watched their approach with hard, calculating eyes, his expression giving
nothing away.

They halted close enough to speak, which was easy enough since the men in this
cavern had all ceased pounding.

Jess's grip on Gil tightened. "Jedidiah, | don't think you've met my husband, Gil
Standish."

The man studied him with a cool, measuring stare. He dipped his chin in a curt nod,
but said nothing.

Gil offered an easy smile, something to show he bore this stranger no animosity.

Not yet anyway.

“Good to meet you, Jedidiah.” He turned to the other man, the miner, who'd eased
back. “And you, sir.” Just because the fellow performed grunt work didn’t mean he

had to be invisible. Besides, since Jedidiah had been speaking with him, this man
might be one of those eyes and ears Jess had mentioned were scattered around the



area. It would be good to know him.

The miner gave aquick nod. “Howdy.” It seemed he didn’t plan to share his name.

Better not to push the question now. He needed to appear amiable and unthreatening
so he wouldn’t raise suspicions that might hinder hisreal purposes here.

Jess kept her voice bright as she motioned to the far end of the cavern. “We came
because | want to show Gil the stalactites over there.” She tugged his arm, and he
obliged, giving the men afarewell nod.

The cavern stayed quiet as he and Jess strolled across the open space to the shadowed
far side. As much as he wanted to speak to her—and look at Sampson—he didn’t
dare do either.

By the time they reached a section where long calcium icicles hung from the ceiling
and rose up from the floor, the murmur of men’s voices sounded again from behind
them. He couldn’'t make out any words, which meant he might be safe speaking to
Jess quietly. He' d rather not give them the idea that Jess had brought him here for any
reason other than seeing the natural wonders.

She motioned to a section where the stalactites grew thicker and clearer. “Those are
my favorite.” She kept her voice low, still gripping hisarm.

He rested his hand atop hersto give what assurance he could.
Gil guessed she hadn’'t planned to see Jedidiah and would make sure the man didn’t
cause her any problems. He kept his tone low and natural as he answered her. “It’s

been awhile since I’ ve seen any so clear.”

She dlid alook at him, curiosity in her gaze. Was she surprised he had experience in



caves?

“We have a good friend, Two Stones, who used to take my brothers and me
exploring. We scouted out lots of caves and caverns, and saw plenty of strange
formations. Not many as pretty as these though.”

Her brows gathered. “ Two Stones? Is that a nickname?”’

He shook his head. “He' s Salish. One of the best men | know. Like a brother to us
al.”

She nodded. “Well then. Shall we go back?’ She still used that cheery tone, as if
Jedidiah were standing behind them, scrutinizing every word.

They turned and saw that the man was still speaking to the miner, and both were too
far away for Gil to pick out any of their words. Either Jess was unusually cautious by
nature, or she’ d learned to be so from previous experiences. Most likely the latter.

Help me keep her safe, Lord.

They ambled back the way they’d come, her hand tucked around his elbow, his own
hand covering hers. Just like a courting couple strolling in a park.

He dlid a glance at Sampson without turning his head. His brother had dropped to his
knees and was sorting loose stones on the ground. What had this Jedidiah man done
to Sampson to make him pretend not to know his own brother? Anger twisted through
him as possibilities flooded his mind. Whippings? Threats?

He forced himself to clear away those thoughts. He had to give the appearance of
calm. Just an interesting outing with his new wife.



Jedidiah had stopped talking and now watched them approach.

Gil urged Jess to continue past the man. He offered Jedidiah and the other fellow a
farewell nod as they stepped into the dark hallway. He dlid afinal glance at Sampson
before the wall hid him.

Sampson was looking from the corner of his eye, though he hadn’t stopped riffling
through the small stones on the ground. He didn’t quite catch his brother’ s gaze, but
at least Sampson had dared to look.

Was he keeping quiet so he didn’t get in trouble with Jedidiah, or was he doing it for
Gil’s protection? Maybe he realized Gil had come into the mine on a ruse and was
waiting for Gil to make the first move. That seemed a bit more calculating than
Sampson’s normal manner, but maybe nearly two months of working for Mick
McPharland had taught him to be shrewd.

His gut turned sour. He had to get his brother out of this place before something
awful happened. The sapphirestoo. He' d promised himself he wasn't leaving until he

recovered the full load—assuming it was still here and not already sold off.

And Jess. Now he had to get her away too. He would do it. All of it.
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CHAPTER 9

G il wasn't sorry Jess didn’t release him as they walked through the shadowy cave. It
felt almost as though she'd forgotten that she held his elbow. He waited until they
were nearly back to the smaller cavern, the pounding of pickaxes louder and louder,
then leaned in close to talk.

She tightened her grip, and he hesitated. She turned a smile on him he barely caught
in the shadows, but her eyes held a bit of awild look, one that screamed, Don’t speak

He pulled back, then gave a little nod. Did she think Jedidiah had followed them? It
was possible.

Gil strained to hear the sound of footsteps behind, but the pickaxes drowned out
everything except the swish of Jess's skirts. He'd have to be patient and wait to ask
his questions when they were away from this place.

They passed through the smaller cavern without stopping, though all the men there
acknowledged them with anod or asmile.

Gil wanted to stop and speak to Ezekiel again, maybe ask about Sampson. Surely the
older man knew him. Maybe he'd even taken him under his wing, been a sort of

father-figure. Sampson was only twenty, after all.

But Jess didn’t even slow her steps, like she was set on a course out of these caves.



He couldn’t deny the urge for daylight himself, and away from this deafening racket.

At last, they dslipped between the boulders into the bright morning light. Was it still
only morning? It felt like they’ d been in darkness for two days.

Jess kept walking, her hold on him propelling him forward, as though Jedidiah
marched behind her with a gun jabbed in her back.

He allowed himself a glance over his shoulder to make sure that wasn’t actualy the
case.

No one followed.

Gil kept silent as she led him away from the cave entrance, straight toward the edge
of the treeslining the base of the next mountain over.

At last, when they’d taken severa steps into the shelter of the woods, she slowed,
turning to face him as she exhaled a long breath. "I'm sorry." She spoke barely above
awhisper. "l didn't expect Jedidiah to be there." Worry lines etched under her eyes.

He brushed a stray lock of hair from her forehead. "It's al right. We got through it."

She gave a weak smile that was more of a grimace. "Usually, he's with Father. |
thought the two of them would be making plans for while Father leaves with us."

He tried not to show his own worry. "Do you think it's bad he knows you took me
into the caves?' How much of her fear was paranoiainstilled by her father, and how
much was due to true danger?

She sighed, her gaze drifting past him. "I hope not. Father didn't tell me not to. He
allows me to tend the men who are sick or injured, so | have to make rounds to learn



who needs help." Her eyes met his again, unease swirling in their depths.

"But you're still worried." He didn’t state it as a question.

She nodded, her teeth tugging at her bottom lip. "Jedidiah...he has a way of twisting
things, of making even the most innocent actions seem sneaky."

He swallowed against his tightening throat. They had been trying to sneak. From
Mick and Jedidiah’s perspective, Gil could be planning to hurt their operation. At the
very least, he planned to take away one of their workers and steal back hundreds of
thousands of dollars worth of sapphires they hopefully had stored around here
somewhere.

He intended to take down part of the evil kingdom they’d built in this mountain
wilderness.

First, Sampson.

"I need to find a way to speak with my brother. Is there a time when your father and
Jedidiah would both be occupied? The noon meal maybe?’

She shook her head, her eyes going wide. “Not then. Father will expect you at the
table to eat with him. If you're not there..." She trailed off, but he could imagine the
consequences she feared.

"But didn't you tell Ezekiel you would come by to tend to him then?”

Her mouth pinched. "l usually serve Father's meal, then go check the men. Father will
expect you to eat with him though.”

The alarm in her eyes made his chest ache. What had her father done to her to plant



such fear? He wanted to ask her, but the timing didn't feel right. For now, they
needed to make a plan for him to see Sampson.

But later, when they had a chance for more relaxed conversation, he needed to know
what Mick McPharland had done to such a precious woman. Gil swallowed the bile
in his belly. Hearing what had been done to her would surely stoke his anger, but he
couldn’t help to ease her worries until he knew their root.

"All right." He gentled his tone. "l won't do anything to put you at risk. Where do the
men sleep?’

Her lips pressed. "There' s another cavern on the east side of the mountain. It serves
as their bunkhouse." Her eyes pleaded. "But Gil, there are other men to worry about
too. Jedidiah has eyes and ears everywhere. | don't even know them all."

They’ d placed their bunkhouse in a cavern too? He couldn't imagine a life where men
never left the darkness of those caves—not to work or sleep. What had driven
Sampson to choose this existence over their ranch? It couldn't be for the
fortune—they all had as much as they could want from their own sapphire mine.

Independence then?

A flash of anger surged through him, directed at their older brother Jericho.

Gil had warned Jericho this would happen if he didn't loosen his vice grip on their
younger siblings. Things had seemed better these past couple years since he'd

married Dinah, but apparently not enough for Sampson.

Gil had to get to him. He'd offer to help him start over somewhere else, somewhere
he didn't have to live like a cave rat.



He'd sneak out tonight and find Sampson. He wouldn't tell Jess though—it would
only worry her more.

Forcing a reassuring smile, he gave her hand a small squeeze. "It'll be all right. Well
figure something out." Even as the words left his mouth, he prayed they held truth.

Lord, guide my steps. Help me reach Sampson and get him out of this place. And
keep Jess safe.

As they emerged onto the path, the rugged face of the mountain loomed before them.
Somewhere inside those dark tunnels, his brother toiled.

Gil's jaw tightened. One way or another, he would find a way to help Sampson. To
bring him home.

No matter how hard that goal became.

Surely, it had to be midnight.

Gil eased his bedding aside and sat upright, listening for McPharland’ s steady snores.
The man had been slegping for at least an hour now. No one could fake those snuffles
and wheezes. God willing, the man wouldn't wake.

Jess's steady breathing in between her father’s racket proved harder to hear, but he
caught pinches of it as he pushed up to a crouch.

He stilled, waiting for a reaction from the woman sleeping on the narrow bed beside
where he lay on the floor. When her breathing remained steady, he grabbed his boots,
then stood, not daring to breathe. He tiptoed in his stockinged feet, carrying his boots



as he slipped around the curtain and across the open stone floor to the exit. The sparse
furnishingsin this chamber made it simple to keep from running into anything.

As he eased past the exterior door curtain, a chilly wind swept over him, carrying the
scent of earth and pine needles. He dlipped his boots on, then paused to let his eyes
adjust to the dim moonlight filtering through the trees. Jess had said the bunkhouse
was located on the east side. It would be a shorter distance to go right, but it might be
better to go left and circle around the base the way she’'d taken him the other times.
With a deep breath, Gil traced their steps from earlier, hugging the base of the
mountain as he crept.

The rough stone scraped against his shoulder when he passed the western entrance,
concealed by the cluster of cedars. A few minutes later, he reached the southern
opening where they'd entered earlier that day, between the two boulders. He dlid a
look to hisright, toward the woods she' d led him into so they could talk.

In the scant moonlight, nothing moved.

He picked his way slower now, since he didn't know the terrain. The grass grew
higher here, covering low boulders. In the shadows from the quarter moon, it became
hard to tell the difference between soft underbrush and unforgiving stone.

More than once, he misjudged a shadow. One time in particular, he stepped over what
looked like a rock, and his footing gave way into the soft grass. He stumbled,
scrambling with his other foot for purchase. His toe struck hard stone, jabbing pain
through hisleg.

He bit back agrunt. As he regained his footing, awhisper cut through the night air, so
faint he might have imagined it.

"Gil."



He froze, his heart hammering. Had he imagined the sound? It might have only been
therustle of grass.

Then a shadow moved by the rocky cliffside, and a figure separated from the stone.

He made out the familiar shape of Sampson in the darkness. Gil’s breath rushed out
asrelief sagged his body.

What was his brother doing out here?

Sampson motioned for him to follow, then turned and walked away from the
mountain.

Gil trailed him, keeping his steps light. They wound through clumps of trees and
around low boulders, keeping the mountain's ominous presence at their backs.

Finally, Sampson stepped behind a large boulder, tall enough to hide both of them,
even when standing. When he turned to face Gil, moonlight reflected in his eyes.

Gil soaked in the sight of him, but spoke quickly, keeping his voice to a whisper.
"How are you?' Sampson had bulked more through his shoulders—heaving a pickaxe
everyday would do that to a body, though he' d been muscled enough to start with.

His brother shrugged, but his features remained guarded. "Fine."

That hardly seemed possible after his time here, but they had no time to argue. Not
tonight.

"We don't have long,” Sampson said. "What are you doing here?"

"L ooking for you, obviously." His heart pounded from the tension of trying not to be



discovered. "I've cometo get you out of here."

Sampson crossed his arms and tilted his head, a wry smile playing at the corners of
his mouth. "Y ou had to get married to do that?"

An image of Jess flashed through his mind, with her startling beauty—the way he
first saw her on the side of the mountain. Despite everything, he couldn’t help
grinning. "The opportunity fell into my lap."

As quickly as the smile came, the reminder of Jess's father swept away every happy
thought. "I promised Jess | would get her out too. But | need to know some things
first." Best to start with the most important question. "What does Mick McPharland
do that keeps everyone here living in terror?"

Sampson'’s face hardened into a grim line, and he spat onto the ground. "He's a cruel
man. Jedidiah’s no better." He gazed back where they'd come from, but the boulder
obscured their view.

When Sampson turned to him again, his focus held steady. "1 watched Jedidiah shoot
aman dead in the mine the day | got here. The poor fellow asked a question. | never
heard exactly what he’ d wanted to know."

A shudder ran through Gil at the picture formed. The last thing he wanted was to
imagine hislittle brother witnessing such a horrible act.

“That wasn't the only time,” Sampson said. “I've heard rumors about them killing
family members of men who dared to run.”

No .

Was that why Sampson stayed? Gil had to get him out. Surely all the Coulters



together could protect their family from the reaches of Mick McPharland and
Jedidiah.

"No one leaves once they’'ve started,” Sampson said, answering his unspoken
guestion. “Some of it's the pay, which is decent enough. But mostly, they stay out of
fear." His gaze bored into Gil's. "Everyone's afraid Mick will hunt them down or find
their familiesif they try to leave."

The words churned in Gil’ s gut. He swallowed hard and forced the next question out.
“What about Jess? What does he do to her?’

"His daughter?” Sampson shrugged, dropping his gaze back to the ground between
them. "I don't know much about her situation."

Frustration pressed through him. Not that he would expect Sampson to know her
well. But did Jess have no one she could confide in? No one who helped her?

Maybe Ezekiel ?

Sampson lifted his eyes again. "I’ ve never spoken to her, but she comes up here once
or twice aday. She only talks to the men who are sick or injured, and Ezekiel tells her
who they are."

He would have to learn Jess's secrets from her then. But one thing Sampson might
know... "Have you found the sapphires they stole from our ranch?"

Sampson’s eyes narrowed. "Forget about those” His gaze hammered into Gil.
“They’re not worth getting killed over.” He nodded toward the mountain behind
them. "Y ou take your new wife and get out of here as quick as you can." He paused
to swallow hard. "Pretend you never heard of Mick McPharland."



Gil clenched his fists to keep from grabbing his brother’s shoulders to shake some
sense into him. “I'm not leaving without you."

The sapphires didn't matter, not compared to convincing Sampson to flee. "Come
with me. Y ou don't belong here."

His brother wouldn’t meet his gaze now.

Gil pressed. “Don’t you want to get away from here?' Please say yes.

But when Sampson finally looked up again, he shook his head hard. "l can't leave
yet."

Yet?

"Why not?'

Sampson took in an audible breath, then let it out lowly. His voice was so low, Gil
barely heard the words. “ Thisisthe place | have to be right now. To learn what | need

to.
What kind of answer was that? "Learn what?"

Sampson shook off the question. "Take the girl and go."

He started forward, past Gil and around the boulder the way they’d come, and Gil
shifted to follow. Just before Sampson stepped into view of anyone who might
happen aong, he faced Gil one last time. The hardness had l|eft his expression. "It's

good to see you, Gil."

If only the circumstances could have been different.



Gil’ sthroat ached. "We miss you. Everyone's worried."

A hint of asmile tugged at one corner of Sampson's mouth. "Tell them I’'m fine. Now
go on home." With that, he turned and walked back toward the mountain.

Gil had no choice but to do the same.
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CHAPTER 10
J ess soaked in the aroma of frying bacon as she turned the strips in the frying pan the

next morning. So far, Gil and her father still slept. She didn’t have to wonder why Gil
was extratired this morning.

When he'd dlipped from his covers in the night and crept out of the cave, she'd
followed of course. She' d expected him to search for his brother.

And Sampson had already been up to meet him.

Had they somehow scheduled the meeting? Or were both so desperate for
conversation with the other that they’ d had the same idea without planning it?

She'd crept close, straining to hear their words, but only caught snippets— sapphires
and wife.

Did wife mean her? Possibly. Sampson must be curious how his brother could be
suddenly wed to his boss's daughter. Had Gil told him the truth?

Her middle tightened. They’d not discussed whether anyone should be brought into
confidence about their pretend union . It might be all right if Sampson knew. But
what if he told someone else, someone who reported back to Jedidiah?

Jedidiah would tell Father, and not only would Father be livid—possibly enough to
harm Gil. He would also force her to marry Stuart Wallace.



Father’ s snores ceased. He' d be coming soon.

As she selected the portions of bacon and potatoes he would like best, the rustle of
her own bed curtain sounded.

She glanced over as Gil pulled the cloth aside and stepped out. He still wore that
sleepy look, his hair tousled and his eyes squinting alittle.

Her heart pumped alittle faster.

He was so handsome, but in the morning before he came fully to life, something
about him made her want to plant a kiss on his cheek. Actually, she’d much rather
press her lips to his—they looked so full and supple right now. A peck on the cheek
would be more acceptable though, given their situation.

As though he’'d heard her thoughts, Gil walked right up to her, not stopping beside
the stove but moving behind her. When his hands rested on her sides, she froze. All
except her heart, which surged like a runaway horse, pulling free of the bit in a
reckless gallop.

Gil’s stubble-roughened jaw brushed against the sensitive skin beneath her ear, and
his warm breath caressed her cheek as he pressed a lingering kiss there.

She'd been right. Hislips were full and supple this morning.

“Good morning, wife.” His voice graveled in that sleepy tone that made her knees
weaken. If not for his hands at her sides, she might melt into a puddle right there.

She wanted to lean back into his solid warmth, to lose hersalf in his embrace, but a
thud from Father's room startled her back to reality.



Gil'shands fell away, and he stepped back just as Father emerged, yawning.

"Morning," Father grunted, his gaze flicking between them with a sharpness that
belied his sleepy appearance.

Jess turned back to the stove, focusing on dishing up breakfast with hands that
trembled more than they ought.

Gil returned Father’ s greeting, and the chairs scraped as the men sat at the table.

She brought over their plates at the same time instead of bringing Father’s meal and
coffee at the same time. Would he notice the change? The way she was elevating Gil
to the same preference she gave Father?

Gil met her eyes as she set his plate in front of him. That warm brown gaze held hers
as asmile curved the corners of his mouth. “Thank you.”

Father picked up hisfork and speared a potato. "Bring me some coffee, daughter."

With effort, she broke the connection with Gil, then turned to retrieve both mugs.
Weas it worth riling her father to make it clear Gil’simportance in her life? He needed
to believe their story. Y et, she knew well the danger in angering Mick McPharland.

After filling her own plate, she sat at the table with the men. Gil had said he wanted
her to be part of meals, so she might as well join them before he had to ask her to.
When she was settled at her place, she realized what atreat it was to eat at the table
while the others did, not steal snippets of bacon in between her work while her father
ate. It wasn't as hard to relax with Father when Gil was also here, his comfortable
gaze flicking to hers, the hint of a smile when their eyes met.

Throughout breakfast, Father peppered Gil with questions about his family and life



on the ranch. Gil answered in his usual easygoing manner. He'd told her about his
brothers and the wives of the three older ones, but she hadn’t heard about all the other
people who lived on the ranch. His niece and nephew, the sister of his brother
Jericho’swife, aswell as the sister’ s husband and their two daughters.

It must feel like a small town with so many of them.

She couldn’t imagine having so many women close by. Were there rivalries and
gossip, or did they get along like best friends? Would they welcome her? Or keep her
at adistance? They were all family, after all.

She'd always wanted a sister, someone who would be a friend she could confide in.
Y et, she'd also learned things often didn’t turn out the way she imagined them. If for
some unfathomabl e reason she were settled near Gil’ s ranch, having his sisters-in-law
nearby could be frustrating or downright miserable.

Or, it could be everything she’' d ever dreamed.

"So, what are you two planning for today?' Father dropped his fork beside his empty
plate and leaned back in his chair.

His words tightened a knot in her middle. His expression didn’t hold censure, but she
knew well he was asking because they’d gone in the caves yesterday—an action that

she hadn’t mentioned when he’ d asked their plans yesterday morning.

She worked for a casual tone. "l need to get back to those winter shirts | was making.
We might take the work down to the creek where the lighting is good."

Father’ s eyes narrowed. "Might want to stay out of the caves then.”

She nodded. “ Of course.”



He pushed to his feet. As he pulled his hat from the hook, he gave his usual farewell.
“I'll be back for the midday meal.” Then with a final glance around the room, he
stepped around the door curtain.

She eased out a breath and stood, gathering the used dishes to keep her hands busy.
She had plenty of work to accomplish.

But as she loaded the plates into the wash bucket, Gil stepped up beside her and took
therag. “I’ll wash these.”

She dlid alook at him. "Thisis my work."

The corners of his eyes creased as he reached into the bucket and pulled out a cup.
“I"d like to.” Now his mouth curved upward. “Makes me feel right at home. Back
before Dinah and Naomi came, we boys had to do the cooking and cleaning
ourselves.”

She couldn’t find a single word to answer him. Father never would have dreamed of
helping with women’s work. But she also couldn’t bring herself to push Gil away

from the bucket of soapy water.

So she turned her focus to cleaning the stove. Cooking bacon always meant she
needed to wipe down every inch of the cast iron.

They worked in easy quiet for a few minutes, the only sounds the splashing of water
and the clink of dishes.

"Think you could show me the men's bunkhouse this morning?* Gil asked.

Jess danted him a sideways glance, lifting her brows. "Didn't get to say al you
wanted to your brother last night?' She kept her tone light, but her heart picked up



pace.

Gil stilled, his hands braced on the wash bucket as he turned to her. "Y ou know about
that?"

Should she tell him she’'d followed him? So far, Gil had given her no reason to
distrust him. In fact, he’d gone out of his way to help her, even at his own peril. "I
followed you. | saw you talk with Sampson, but | didn't hear what you said."

The corners of his mouth twitched as he turned back to his washing. He didn’t speak
for a moment, clearly focused on his thoughts. "It was good to see him." His voice
held awistful tone.

She searched for a response to keep the conversation going. She wasn’t good at small
talk. Shejust didn’t have enough experience with it. "Is he excited to leave?'

Gil's mouth pressed, and his brow wrinkled. "Says he doesn't want to go. That his
work hereisn't done."

Jess tried to make sense of that. Why in the Montana Territory would Sampson want
to keep working in these caves? Working for Mick McPharland. Most men tried
everything they could to leave, but Jedidiah forced them to stay.

Gil shrugged as if hearing her thoughts. "I've no idea why, but | aim to find a way to
talk himinto leaving."

A new concern niggled through her. She’'d not thought about how Sampson would
leave. She and Gil would depart with her father, of course. But should Sampson
sneak away during the activity around their departure? Should she tell her father the
men were brothers so Sampson could ride out with them?



No.

Revealing that connection felt far too dangerous for both Coulters, if her father hadn’t
already realized it.

Her stomach tightened. If he had, the fact that he' d kept silent about knowing the men
were brothers couldn’t bode well.

Yet if her father was unaware, the very last thing she wanted was to bring the fact to
his attention.

She'd finished with the stove and moved to wipe the table as Gil carried the wash
water outside to dump.

Father had all but told them not to venture into the caves today. But Gil wanted to see
the bunkhouse. And the rebellious part of her wanted to show it to him, despite her

father’ swords. Maybe they could sneak in and out without anyone knowing.

When they finished their work, she dried her hands on her apron. "I can take you to
the bunkhouse. There's atunnel that leads there."

He nodded, his gaze wary. "Will that cause problems?’

She shrugged. “Not if we don’t meet anyone along the way.”

Heinhaled along breath, then let it out in aslow stream. “I’m ready when you are.”
Now would be as good atime as any. After slipping past the door curtain, she pointed

Gil to the right instead of moving toward daylight. Shadows hid the black curtain
covering the inner passage, so one would have to be looking for it to see.



Gil’ s gasp behind her showed he must not have seen it before now.

She didn’t dare speak to him—even a whisper might make too much noise, and this
was the passage her father used all the time—but the tunnel was so dark that she
needed to lead Gil so he didn’'t stumble. She reached for his hand, her fingers finding
his arm and slipping down to catch hold around his palm.

She wouldn’t be lighting a lantern, no matter what.

The warm strength of Gil’s hand around hers settled her nerves as they moved deeper
into the mountain. He'd learned to walk much quieter through the darkness than he
had that first time she led him to the large cavern to look down at his brother. Had
that only been two days ago? It felt like he’ d been here for weeks.

She kept her senses straining for any sign of approaching men. The brush of leather
against rock or the faint glow of alantern ahead. They passed both storage rooms and
the turn-off to the caverns, and then the tunnel opened into the bunkhouse, along low
room lined with cots. She halted to let Gil see the space.

His gaze swept over the scattered belongings and rumpled bedding. She should
release his hand. With daylight coming through the open entrance, she didn’t need to
guide him any longer. But she couldn’t bring herself to let him go.

But he pulled away, moving toward one of the cots in the center. He seemed caught
in his thoughts as he reached out to touch a shirt draped over the end. "This is

Sampson's." His voice came quietly. "One of hisfavorites.”

He lifted the shirt, staring at it for a long moment. His Adam's apple bobbed as he
swallowed hard, then he set the garment back down.

She moved to his side and studied the worn yellow cloth. She could almost imagine



Sampson wearing it while he worked in the hot sun on a ranch. What kind of life had
he known before coming here? Before being drawn into her father's dark world?

She glanced up at Gil, and a knot formed in her throat as emotions played over his
face. How hard this must be for him, to be so close to his brother and yet unable to
convince him to leave this dangerous place.

After a minute, Gil turned back to her, a shadow in his eyes. "Wish I'd brought a note
to leave for him. Something to persuade him to go with us."

If only she had the right words to comfort Gil. But what could she say? That
Sampson would surely come to his senses? She had no way of knowing if that were
true. Her father held a powerful sway over the men who worked for him, either
through fear, manipulation, or a twisted sense of loyalty. Breaking free of that grip
was no easy fest.

He swallowed again, determination slipping into his gaze despite the weariness there.
“I'll find away to talk to him again. To make him see reason." He glanced around the
dim bunkhouse. "Might have to come back here after dark, when everyone's asleep.”

Her gut twisted at the thought of him sneaking around at night again. He might meet
one of the guards next time.

Urgency pressed in her chest. "We should head back.” No sense in taking extra
chances now.

Gil turned around the way they’ d come.
When they reached the dark tunnel, she paused to take his hand. He placed it solidly

in hers, wrapping his strength around her. His eyes had lost their sadness, restoring
the glimmer of warmth. How did he shake off his burdens so easily? Was he that



good at pretending?

Yet it didn't fed like pretending. The way he gave her hand a gentle squeeze, the way
he held her gaze so easily, the smile creases so ready at the corners of his eyes...it felt
like he truly had faith that this would all work out.

Lord, | want that too.

She led him through the dark tunnel.

One thing at atime. For now, she needed to gather her sewing and take Gil out to the
waterfall. An hour of sitting beside the peaceful flow always eased her spirit.
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CHAPTER 11

G il strode beside Jess as they trekked through the woods. Either she was slowing
down, or he’d learned to match her quick, long strides, for he could finaly keep up
with her. As they maneuvered the pine-needle-covered path, he drank in as much of
this wilderness beauty as he could.

The sun shone bright, though it's warmth was weak since they were moving into
winter. Around them, pines so abundant and tall, reaching up to the heavens as if in
constant prayer. Rocks and fallen trees lay scattered between the upright trunks, and
in the distance, the rocky cliff of the next mountain over showed through the woods.

A rumble of water grew louder as they reached a clearing beside the creek. The
waterfall wasn’t tall, about half his height, falling to a pool that flowed into a stream.
This was a soothing place, the peace of it weaving through him and easing the tension
in his shoulders.

Jess dropped into a seated position on the mossy ground, her back against a boulder.
The rock was just wide enough for him to lean against if he sat closeto her. Perfect.

He settled, his shoulder brushing hers. Feeling her warmth through his sleeve and
breathing in the dlight scent of lavender that always surrounded her made it hard to
think about anything else.

She pulled out the blue cloth she' d brought and extracted a needle from the material.

He should work on the task he’d brought too.



He pulled out the small notebook and pencil he'd carried with him from home. He'd
used them to write names and details in his search for Sampson, but now that he'd
found his brother, he’ d sketch the tunnels.

Jess leaned in. "What are you doing?'

He moved his hand so she could see his drawing, careful not to shift his arm away
from the pressure of hers. “ Sketching the mountain and caves.”

Her brow furrowed, then her gaze lifted to his face, searching. “So you can figure out
how to get your brother out?’ She seemed worried, probably wondering if he planned
more than he’ d told her.

Guilt pressed in his chest. He did have more in mind than she knew. Did he dare
speak of it?

She was so beautiful, and despite the strength she wore like armor, she seemed almost
fragile, her skin as clear as Anna s porcelain dolls, her cheeks flushed in the sun. And
worried.

He was the one who' d planted that worry just now, though he’ d vowed to protect her.

He needed to tell her everything. He thought he could trust her. Besides, she needed
his help to escape her father. And he probably couldn’t accomplish what he needed to
without her help.

“My brother, yes. And...” How to tell her about the other? Taking a deep breath, he
met her gaze head-on. "Your father stole something from my family. Or at least, his
men did. Sapphires, alot of them. | came here to get my brother back—and to get our
sapphires back."



Her curiosity shifted to stoic, her expression giving away nothing of her thoughts.

He gave her time to work through all the pieces of the puzzle she' d not yet known.

Her gaze drifted to the waterfall. What had been a peaceful silence moments before
was tense now, and the splashing water didn’t easeit.

"I didn't know about that.” Her voice was barely audible above the falls. “But I'm not
surprised. My father..." She trailed off, shaking her head dlightly. "He's capable of so
much worse than | ever wanted to believe.”

Gil's heart ached for her, for the pain this knowledge must bring. He wanted to
comfort her, but how?

He dlipped his hand over hers, wrapping his fingers around her palm. Her skin was so
soft, a fact that always surprised him. And made him want to protect her more. "Jess,
I'm sorry. | didn't mean to upset you. | just...I thought it wasn't fair to keep it from

you.

Her blue eyes shimmered when she faced him. "I'm glad you told me. It's just...hard.
I’m sorry he hurt you. Hurt your family." She gave a sad smile. “I’'m surprised you'd
be willing to help me, now that | know what my father did to you.”

He started to protest—why would he hold her father’s actions against her? But she
wasn't finished.

She took in a breath that lifted her shoulders. “And | suppose | should mention that
it'sall right if you agreed to help me just to get closer to my father and have a better
chance of finding what he took.” Her eyes narrowed a little, but not in suspicion.
More like determination. “1’ll do everything | can to help. Y ou have my word.”



He hated for her to think him so calculating, so bent on doing whatever it took to
accomplish his purpose. His mission had been part of his reason for agreeing to their
fake marriage, but she’ d been the other part. He needed her to know that.

He squeezed her hand. “Jess, | won't deny that your promise to take me to my brother
played a part in my agreeing to help you. But that wasn't the only reason. From the
moment | first saw you on that mountain, I knew you were different. | knew | wanted
to know you better. And when you said you needed help, there was nothing that
would have stopped me from doing all | could.”

Her eyes widened, as though she struggled to absorb his meaning. Her hand had gone
limp in his. Was it really so hard to believe a man would put her before his own
plans? Maybe she’ d never experienced that.

He stroked his thumb over the back of her hand. “ Y ou are special, Jess McPharland.
| realized that from the very beginning.”

Her eyes turned glassy, and was that atremble in her jaw? Oh, Jess. Every part of him
wanted to pull her close, but she already looked like she was fighting emotion. Would
she welcome his comfort or push him away?

She inhaled and straightened her shoulders, a forced brightness entering her eyes.
“Thank you. And I'll do everything | can to get your sapphires back.” Her brow
wrinkled. “When were they stolen? Do you think he still has them? Would they be
sold by now? Isthere away to track them?”

He kept her hand. “Over two months ago. It was a full wagonload of crates, each
packed tightly with gemstones. He wouldn’t be able to sell that many sapphires here
in the territory. We have afriend in Fort Benton watching for a shipment he might be
sending east. We think it's most likely he's storing them somewhere around here,
maybe selling them a little at a time or waiting until we've given up the search to



send them to the big buyersin New Y ork.”

She squinted like she was sorting through what he’'d said. Maybe trying to think of
places McPharland might have stored them?

She picked up his notebook and opened to the page with the map of the caves. “There
are two storage rooms | know of. Here and here.” She placed her fingers along the

tunnel they’d traveled an hour before.

“We passed them this morning?’ He'd not seen anything in the blackness. What else
had he missed?

“They’ ve been there since | was young. There' s adoor and alock on each one.”

His heart quickened. “Is there a way we could search them? Or at least walk that
tunnel with alantern?’

She frowned. “That’s the main route my father and Jedidiah use. | don’t think it'd
ever be safe to be obvious about traveling through there.”

“What about at night?’
She shook her head. “Jedidiah roams at al hours. | hear him and Father talking
sometimes about things he’'s seen and heard when he decides to take a stroll because

he can't sleep. | think it happens often.”

Frustration churned in Gil’s chest. There had to be a way. Could one of them watch
for Jedidiah while the other searched the cave?

“Maybe...” Her word trailed off.



Hope lifted its head within him. “Maybe what?’

She looked hesitant. “Both of them usually accompany me to town to guard me. |
could say | need an urgent trip to the store before we set off. But | doubt Father
would let you stay here while we go.”

The hope eased its head down as he mulled through all angles of that idea. “I'd be
surprised if he allowed a trip at all when we're getting ready to leave. Wouldn’t he

just say you can stop at a mercantile in the first town we come to?’

Her gaze turned dly. “He would. But I’ ve learned through the years how to talk him
into what | really need.”

He raised his brows. “Like?”’

She tucked in her lips, looking alittle nervous. What had she done?

He hoped she would tell without him nudging her along.

She shot him a nervous look. “When | was sixteen, Father arranged for me to marry.
It was someone he knew, a man he’' d done business with.”

Gil’s middle churned, pulling so tight he could barely breathe.

How could a father do such a thing to his daughter? Only sixteen? Too young to be
married off to aman shedidn’t love.

Maybe it wasn't her age at the time that bothered him most. The thought that she
could belong to another man ignited afire of jealousy inside Gil.

But she wasn't married— Thank Y ou, God. How had she gotten out of it?



She stared at the flowing creek. “I didn’t know the man, and | sure didn't want to
marry him. | guess that was the first time | realized my father might see me as
something other than his daughter. That | was a possession to him, someone he could
use for his advantage.” Her mouth formed a pained smile.

“Anyway.” But her voice shifted to a forced lightness. “| was alowed to meet him
once, a few days before our wedding. He was...” She wrinkled her nose, diding a
quick look at him. “...not what | was hoping for. He reminded me of Jedidiah alittle.
Taller, but just as conniving. Older than me, of course, maybe by fifteen years. Which
might not have been a problem.” She shrugged, as though she wasn't speaking of a
very narrow escape that might have changed her life forever. “I could' ve lived with it
if he were someone | could respect. But | would have been a possession for him, too,
something he' d paid good money to obtain, to be used when and how he wanted.”

Her mouth pinched. “I knew | had to get out of it. So | convinced my father | was too
young to marry. That | hadn’t yet reached womanhood...” A blush turned her cheeks
and ears pink. “That my husband would be unhappy with me and likely demand his
money back. | described how much worse things would be for him, how he'd lose
respect from those he does business with.”

She let out a breath. “It worked. He called the marriage off. | think he even got the
fellow to carry on with one of the schemes they’ d planned to do together anyway.”

Gil’s mind whirled.
How could any man not treasure her? Especially her father , the one man she should
always be able to depend on. The man who should make her feel protected and

cherished.

Anger burned in his belly.



He had to get her away from Mick McPharland, no matter what else he accomplished
on this mission. And he wouldn’t send her off into the wilderness to fend for herself,
either. If he could talk her into staying at the ranch, he'd do it.

Dinah would welcome her into their home, he had no doubt. As would any of the
other women.

Jess needed to know what it meant to feel safe, to be safe. To be part of afamily who
cared about her , not what she could do for them.

And was it too much to hope she might one day fall in love with him? Because he
was more than halfway in love with her. He didn’t want to confuse love with concern,
but she ignited something deep inside him. Something solid that hadn’t been there
before. Like part of him had been searching and had finally found its perfect match.

Jess smiled, the look almost sly—but in a sweet way.

If that even made sense.

“1 think | could convince my father to take me to town if | had to. | could make him
think there’s a way he'll benefit from the trip.” Her voice turned hesitant. “If you
think that would be helpful.”

“1 don’t want to use you like that.” He shifted away, turning to face her, and held her
eye contact. “I’m sorry your father did. | promise | never will. Y ou're safe with me.”
He infused meaning into his words and hoped she saw sincerity in his eyes. “When
we're back on my family’s ranch, you'll be safe there too. No one will make you do
anything you don’t want to.”

Wariness flashed in her gaze. Did she not believe him? Or did she worry about going
to their ranch?



He' d have to cross those hurdles | ater.

He settled beside her again, enjoying the feeling of her shoulder against his, her hand
in his.

It was amazing that such ugliness—her father, his business, these caves—could
coexist with the beauty of this place.

How could they explore the tunnel without being caught?

He mulled the question. “If we had a couple of lookouts, we could search the cave
where the storage areas are.” He angled toward her and found her watching him. He
wouldn’t define the look in her eyes, needing to attend to the problem at hand, but if
he were to defineit...

Wonder?

He swallowed emotion that crawled up his chest. There was nothing wonderful about
him. He was just a man who knew how to treat women. The fact that she was so
surprised by him wasn’'t so much about his—for lack of a better word— goodness ,
but about her father’s ugliness. And that of all the people he’d chosen to surround his
daughter with.

Focus, Coulter.

Right.

“Sampson and your friend Ezekiel. Could they distract your Father and Jedidiah?’

Fear flitted across her gaze. “No. Nobody talks to Dad or Jedidiah unless they have
to. They’ll punish aman for the tiniest infraction.”



Gil didn’t want to put his brother or that godly old man at risk. “What about at night?
Where does Jedidiah sleep?’

“He has a chamber off the side of the bunk room.”

Another hidden room Gil didn’t know about. How many more could there be? He'd
have to talk through the map with her and see if she remembered any other spaces, no
matter how insignificant.

But an idea was beginning to form.

“Maybe tonight when both of them should be sleeping, we can ask Sampson to help.
He can stand inside the tunnel near the bunk room and give some kind of signa if
Jedidiah comes out. Do we need alookout at the other end for your father?’

Doubt gathered in her expression. “Probably not.”

Probably not.

Should Gil ask Ezekiel so they could be certain? Bringing in another person would
add to the risk—that they’d get caught, or that someone could get hurt. Maybe she

could watch for her father and distract him if he started to |leave the cave

Sampson wouldn't like the plan, but he'd go aong. Gil just had to find a way to ask.
“Are you going to tend to Ezekiel while your father and | eat at midday?’

She gave awary nod. “Hewasin alot of pain yesterday.”

“Could you dlip a note to Sampson, or put it under his blanket?’

She let out an exasperated breath. Clearly, she understood his plan and it didn't sit



well with her. “I suppose.” Her brows gathered in a frown. “The sapphires might be
somewhere else. | need to think about it.”

“All right.”

She pushed to her feet. “| want to check on aflower | found on the other side of the
waterfall before we go back.”

He stood, too, as she stepped to the edge of the bank, then onto a flat stone that poked
up above the water’ s surface.

As she moved to the next rock, he scanned the opposite bank for what flower she
meant. A low bush with bright green leaves sat at the base of the falls. Purple flowers
peeked out from the leaves. It wasn't a plant he'd seen in this area, and it was lovely.
No wonder she liked it.

Jess threw her hands wide, and his gaze snapped to her.

She yelped and tumbled sideways into the water.

"Jess!" He lunged forward, his heart leaping into his throat. Could she swim?
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CHAPTER 12

P anic flooded Gil as the water covered Jess. For a frantic moment, fear paralyzed his
mind. Had she hit her head and drowned?

But then she rose so both shoulders cleared the surface.

Relief crashed through him, overpowering every other emotion.

Water streamed down her face and hair. She pushed the wet strands back, wiping
liquid from her eyes. Only when her face held the hint of a smile did he let out a
breath.

He reached down to help her out. “Areyou al right? What happened?’

She took his hand and let him help pull her up the steep side of the pool. When she
reached dry ground, she collapsed to sit in the moss. Her skirts hung limp, fully
drenched and probably heavy. Her shirtwaist clung to her, outlining every one of her

curves,

He forced his gaze back to her face as he crouched in front of her. “Did you slip on a
rock?’

“Went lightheaded. My vision blackened for just a second. By the time | could see
again, | was already toppling.”

Concern clenched inside him. “Why? What's wrong?’ Was she ill? Did she have a



disease she hadn’t told him about? Maybe from living in that cave without enough
sunlight.

“Nothing’s wrong. | don’t think so, anyway. This has happened a couple other times
since | learned about the baby. | remember my mother saying she swooned once
when she was carrying me.”

Baby .

He froze. Was she saying...? His mind reeled as he tried to process what she meant.
"Baby? You're...with child?

Her eyes narrowed, confusion gathering in her brows. “I told you | was. When we
spoke to my father.”

His body finally thawed enough that his heart surged, hammering through him. “I
thought it was a desperate ploy to make him see he had no choice but to accept we
were married.” His legs could no longer hold him, so he dropped to sit on the ground
beside her. He couldn’t pull his eyes from her though, even as he tried to wrap his
mind around what her revelation meant.

Who was the father? Where was the father? Why hadn’t he married her? And not just
as apretense.

How far along was she?

A new thought pressed in, smothering out the rest as anger roared back to life. Had
someone accosted her?

She placed her hand on hisarm. "I'm sorry | didn't make it clearer before. Everything
happened so fast, and |..." Shetrailed off, looking out over the water.



He searched for something to say. His muddied mind couldn’t find a coherent word.

“1 need to get back. The food.”

He leaped to his feet before she could untangle her sodden skirts enough to stand,
then gripped her arm to help her balance.

Clearly, she didn't want him asking all the questions that hammered him. Maybe,
hopefully, if he gave her space, she'd tell him in her own time.

She sent him a quick smile before pulling away and striding back the way they’d
come.

As he followed her to the cave, one thought finally came clear amidst the muddy
mess of questions. The stakes in this mission had suddenly become so much higher.
He had to get Jess and that tiny life inside her to safety. No matter what it took.

L ater that afternoon, Gil scrubbed the last of the dishes, his thoughts a whirlwind.
Sitting beside Mick while they ate the midday meal had been just short of torture,
especialy with Jess gone to tend Ezekiel. Gill had disliked her father when he'd
arrived, but he was coming to loathe the man more every day. Which made being
civil to him just ahair shy of impossible.

Now Mick had finally gone back to hiswork, and Jess hadn’t yet returned.

The water sloshed around the tin plate as Gil worked off the remnants of their lunch.

Knowing about the babe didn’t change his plans where she was concerned. He'd still
get her out of here. Still help her settle on his family’s ranch. Still do his best to make



her love him as much as he was coming to love her.
But he had so many questions about how she’d come to be in her condition. What he
needed to ask might not make for polite conversation, but he had to know. Especially

considering how invested his heart was in her already.

Did she love the father? Or did she bear scars from an ordeal Gil could hardly stand
to imagine?

He needed to know. Everything in him wanted to pull her close and protect her.

He rinsed the dish, then set it on the towel to dry.

A rustle by the door had him turning in time to see Jess slip in. His chest tightened,
both at the fresh blast of her beauty and what he had to say.

Her eyes were wide with excitement though. She glanced around the room. “Is Father
here?’

“Nope.” He dried his hands on the cloth. “He went back to work.”
Her eyes sparked with a light he’'d rarely seen there. “1 remembered another storage
room.” She moved toward the curtained area where they sept. “I tried to get in, but

it'slocked. I think | can open it though. | just need something.”

Turmoil twisted inside him. He was desperate to ask his questions, but if they had a
chance to find the sapphires, they couldn’t waste it.

He followed her to their sleeping area. “What can | do?”’

“Get another lantern. We might need more than one.” She motioned toward the



cluster of them hanging near the door.

Within minutes, they dlipped out of their home, and she led him around the base of
the mountain, where they entered the cave she’d brought him to the day they’d first
met. Shelit the lamps just inside the entrance.

He kept hisvoice low. “Are you sure it’s safe to have lanterns?’

“This tunnel is rarely used anymore. It was the first passage Father found when he
started mining this mountain.”

Jess led the way, moving slowly enough that he was able to study the walls on both
sides. This did appear to be a natural cave, at |least the first part. Now that he looked
closely, he could see where the natural cave ended and tools had been used to chip
away the rock and carry the tunnel onward.

Ahead, Jess had stopped to study the wall. As he neared, he noticed an outline in the
rock. A stone door? It must be incredibly heavy. On the left side halfway between the
low ceiling and the rough floor, a round lock protruded a little from the stone.

Jess crouched on the right side though. Down near the bottom... Was that a hinge? A
glance upward showed another near the top on that side.

He dropped to one knee next to her, bringing his lantern close so she could see better.
There was a difference in coloring between the wall and the door. In fact, the door

looked... painted?

He touched the surface, which was a rough texture but not cold stone. Definitely
painted. And wasthat...? He made a fist and knocked.

Wood.



What remarkable camouflage. In the dim light of the tunnel, even carrying a lantern,
he would have passed this twenty times before spotting the lock or hinges—if he'd
ever seen them at al. The hinges and handle had been inset as much as possible, the
wood meeting the stone around it so cleanly, that the seam was barely visible.

“It's so hard to see, | often forget it's here.” Jess was picking at the hinge with the
metal hatpin she’ d brought.

It had been fastened from the inside, making it secure. But Jess had poked the tip of
her hatpin into the narrow opening between the door and cave. “I saw my father do
this once when | was a girl. | remember being curious about how he'd managed to
take the door off the hinge, so | looked at it from the inside later. | think | can remove
the inside pin. It just might take a minute.”

All Gil could do was watch while she worked.

Her face twisted as she worked, her brows lowering and her mouth puffing out on one
side like she was hiting her tongue. Adorable. And she was so smart. This woman had
lived alife no young girl should be forced to endure, but she’'d come through it with
intelligence and savvy.

How could he not admire her?

Her expression brightened as she leaned in to exert more pressure. “I think...” Her
face fell as frustration snuffed out the hope. “I lost it.”

She readjusted the angle of the hatpin, and her mouth twisted again.

He could start on the upper hinge if he had something pointed like her hatpin. His
pocketknife had an edge, but not around point like her tool. He could try.



As he started to rise, metal clattered on the other side of the door.

“Got it.” She pushed the bottom corner of the door, and it wiggled a little. Not much,
but more than it had before.

She stood, hatpin in hand, and reached up to the top hinge.

“Let me try that one? Might be easier for me.” The hinge was at his eye level, but
she’' d have to stretch to reach it, which would surely hurt her arms after a minute.

She didn’t hand him the hatpin, just kept on with what she’d been doing. “Let me fit
it in the notch between the pin and hinge, then you can work the pin up.”

L ess than a minute later, she stepped back, holding the hatpin secure in the crack with
one hand. “Careful not to dislodge it. You have to be redly gentle. Just a dlight
wiggle until you get the pin loose.”

As he placed his hand over hers and she pulled away, he did his best to keep the
hatpin still. He needed to get a feel for how much effort he should apply to make it
wiggle. She was right though. He had to use the dlightest of movements or the tool

would slip out of the crack between the hinge and the hinge pin.

Jess was trusting him—even though a man might struggle with such a delicate touch.
From the corner of his gaze, he checked her expression.

Hopeful. Maybe a bit nervous. He would prove worthy of her trust.

It might have taken him a little longer to release his hinge than it had her, but at last
he worked the pin high enough that it fell out of the hinge.

He blew out a breath as he lowered his arms.



The door shifted alittle, but not much.

“We should be able to pull it out of the lock.” She mimed diding the wood to the
right, probably pulling the lock bar out of its secure setting in the stone.

He placed the hatpin and both lanterns behind them so he'd have room to maneuver
the door.

Jess was already there, trying to pull it, but her arms barely extended the width of the
wood.

He bit back achuckle. “Can | try?’

She stepped away to alow him room. In the hinge side, he could now work his
fingers in the crack between the door and frame, but he had to pinch the edge of the
wood to pull it enough to create afinger space on the lock side.

When he did, he gripped the door with both hands and dlid it sideways.

The lock bar pulled free, and he moved the door fully out of the way, resting it
against the cave wall.

His heart hammered as he reached for his lantern.

Jess already had hers and was stepping into the doorway .

He stood beside her, lifting his lantern high to take in the sight before them.

Crates piled all the way to the ceiling, just taller than Gil. Some were slightly smaller,
but most looked very familiar.



He stepped closer to touch one. He and his brothers built the crates for their gems,
and didn’t mark them until they were ready to be shipped. Even then, they’d usually
be labeled as potatoes or pickles or some other relatively heavy staple that shouldn’t
stir undo interest.

But these...they had to be from the Coulter mine. He could see at |east five crates that
looked like theirs. Adjusting his lantern, he pulled one down from the top of a stack
and placed it on the floor. The lid had been nailed shut, but everything about the
outside proclaimed it to be from his family’s mine. He had to know if the sapphires
were still inside though.

Jess watched him without speaking.

He gripped the edge of the lid and pulled upward, working the nails loose. He opened
the lid enough to expose the contents.

A layer of black felt lay on top.

Jude always packed their gemsin black felt.

Gil lifted the fabric, bringing the lantern closer to make out the rich blue of the stones
inside.

He' d found his family’s stolen sapphires.
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CHAPTER 13
G il’schest clutched so tightly he couldn’t breathe.

He'd done it. He'd actually found his family’s sapphires. He' d been determined, but
deep down, he' d feared he' d never see them again.

He forced the air from his lungs as he replaced the felt, then the lid. He lifted his gaze
to the mountain of boxes in the storage room.

“The gemsin that crate are yours?’ Jess' s voice was low.
He nodded, keeping his gaze on the other boxes. “My family’s.”
“Do you think they're all here?’

Good question. He returned the crate to its stack and raised his lantern to see to the
rear wall. He couldn’t see how many rows back the boxes went.

“How largeisthis cavern?’

“Not far. Father parked our handcart in here once. He had to push it al the way to the
back to close the door.”

Which meant the entire wagon load of crates stolen from their mine couldn’t be in
here, not with the number of other boxes visible that weren't theirs. Probably not
theirs anyway. He should check at least one to make sure some of the Coulter



sapphires hadn’t been repackaged.

He hoisted down one of the smaller boxes. It was made from a different wood, which
didn’t hold the nails as tightly. He pulled the top off to reveal a wad of gray cotton
material.

Inside were gemstones of several different colors. Mostly red, but a few yellow and
green. Sapphires could be different colors, though blue was the most common.
They’d not mined any red last year that he could remember.

The contents of this crate must be from a different source. Possibly still stolen,
though.

He replaced the lid and pushed it down with his knee to drive the nails back into the
soft wood, then lifted the crate back to its place.

From her spot at the doorway, Jess gave him space to think and move.

He stepped back and eyed the full storage room again. “Without digging all the crates
out and opening them all, I’d estimate thisis a portion of what was stolen. Maybe up
to half.” He peeked over his shoulder to catch her reaction.

A frown lowered her brow. “Could the others have been sold aready?’

“l don't know anyone in the territory who'd want or be able to afford so many
sapphires.” He tipped his head. “I don’t have your father's contacts, though. We
always ship ours east to sell.”

They should close up this room and get out of here before someone found them. He
glanced at the lock. “Any idea where the key is for this? It'd be nice to get in here a
little quicker next time.”



She scooped up her hairpin and stepped closer to the door. “Let’s leave it unlocked.
My guessis no one will notice for the few days we'll need.”

Jess turned the lock on the door in the corridor quickly—she sure had a talent with
that hairpin—then he lifted the thing and positioned it so she could fasten the hinge
pins. At last, they closed the door, pressing it into the firm fit that concealed it well.
He pushed on the handle a little to make sure the door would open again—which it
did—then snatched his lantern and turned to Jess. “Can you think of any other rooms
off this corridor?’

“I’ve thought about that. There’'s nothing.” She started toward the exit, and he
stepped in beside her. They’d taken a half dozen steps when a figure appeared in the
shadows ahead.

His heart surged into histhroat.

The figure took on the shape of a small man. As he moved closer, the lantern light
glowed on Jedidiah’ s face.

Jess had frozen beside him. She pressed a hand to her chest, letting out an audible
breath. “Y ou scared me, Jedidiah.”

His compact features wreathed into a smile that showed his teeth. A creepy look,
especialy with the light casting deep shadows on his face. “I would have made a
noise if I'd known you’'d be here. | didn’t expect you to directly disobey your father.
What do you think he'll say about that?” Even his voice sounded sinister. On
purpose, no doubt. He was intentionally planting fear in Jess.

Gil stepped forward. He'd gladly call the man’s bluff. “Her father didn’t forbid her
from entering the caves, and we didn’t hinder your workers. We didn't even see
them.” Gil took Jess's arm, tugging her forward. “The architecture in these tunnelsis



amazing. Y ou and your men have done well with them.” He guided Jess past the little
bully, who glared at them. “Good day.”

He kept Jess moving, though she seemed sluggish. He shifted his arm around her
back so he could give support. Was she trembling?

They needed to get out of thistunnel.

By the time they reached daylight, she was vibrating with fear.

He didn't stop at the entrance to leave one of the lanterns there. He could take it back
once Jess was better. Just now, he needed to get her to a safe place where he could
comfort her, somewhere Jedidiah couldn’t follow.

Because Gil had no doubt the man had followed them.

He could take her to the waterfall, but the man could till creep behind them and
watch. Besides, she might need to lie down and rest. Her cave-home would be the

best place, aslong as her father wasn't there.

He' d have to take that risk and change plans if McPharland appeared. She certainly
didn’t need the stress of facing her father.

Jess had tucked herself into his side, and he held her close as they walked up the hill
around the base of the mountain. She hadn’t spoken, but her trembling had turned so

severe it amost felt like convulsions.

When they reached the apartment entrance, he nudged the curtain aside with his
shoulder, glancing inside to see if McPharland was within. No sign of him.

Gil led Jess forward, and finally her trembling seemed to ease. A little. Should he



take her straight to bed? Maybe. He needed to know why Jedidiah frightened her so
much. What had the man done to her to create such intense fear?

A thought flashed through his mind that made his breath catch. Could he be the
father...? No, surely not. God, don’'t let that be what happened.

Jess reached for one of the chairs at the table. “ Just let me sit. I'll befine.”

She probably needed to rest, but it might be best if she reached that conclusion
herself. He helped her settle in the chair at the table, then pulled another around
beside her.

She leaned against her seat back, her arms wrapped around her waist, eyes straight
ahead. Her mind seemed held by the clutches of memory. What memory?

He brushed a loose wave of hair from her temple, and her eyes closed. He let his
fingerslinger there. His callused skin was coarse against her softness. “Jess.” He kept
his voice as low and comforting as he could. “Can you tell me why Jedidiah scares
you so much? Did he hurt you?’

He wanted to cup her cheek, but she needed comfort right now, not romantic touches.

S0 he dlid his hand down her arm to wrap his fingers around hers. She met his gaze,
and so many emotions swirled in her eyes that he could barely discern them.

Lingering fear certainly. And maybe a bit of desperation. She was trying to regain
control of herself. The way her jaw tightened and her throat worked showed that.

“He's cruel. He's never done anything directly to me, but he's threatened me. And
I’ ve seen him punish the others. And I’ve heard...far worse.” Her voice cracked on
those last words.



Gil’s chest was till tight, but less now that she'd said that slimy man hadn’t done
what he' d feared. Still, he had to be sure.

He gave her hand a squeeze. “Are you sure he's never touched you? Never hurt you
in any way?’

She shook her head, not looking away from him. But the sorrow filling her eyes
turned the edges of them red. “Not me, but so many others.”

He could breathe again. Thank God.

But Jess s distress grew, and he could keep her at arm’ s length no longer.

He pulled her closer, and she came willingly, tucking her forehead into the crook of
his neck and resting a hand over his heart.

He wrapped her tight as a sob dlipped oui.

His own heart threatened to crack from the pain she was feeling. How much had she
seen? Had she been close to the people Jedidiah hurt? Lord, comfort her. Bring
healing to replace her grief. Show me how to help her.

She only let herself cry a minute before pulling back and wiping her eyes with her
sleeves. She likely needed to release a good many more tears than these, but at least

she' d allowed a start.

She sniffed as she dried her cheeks again. “I’m sorry. | don’t usually break down like
that.”

He offered asmile. “Don’t be sorry. I’ m here any time you need to break down.”



She made an effort at matching his smile. Would she try to change the subject now?
Pretend the tears hadn’t happened? She'd likely had a lot of experience covering up
her pain.

But when she spoke, a glimmer of hurt flashed in her eyes. “I guess | should be as
concerned about Father, but | haven't seen Father hurt people as much as | have
Jedidiah. Only one time, and that was so long ago.” She gave adlight shrug. “It’s easy
to forget about that and just think of him as my father.”

From what he' d seen, she still feared McPharland far more than a daughter should her
father, but he didn’t need to point that out. If the man had raised her so separate from
the rest of the world, he could make her believe the most heinous actions were
perfectly normal.

Y et, somehow, she’ d developed a sweet and loving spirit.

Jess's gaze turned distant. Was she remembering when she'd seen her father hurt
someone? Or some other awful action she’d been forced to watch? Had her father or
Jedidiah forced her to watch the men’s punishments? Or had she seen accidentally?
Or sneaked in and peeked from a hidden position?

Knowing Jess, that seemed likely.

“When | was seven, there was a man who worked for my father.” Her volume was
low, her words coming slowly as if she chose each with care. “I never knew his
name. He was kind to me, though, always had a smile and a treat for me when | saw
him."

Her throat working. "One day, | accidentally knocked over a lantern where the men
were working. It shattered, and an ax handle caught fire. Father was furious. He
thought the man had been careless.”



Tears welled in her eyes again. "I tried to tell him it was my fault, but he wouldn't
listen. He dragged the man outside and..." Her voice cracked and she pressed a hand
to her mouth.

Gil held her to his chest, his heart aching for the traumatized girl she’'d been. "You
don't have to say more," he murmured against her hair.

But she shook her head and pulled back to meet his gaze, a fierce light in her blue
eyes despite the tears. "No, | need to tell you. You need to understand what he's
capable of." She drew in abreath that lifted her shoulders.

"Father called Jedidiah, and together they beat that man. Beat him until he was barely
recognizable. And Father made me watch, saying it was my punishment for lying.
That | needed to see what happened when people were careless in their words and
deeds or didn’t do what they were told."

Fury warred within Gil's spirit. What kind of monster would do that to a child? To
anyone? He fought to keep his voice steady, to not let his anger show. "Oh, Jess. I'm
so sorry. No one should ever have to see something like that, especially not a little

girl."

She gave ajerky nod. "I know that now. But back then, | didn't understand. | thought
it was my fault." Her shoulders slumped. "I still do sometimes. If | hadn't been in that
room, if I’d pushed harder for Father to believe I’ d broken the lamp?>—"

"No." Gil cupped her face, holding her gaze. "None of that was your fault. Your
father isthe only one to blame. He's a cruel man. Y ou were an innocent child.”

A single tear escaped down her cheek, wrenching his heart. "Sometimes, | can still
hear that man's screams. | can still see the blood..."



She closed her eyes, squeezing them shut, and Gil gathered her close again. If only he
could wipe away those memories.

She buried her face against his chest, and he stroked her hair, wishing he could wipe
away every hurt she’' d ever experienced.

“I've got you," he whispered. "Y ou're safe now. | won't let him hurt you ever again. |
won't let Jedidiah hurt you either. | promise.”

If only Gil could stop the men from their cruelty to others.

Once he had Jess to safety, maybe he and his brothers could come back and stop
Mick McPharland for good.

He held Jess for a long time, her dlight frame wracked with silent sobs as he
murmured soothing words. His mind raced with this new insight into the hell she had
endured. The strength it must have taken for her to survive. Where had her mother
been during that awful scene?

The few times Jess had spoken of her mother, they sounded like fond memories. But
what kind of woman would marry a man like Mick McPharland? Maybe she’'d been

forced into the arrangement and never found a way out.

He pushed out atight breath. He wouldn’t let that happen to Jess, no matter what.
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CHAPTER 14

G il had no idea how much time had passed when Jess straightened from against his
chest. Her red-rimmed eyes showed just how hard this afternoon had been for her. “I
told you that so you would know how dangerous they are. Jedidiah and my father.”
Though no fresh tears tracked down her cheeks, grief and sadness filled her tone.
“We can’'t make awrong step, Gil, or they’ll hurt you. | thought...” Her voice faded,
but then it gained strength. “I’d thought if you were married to me, you'd be
protected. But if he stole from you... Father's greed more than trumps whatever
affection he has for me.”

Gil had to take the weight of this worry off her shoulders. All these years, it must
have smothered her.

He tapped the tip of her nose with his finger, a touch that hopefully came across as
playful. “Don’t worry about me, Jess. | can handle them. | promise.”

The apprehension didn’'t leave her eyes, but that tap on her nose brought his focus a
little lower. To her lips.

He jerked his eyes back up. She needed comfort right now. To know she was safe.
Not amorous advances.

But her expression had shifted to something more...aware. Her gaze flicked down to
his mouth and hovered there. She rolled her lips in, her tongue peeking out between
them like she was moistening them.



Aw, man. What was he supposed to do with that?

She' d appealed to him from the very beginning, even in the genera store, and when
he' d caught sight of her up on this mountain, she’ d seemed like an angel.

An angel he'd just been holding in hisarms. Their emptiness felt stark now, cold after
the warmth of her.

Did she want him to kiss her? Would it resurrect awful memories of another man?
That thought alone held him back with an iron chain.

Y et her eyes held no sign of fear. If anything, they’ d darkened with desire. She leaned
forward alittle. If he read her right, she welcomed him.

He couldn’t take advantage of her, certainly not when she was so vulnerable.

He brushed his fingers over her cheek, relishing the softness of her skin. “Jess, | want
to kissyou.” Talk about an understatement. “But | won’t unless you want me to.”

A hint of question crossed her expression, but not fear. She regarded him, those wide
blue eyes so beautiful. So rich. She seemed to be searching for something. For his
motives? He could talk for days about why he wanted to kiss her. But maybe she just
needed to know if she could trust him. She would need to see that for herself.

At last, she gave atiny nod. “I do.”
The iron chain holding him back turned to warm butter, but he forced himself not to
dive in. Not to scare her. This woman deserved to be treasured. Cherished. And he

would show her what that meant.

He cupped her jaw with tender fingers, brushing his thumb over the full line of her



bottom lip.
A shiver ran through her, making it even harder for him to move slowly.
He leaned in, little by little, and she met him partway. With less than a handsbreadth

between them, he paused and searched her eyes, waiting. Noticing the flecks of gold
and brown in her irises.

She had the feel of innocence about her. It was her smooth skin, unmarred by too
many hoursin the sun. It was the openness in her gaze. It was the hope that seemed to
shine from within, despite all she’d endured.

But it was more than that. She seemed fragile, like her heart would wound if he didn’t
handle her with the greatest care. She was somehow as strong as the walls of the cave

she called home—and as tender as the newest blooms of spring.

He closed the final space between them and brushed his lips across hers, as gentle as
he could manage.

The contact sent a flame through his body.

Her lips were pillow-soft, warm and yielding beneath his.

He lingered there a moment, then went back for another, careful not to move too
quickly. He wanted her to know his feelings for her went deeper than any kiss could

convey.

The third time, he tilted his head more to deepen the kiss, sliding his hand back to
thread through her silky hair.

She sighed, her own hands coming up to rest on him, one against his chest and the



other on his shoulder.
Her earnest response stirred hunger inside him. It took every ounce of his willpower
not to respond the way he wanted to. But forced himself to stay tender and reverent,

pouring into hiskiss al the feelings he couldn’t yet put into words.

When they parted, they were both breathing heavily. Gil rested his forehead against
hers, his eyes closed, relishing the feel of her. The warmth of her breath on his skin.

"Jess." Somehow he needed to tell her what she meant to him. What her trust meant
tohim. "12—"

"Well, isn't this cozy." A sharp voice cut in, shattering the moment.

Jess jerked away, and Gil faced their interruption.

Mick McPharland stood in the doorway, arms crossed, eyes fierce.

Gil stifled the urge to cower and apologize. As far as McPharland knew, his daughter
was Gil’swife.

Maybe the man would rather not walk in on the scene, but he had no right to be angry
about it.

And Gil wouldn’'t cower before this man.

Jess scrambled to her feet

Gil rose and faced M cPharland, stepping between Jess and her father.

“Hello, sir.” He worked for a pleasant expression. “Y ou’re back early.”



McPharland’'s scowl darkened, and he pushed off the rock wall to step forward. “I
heard the two of you were wandering my caves again after | told you not to. | didn’t
expect to come back to find you halfway between the sheets.”

Jess' s gasp did more to stoke Gil’ sire than her father’ s demeaning words.

He wouldn’t allow this man to insult her, nor would he let her feel shame over what
they’d just done—a simplekiss. A kiss he didn’t regret.

He straightened to his full height, making him, taller than her father, but kept his tone
steady. McPharland would pounce if he thought he'd poked hard enough to draw
blood. “Sir.” The word came out with just the right tone. Clipped, yet not
disrespectful. “I can't alow you to speak of my wife in such a crude way. She
deserves respect from us both.”

The air in the room had grown thick. He wasn’t touching Jess, but he sensed she
would be quivering again.

McPharland was building a head of steam from Gil’s words—his red face made that
obvious.

Gil motioned toward the doorway. “Maybe it’ s best we step outside to finish this. Jess
needs to rest.” He started forward, but McPharland sliced a hand through the air to
halt him.

His voice turned cold. "Don't forget whose house you're in, boy. | can make things
very unpleasant for you.”

“For us , you mean?’ Gil posed the question to remind the man who he was. “Y ou
would threaten your son in law because | dare to kiss my wife?’



The man blinked, then sidestepped to focus on her. “What were you doing in the
caves?’

Gil shifted toward her.

She looked like a doe facing a hunter and his loaded rifle.

He needed a good answer, now.

“We meant no harm. Gil wanted to see the bridge again. We were only there a
minute.”

McPharland glared between them again, and Gil fought the urge to step in front of
Jess once more.

The man's eyes narrowed on Gil. “I'm no fool. You were searching my mine.
Looking for your brother, were you?’

Gil’ sinsides plummeted.

When had the man learned of the connection between him and Sampson? Had he
realized it from the beginning? Gil might as well come clean on that part.

He dipped his chin in a single nod, not losing McPharland’s gaze. “1 am looking for
him. Sampson Coulter. | heard he was working in these parts. Working for you.” He
kept those last words even and respectful so as not to stir the man’'s anger again
before this final request. “I’d like him to come with us back to the ranch.”

Gil didn’'t realize his hands had fisted until Jess's fingers brushed his wrist, nudging
where his fingertips bit into his palms. He dlipped his hand around hers. The contact
settled him, easing the whirling in his mind.



McPharland’s eyes flashed with a cold, mocking amusement. "You think Sampson
wants to go back with you? That he's being held here against his will?' He shook his
head. "Y our brother is right where he wants to be, doing exactly what he wants.”

Gil kept his voice steady, though it took effort . "I'd like to hear that from him, sir, if
you don't mind. Surely you wouldn't deny a man the right to speak to his own flesh
and blood."

McPharland's mouth twisted in a sneer. "I'll ask Sampson if he wants to see you. But
don't get your hopes up." He shifted his gaze to Jess, his expression not softening the
least. "I'm moving up the timeline. We leave day after tomorrow. First light."

Gil’ s pulse surged.

That left him only a day and a half to get the sapphires out and convince Sampson to
leave too.

McPharland turned on his heel and stalked out, leaving a heavy silence in his wake.

Gil exhaled a long breath, giving Jess's hand a gentle squeeze. Tears glimmered in
her eyes, asight that made his chest clench.

"Jess." He reached for her, needing to feel her, to comfort her.

She came into his arms willingly, burying her face against him as she had earlier. He
stroked her hair, murmuring against her temple. "It's al right. I've got you. He won't
hurt you, and he won’t hurt me. | promise.”

She nodded against him, but tension vibrated through her.

He eased his upper body away so he could see her face. He cupped her cheek,



brushing away an escaped tear with his thumb. "Listen to me, Jess. God has control
of this situation. No matter what happens, no matter what your father says or does,
God can overcome it. With His help, I’'ll take you somewhere safe. My family’s
ranch if you'll go there, or anywhere you want. | promise, I’ll make sure you don’t
ever havetolivein fear again."

Though apprehension still lurked in her eyes, trust crept in now too. Trust in God
hopefully. And in him.

He had to live up to that trust and keep this most important promise.
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CHAPTER 15

J ess worked the dough, kneading and forming each roll until she had a full pan ready
for baking. She'd aready filled the oven with as many pans of bread loaves as it
would hold, so these rolls would have time to rise before their turn in the oven. Bread
seemed the best staple to hold them as they traveled. And she’'d have a wedge of
cheese and slices of ham for sandwiches.

The methodical work helped settle her mind, but her spirit still swirled with too many
emotions to count.

Gil sat at his usual place at the table, writing something in his notebook. Or maybe
drawing. Working on his sketch of the mountain with all its caves? He kept glancing

up a her, asif he wanted to help or something.

She needed this time. Time to gather her nerves. Even when he' d offered to take over
stirring the soup, she' d refused.

She caught him watching her again. “What?’

He blinked. “Nothing.”

“Y ou keep looking at me like you want to say something.”

One side of his mouth tipped up. “Not really. | just...” He shrugged. “I’m glad you're

feeling better. Y ou seem to be enjoying whatever that is you're baking. And it smells
like heaven.”



She smiled, warmth spreading through her chest. "It's just bread and rolls. Nothing
fancy, but it should keep us fed on the journey."

His presence lingered in her awareness as she worked the dough like a comforting
embrace. Having him near made everything feel more bearable somehow.

A few minutes later, footsteps sounded as the door curtain swished to the side.

Father returning for the evening meal.

She glanced up as he entered, and thick tension came in with him. His expression was
impossible to read.

Gil closed his notebook and tucked it in his pocket, then rose, maybe in respect.
Maybe to be ready for another onslaught of Father’s anger.

"Smells good in here." His voice came out gruff as he hung his coat on its peg. He
took his usual seat at the table.

"Bean stew and sourdough rolls." She ladled the soup, then placed the rolls still warm
from the oven on platesin front of each man before gathering her own food.

They ate in strained silence for afew minutes, the only sounds the clinking of spoons
against bowls.

Father spoke casually, as if commenting on the weather. "That old miner you're so
fond of ...they say he's dying."

She froze, her spoon halfway to her mouth. “What? Who do you mean?’ She lowered
her spoon, her mind racing to make sense of the words. “Not Ezekiel 7’



It couldn't be.

He'd been fine when she stopped by to rub liniment on his back at noon. Well, not
fine exactly. In pain, but not...dying.

Father shrugged. “1 was told he's breathing his last.”

Panic spurted through her, and she sprang from the table. “I have to go to him." She
spun and started for the door.

“I'm coming too.” Gil’s words made her freeze, and she turned back to check
Father’ s expression. He wouldn’t want Gil in the bunk room with the other miners.

But Father waved a dismissive hand. "Jedidiah's there." Father spoke around a
mouthful of bread.

She eased out a breath. Not that seeing that weasel made her feel better, but at least
Gil would be by her side for this.

She grabbed her shawl from a hook and snatched up a lantern.

After shrugging on his coat, Gil took one of the extra unlit lamps, and she led the way
to the tunnel. At the threshold, she reached for Gil’s hand. This lantern peeled back
some of the black, but she'd rather have his strength.

He gripped her solidly, and they hurried through the corridor, the glow from their
lights bouncing off the rough stone walls.

Storage rooms flashed by at the edge of her vision, but she didn't spare them a glance.
She had to get to Ezekiel before it was too late. By the time they reached the
bunkroom, her lungs burned, and a stitch stabbed her side.



Several men were huddled around Ezekiel's bed, and her middle turned queasy.

It was true. Father was right.

But maybe he' d exaggerated.

She forced her leaden feet to carry her forward.

Sampson was one of the men gathered, and he stepped back to make room for her and
Gil.

Dropping to her knees at the bedside, she met Ezekiel’s wonderful, familiar gaze. But
his eyes held no shine. She took in his ashen face, his papery skin, and the way his
chest hardly seemed to rise, though the rasp of his breathing sounded loud in the quiet
room.

Tears stung, but she held them back. “What's wrong, Ezekiel?”” She touched his
shoulder, the one she’ d rubbed liniment on just hours ago. “What’ s happened?’

His mouth curved, though it seemed an effort. “Don’t you worry...Miss Jess.” He
stopped to catch his breath between the words. “My lungs are...jest tryin’ to get...the
better...0’ me.”

She rested her hand atop his. “Don’t speak. Let’s get some licorice tea in you, and
you'll feel better, like always.” But he'd never been this sick before. Surely, he'd
need more than licorice tea.

At least he wasn't coughing.

She turned to one of the men on the opposite side of the bed and pointed to her
satchel of medicines she kept hanging on the wall in the corner. “Could you bring that



to me please?’

A fierce cough erupted from Ezekidl.

She startled at the sound, turning back to him.

That first hack turned into a fit, each cough surging from deep inside him, wet and
thick. His body didn’t stop to let him breathe, and panic clamped her insides. Were

these to be hisfinal moments?

She scooted behind him and forced her arms under his shoulders. “Help me.
Someone.”

Gil was already on the other side of the bed, lifting the older man, bearing the brunt
of his weight. When they had Ezekiel to a sitting position, she managed to say,
“That’s enough. Hold him here.”

The way Ezekidl’s shoulders lurched with every deep bark, he wouldn’'t be able to
hold himself upright. Please, God, don’t take him now. Make them stop.

At last, the coughing subsided, and Ezekiel sucked in tiny, ragged breaths. Her own
heart finally resumed beating, yet watching him suffer with each intake made the
tears press hard again.

"We need more pillows." Her voice shook. "To prop him up."

Men scrambled to gather bedding, and soon they had Ezekiel resting in a more
upright position.

Gil stayed on the other side, keeping the patient from sliding back down. Ready for
anything.



This bunk room was always quiet, the men usually too weary from the hard work to
be raucous. But now, a suffocating pall hung over them all, no one moving or
speaking except when she asked for help.

She took her satchel from the man who'd retrieved it, not even looking to see who it
was, and rummaged through the contents. Where was the pouch of licorice? There. “I
need a kettle of hot water." She opened the drawstring and pulled out the thimble she
used to measure it. “Put a full scoop of this in the pot.” She thrust it toward the
nearest man.

Sampson.

He took the pouch and thimble and moved toward the cookstove.

She turned back to her satchel. She'd already spotted the cough syrup. Uncorking the
bottle, she poured a generous dose into a spoon, then raised it to Ezekiel’s mouth.

"Can you drink this?’

He parted his lips and swallowed the liquid with a grimace. The expression added a
bit of lifeto hisface, easing the weight on her chest a small bit.

What else could she do for him? A peppermint poultice for his chest?

Before she could move to prepare it, Ezekiel rested a hand on her arm. The weight of
his touch made her pause, and she met his gentle gaze.

"It'sall right, Miss Jess," he rasped out. "It's my time. The Lord's callin' me home."

"No." The word burst from her, her heart crying out. "You have to fight. | can help
you get better, | know | can."



But even as she spoke, the words rang hollow. The truth of his condition settled like a
boulder in her gut. He was dying, and there was nothing she could do to change that.

His hand tightened on her arm, drawing her eyes back to his face. "The
Lord...numbered my days...afore | was born. Ain't nothin'...you can do...to change
that.”

A sob welled in her throat. She captured his large, callused hand between hers as the
tears she'd been holding back spilled free. "Please don't go. | can't lose you too."

Ezekiel had been her rock, her anchor, for so long. The one person she could aways
count on, who taught her about the Lord's love and showed it to her every single day.
He'd been more a father to her than her own had ever seemed. The thought of facing
this cold, hard world without his steadying presence...

She couldn't bear it. She dropped her forehead onto their joined hands as sobs took
over. Ezekiel's other hand came to rest on her head, his fingers working through the
messy strands that had escaped her braid in that soothing, paternal way he had. "Hush
now," he rasped.

The calluses on Ezekiel's fingers caught in her hair as he stroked her head, but the
familiar roughness only made her cry harder. This dear man had been such a comfort,
such alight in the darkness of her life. Losing him felt like losing a part of herself.

Another hand rested on her shoulder. Gil must have moved around to her side, and
now draped his arm across her back like a cloak to protect her against the storm
inside her. He didn't say anything, just let his touch communicate his support, his
presence.

As much as she couldn’t face the thought of losing Ezekiel, Gil would be here to
help. And God too.



Maybe she should feel peace, but all she felt was the breaking of her heart.

Ezekiel’s hand lifted off her head, falling to rest on his blanket.

She straightened and wiped her wet cheeks with her sleeve. As she met Ezekiel's eyes
again, peace shone there. The absolute certainty that he was going home to Jesus.

"I love you." She managed a broken whisper. "Thank you. For everything."

He gave a weak version of that dear, crooked smile. "Love you...too, Miss Jess. The
Lord's...got His hand...on you. He'll be there...when I'm gone."

Fresh tears dlid down her face, but she nodded. "1 know."

Ezekiel looked to Gil then. "Take care of...our girl."

Gil’sarm tightened around her. "1 will. | promise.”

With his breath still wheezing with every small inhale, Ezekiel closed his eyes. "I'm
tired."

"Sleep now. Well be right here.”
Though his breathing slowed and his hand went slack, she kept holding on.
Memorizing the lines of his weathered face, the calluses on his fingers. This man who

meant more to her than almost anyone.

Sobs built in her chest again, but she held them in so she wouldn’t disturb Ezekiel's
peace.

Gil shifted beside her, drawing her closer so she could lean against him.



They stayed like that—Gil holding her, her gripping Ezekiel's hand—as the room
grew heavy and still.

The other men faded into the background. All she knew was the man beside her and
the one slowly slipping away.

Finally, with one last rattling sigh, Ezekiel went still.

An awful feeling settled over her as she held her breath, watching, waiting. But his
chest didn’t rise again.

Anguish built in her, ripping from her throat in acry.

Gil pulled her fully against him, and she buried her face in his chest and let the great
heaving sobs come.

He was gone. Her friend, her mentor. One of the two best men she'd ever known.
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CHAPTER 16
G il kept his breathing steady as he stared up at the darkness from his bedroll.
Jess and her father were both asleep, surely.

It'd been awful seeing her after Ezekiel died, holding her as she grieved. Ezekiel was
probably one of the only peoplein her life who'd loved her unselfishly.

When he'd brought her back to the apartment, her father had been waiting for them.
His gaze had narrowed as he sat at the table. Thankfully, the man hadn’t said much,
because Gil wouldn’t have put up with his hurtful words.

She'd gone to bed soon after they returned, and Gil had tucked her in. Sleep was what
she needed most. His chest ached, and he'd hardly known the old man. If only there
were something more he could do to ease Jess's pain. No matter what anyone said or
did, the grief would have to work its way through her system over time.

It had taken along while for her breathing to slow after she'd stopped crying.

Now, he looked one last time at where she lay tucked under blankets on her cot. She
wasn't likely to awaken, given how exhausted she must be. Which is why he'd not
told her what he was about to do. After tonight, there would only be one more day
and night to convince Sampson and get the sapphires out. He couldn’'t waste any
time.

As quietly as possible, he eased up from his bed pallet, picked up his boots, and



slipped past the curtain into the main room. McPharland’ s snores never halted as Gil
crept toward the doorway. On the way out, he grabbed one of the extra lanterns and
stuffed afew matchesin his pocket.

Outside, the cold night air hit him like a splash of icy water. A welcome jolt to his
senses after the stifling warmth of the apartment. He pulled on his boots, his fingers
fumbling hooks in the dark.

Above him, stars glittered sharp and bright against the inky sky, tiny pinpricks of
light that seemed to mock the heavinessin his heart.

He let the chilly air fill his lungs. Then he set off, skirting around the mountain,
keeping his steps as silent as he could on the rocky ground. The trees covering the
opening to the cave, a darker patch in the night. He' d keep the lantern unlit until he
was inside the storage room—if he could make it that far in the dark.

As he dlipped behind the cedars branches and stepped into the shadows of the cave
entrance, a voice behind him shattered the stillness.

“Halt!”

Gil whirled, his heart leaping into his throat.

A short, wiry shadow stood five steps away, arifle pointed at Gil's chest. Jedidiah.

Despite the faint starlight, the man's face was lost in shadow. Yet Gil could feel the
weight of his gaze, cold and assessing.

Gil wasn't far enough into the cave that the darkness hid him, so Jedidiah would see
any movement he made. Was the man a quick shot? Gil could possibly lunge
sideways and avoid the bullet, then attack Jedidiah before he could reload or be



prepared for afight.

But what good would that do, except to bring other men running? He wouldn’t be
able to get the sapphires out either way, and he might ruin his chance to retrieve them
later. HE'd likely make it alot harder to protect Jess too.

So he scrambled for a quick excuse. "l dropped something when we were in this cave
earlier." The words spilled out in a rush. "My pocket knife. It's specia to me. Just
realized it was missing, wanted to find it before | lost it for good.”

Jedidiah's silence stretched. When he spoke, his voice carried a cold menace. "Ain't
nothing in there worth finding. But I'll take another look for you. Why don't you turn
around and go on back to that wife of yours? And stay there."

The way he said wife made Gil's skin crawl. Did Jedidiah suspect the truth behind
their pretend marriage? Gil's mind raced, searching for some way to get past the man,
to reach the sapphires. But with that rifle trained on him, he stood no chance. Not
tonight.

He nodded. “All right. As soon as you lower that rifle.”

The small man didn’'t drop the barrel, but he stepped back, alowing Gil to dside
between the trees and the rock, then start up the hill toward the apartment.

He had to fight to keep from showing his frustration. Especially with Jedidiah's gaze
boring into his back like a physical weight.

Once he'd returned the lantern and matches to their places, he settled down on his
pallet and stared at the dark ceiling once more.

Time was slipping away like sand through his fingers. One more day and night to get



the stolen crates out and loaded on a wagon, then convince his brother to drive it.

He closed his eyes. Lord, | need Y our help. Help me convince Sampson to leave this
place. And show me away to get those sapphires out. Give me an opportunity, before
it'stoo late.

The night's silence was his only answer. But he had no doubt God heard him. How
He would answer could sometimes look different than Gil expected.

He sighed and rolled to his side, willing his racing thoughts to be still.

Morning would come all too soon. He needed rest, needed to be sharp and ready for
whatever challenges the new day would bring.

* % %

G il gripped Jess's hand as they walked in the cool morning sunshine, following a
path around the mountain. The path to Ezekiel’s grave. She'd not taken him this way
before, and he was thankful they didn’t have to cut through one of the dark cave
tunnels. The mood surrounding them this morning was dark enough. Seeing her good
friend’ s burial would be hard for her.

She turned away from the mountain, and they traipsed through tall grass toward a
meadow broken only by scattered clusters of cedars. Between the trees ahead, a few
men had gathered. Two still packed dirt on the grave, while others waited in
respectful silence.

Sampson was one of the men working a shovel.

Gil’s throat tightened. At least his brother still possessed the willingness to do what
he could for afriend and neighbor. Had he been close to Ezekiel?



As Gil and Jess reached the group, other men joined them, coming in twos and threes.

Jess's hand tightened in his, and he followed her gaze to the wiry form of Jedidiah.

Gil didn’t let his frustration show. At least he'd given Jess room to be with Ezekidl in
his last hours without bullying her.

Would he be as respectful now? A glance at his face showed a glare aimed directly at
Gil. He must still be sore about their middle-of-the-night meeting.

Gil nodded and faced the grave. He needed to have his wits about him during this
next hour.

They al gathered by the buria spot, forming a half-circle around the freshly-turned
dirt. The tall trunks of a pine forest lined the opposite side of the grave. At least two
dozen men stood here—more than he’ d seen in the mine or the bunkhouse.

No one spoke at first, but a kind of hallowed reverence lingered in the air. Should he
lead a prayer or a hymn or something? Jedidiah didn’t seem like he planned to speak.
Was there another leader among the men?

Jess spoke before he could decide what to do, her voice trembling dlightly. "Ezekiel
was one of the best men | ever knew. He never complained, despite pain that would
lay many men low. He was always ready with a kind word or a helping hand. |
remember the first time | met him. He was sharing his meal with another man who'd
come to us hungry. Along with the food, he shared his stories and his kindness.
Ezekiel had a way of making even the darkest days seem brighter, just by being
there."

She swallowed hard.



Her father had joined them, standing on Jess's other side. He wrapped an arm around
her shoulders and tugged her close.

She ran her thumb over the back of Gil’s hand, then released it.

Gil was tempted to push McPharland’s arm away from her. The man couldn’t choose
when he wanted to be a doting father and when he'd rather resort to threats. But Jess
seemed to take comfort in having him there, and Gil wasn’t about to cause a ruckus
during afuneral.

A fellow down the row cleared his throat. "I remember when | first joined up. | was
green as grass and didn't know athing about mining. Ezekiel took me under his wing,
taught me everything he knew. Never once lost patience with me, even when | made

numbskull mistakes."

Gil scanned the crowd until his gaze landed on Sampson. His brother had backed to
the edge of the group, his face an unreadable mask. What was he thinking?

A thought slipped into Gil’s mind, faint but insistent.

As men told stories about Ezekiel, he could slip away unnoticed. Maybe Sampson
would follow, and they could move the sapphires out of the cave twice as fast.

Would Jedidiah notice them leave? Would Mick?

If the other men did, would they raise an alarm?

The way Jedidiah and McPharland were both focused on the mound of dirt, he could
probably shift backward and tuck behind atree to signal Sampson.

As if God were orchestrating the situation, another miner stepped from the crowd to



speak about Ezekiel.

Gil took the chance to shuffle backward, out of the midst of the group.

His brother’s gaze didn’t shift from the miner, but Gil had the feeling Sampson was
tracking his movements.

He jerked his head toward the mountain.

Sampson’s brow gathered in curiosity, probably wondering why Gil wanted him to
follow. But he nodded, the movement barely perceptible.

Gil stepped back and moved behind one of the bushier cedars so he was hidden from
most of the men. He jerked his head toward the mountain once more, making his
message clear.

Sampson slipped sideways into a thick cluster of trees on the far side of the semi-
circle of men.

They each moved backward, shifting from one tree cover to the next until they’d left
sight of the group.

Gil angled to meet his brother, keeping his voice to a whisper. “I need your help to
move some crates. Is everyone there at the grave?”’

Sampson gave him a sharp look but didn’'t slow. Would he refuse to help? He'd told
Gil to forget about the sapphires, but maybe since Gil had already found them...

Gil kept hisvoice low. “I know where about half of our sapphires are. | need to move
them out to the woods.”



Sampson shook his head. “You're asking for trouble.” They reached the open area
beside the mountain, the massive cliff face looming ahead. Sampson stopped and
turned to him. “Where are they?’

Maybe he would help.

Gil pointed toward the trail that led around the southern half of the mountain. “On the
other side, there’s an older tunnel that looks like part of the original cave. It leads to
the upper level of that bigger cavern. The storage room is about fifty yardsin.”
Sampson spun and jogged toward a well-trodden area beside the mountain.

Gil followed, though it wasn’t the route he knew.

His brother slipped through a narrow opening in the rock, and when Gil did the same,
the bunkroom opened up around him.

Sampson was still jogging. “Come on.” He must know a shorter path.

Gil ran behind him through the low cavern, catching up when Sampson paused to
grab a lantern and light it. They continued into a narrow passageway, jogging again
as they traveled deeper into the mountain. The air grew cooler, the tunnel leading into
a cavern—the smaller one Jess had brought him to when he' d first met Ezekiel.

The stab of guilt surprised him, using the man’s funeral for his own purposes. But
would another opportunity present itself?

Sampson turned toward the corridor that led to the larger cavern, but Gil's gaze
sought out the place Ezekiel had been cutting stone. Was that a pick lying on the
floor? A weight pressed on his chest.



But he didn’t have time to grieve, Sampson had already disappeared into the next
tunnel.

Gil lengthened his stride to catch up with his brother, and by the time they emerged
into the larger cavern, he was breathing hard.

Sampson aimed toward the far wall to the left of where Jess had shown Gil the
stalagmites, just under the wooden bridge that spanned the space above.

Sampson grabbed a rope beneath the bridge. As he pulled it out, the knots tied in the
cord became apparent—all the way up to the higher level.

Sampson looked back at him. “The closet’ s up there, right?’
Gil nodded. It felt like they’d been gone from the funeral a half hour, but this was a
shorter path from the one he'd planned to use. And now he knew one more thing

about these underground caves, a new way to maneuver should he have the need.

Sampson climbed the rope first, his broadened shoulders rippling under his shirt as he
worked hisway up. His little brother was little no longer.

Gil followed, the cord biting into his hands with a fury as he used all his strength to
climb.

At last, they covered the short distance down the passageway until Sampson paused
with the lantern in front of the hidden door.

How had he known it was here?

A question for another time.



Gil tugged on the lock like a handle. Had Jedidiah realized they’d left it unfastened?
Apparently not, for the door shifted when he pulled. He opened it wide, revealing the
floor-to-ceiling stack of crates.

One look at Sampson’'s widened eyes showed he must not have known what lay
within.

Gil motioned to their family’s crates. “These that look like ours are the only ones we
move. The crates that are different stay.”

He reached for the crate he'd opened before and dlid it off the stack. Could he carry
two at atime? Maybe.

He grabbed a second, stacking it atop the first. The weight strained his shoulders and
back, but he managed to lift them both, determination fueling his strength. Sampson
followed his lead, hefting two crates as if they held feathers.

As they carried the boxes out of the storage room and down the passageway, Gil's
mind raced. What if Jedidiah or one of the other men noticed their absence and came
looking for them? Lord, let the men keep telling stories until we're finished. This
might have been afoolish idea, but it was the only opportunity he might have.

They emerged into daylight, and he blinked against the sudden brightness. No one
was in sight, so he led the way across an open area into the woods. A few stridesin,
the underbrush grew thick, and he set his crates down. He could come back and
conceal the boxes better once they had them all out.

“I'll bring a wagon here tonight." Gil muttered the words as he struggled to catch his
breath. "L oad these up, and you can drive it to the ranch tomorrow while | travel with
Jess and her father."



Sampson set hisload down and turned a frown on him. "1’ m not leaving."

Gil started back toward the cave. "We have to get the sapphires back. Please,
Sampson, | need your help."

Sampson strode past him. “We don’t have time to chatter.”

He was right. Gil pushed into a run over the open ground, and Sampson matched his
pace.

Together, they made four more hurried trips. That left only two crates remaining from
the Coulter stock.

Gil studied what remained. “Let’s stack up the rest of these in the front so it doesn’t
look like anything’s missing.”

“We don’t have time. He' s probably realized we're gone.”

Gil was already moving boxes, though. It would only take another minute if they both
worked.

Sampson jumped in to help, and they got the front row full filled.

“There.” Gil blew out a breath. “We'll lock it up, then | can take the last two while
you head back.”

Sampson led the way out, and Gil pulled the door shut. The lock clicked, and he gave
atest shake to make sure the mechanism had fastened. All set.

He turned back to the crates. “ Take the lantern with you. Thanks for helping.” There
was no way he could have moved the sapphires without being caught if he'd had to



carry them al himself.

Sampson strode away with the light, leaving Gil in darkness as he hoisted the last two
boxes. He' d traveled this path enough to manage without seeing.

As he took his first few steps down the passageway, the space didn’t feel as black as
usual. Maybe his eyes were growing accustomed.

But then alight appeared around a curve in the tunnel. And it was growing brighter.
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CHAPTER 17

G il’s breath caught, and he shifted backward and to the side so the bend in the wall
would protect him from the oncomer’s view. Maybe he could move away faster than
they were walking. He could stay out of view until... Until he fell off the bridge into
the chamber below? Or until he had to try to descend the rope carrying two crates?

Plan B, then. He was trying to figure out what it would be when...

“What have we here?’ Jedidiah’s voice curled through the cave, tightening every part
of his body. Had the man seen him?

He scrambled backward, using the cave wall against his arm to guide him.

“Your game's up, Coulter. You can keep running, but we have you cornered now.
And red-handed too, it seems.” The man’s voice held an irritating combination of
high nasal and low menace.

Enough to send a shiver down Gil’s back as he set down the crates behind him, then
let the light move closer. His heart pounded an urgent rhythm. Would it be better to
run? He could probably get down the rope ahead of Jedidiah. But if the man had that
rifle from last night—or any weapon—he might useit.

Maybe Gil could bluff his way out of the situation. He could lean on whatever
leverage he had as McPharland’ s son-in-law.

The lantern drew closer, illuminating Jedidiah’'s wiry frame and those of two other



men flanking him. Big men, from what Gil could make out in the shadows. Jedidiah’s
eyes glinted with awicked satisfaction.

"What's this about, Jedidiah?' Gil forced a casual tone, as if he had every right to be
here.

Shadows from the flickering lantern skewed his predatory smile. "Looks like we
caught ourselves athief. Boss ain't gonna be happy about this, Coulter."

It appeared he wouldn’t be able to pretend he wasn’t carrying out crates. Maybe a
show of bravery would be a better tact. "I'm no thief. Just taking what belongs to my

family."

"Isthat so?" Jedidiah stepped closer, his henchmen coming too. "Funny, | don't recall
the boss saying anything about you Coulters having a claim on our goods."

Before Gil could answer, the man on the left stepped forward. Gil shifted but didn’t
see the flash of movement from the other guard until it was too late.

A fist sammed into his gut. The air whooshed from his lungs, and he doubled over,
gasping as he forced himself back up.

A punch to his face helped raise him, striking his jaw with a crack and whipping his
head backward.

Pain roared through him as his body caught up with the blows, but he had to fight.
His vision blurred, but he could see the looming outline of aman in front of him.

He struck out, putting force to the blow. Hisfist hit flesh—but not hard enough.

A jab landed on the other side of hisface. His cheek lit on fire and his head pounded.



A boot slammed into his gut, throwing him backward.

He landed on the edge of a crate, falling sideways as he scrambled to pull himself
together. His forehead slammed into the stone floor. Pain exploded.

There' d be no fighting hisway out of this.

He pulled his knees close and curled into a ball.

A hand gripped his arm and hauled him up.

Gil’s body screamed with pain. But he forced himself to open his eyes and see what
they would do to him. At least he’ d know where the next blow came from.

Jedidiah’s face was only an outline through the blurry haze. "If the boss didn't want
you kept alive so bad, I'd end you right here.” His mocking, nasal tone grated. “But
don't worry, we'll make sure you learn your place real good."

Another blow exploded into his jaw, and Gil squeezed his eyes against the pain. The
men weren't finished with him, and each punch and kick sent fresh waves of torment

through him.

He was helpless to protect himself. They might not plan to kill him, but he felt an
inch from following Ezekiel to the grave.

What would happen to Jess? And the baby?

He bent as much as he could with the men still holding him up.

God, help Jess. If you take me away, send someone else to get her out of here.



J ess's footsteps echoed through the empty apartment.

Where was Gil?

The funeral had been a blur, listening to all the stories the men told about Ezekiel.
She’ d been so focused on them, she’ d not realized when Gil slipped away.

How had she not felt him leave?

Once sherealized he was gone, she’ d known deep inside what he was doing.

His sapphires.

Why had he thought that was a good idea? Jedidiah surely hadn’t missed his exit.
Maybe he'd sent one of his men to follow Gil, for the evil man had stayed at the
graveside. Just in case Gil had escaped unnoticed, she'd stretched out the service as
long as possible, asking for others who wanted to share. Finally, her father gave her a

pointed look that said she’d best end things.

Now, peeking behind the bed curtains to confirm the empty beds she'd already
checked once, a growing sense of dread twisted her insides.

She hiked her skirts and ran to the door, grabbing a lantern and matches on her way.
The sound of heavy footsteps froze her just inside the threshold.

Father never walked with such aloud tread . Lord, let it be Gil.

The curtain jerked aside, and Jedidiah marched in, not waiting for an invitation.



Fear surged through her, laced with a fair amount of fury. How dare he enter her
home without even knocking? Without asking permission?

But then another man followed—one of his guards—with alimp figure slung over his
shoulder.

Her pulse stopped as everything inside her clutched tight. Gil.

No!

A strangled cry escaped her lips. Was he dead? He hung lifeless, draped over the
thug’ s shoulder.

The guard stopped beside Jedidiah in the middle of the room.

The small man’s cold eyes met hers, unflinching. "Where do you want him?"

Did that mean he was still alive? God, let him be dive.

"On the bed." She hurried to her dleeping area and pulled back the curtains. "Lay him

here.

As the guard lowered Gil's l[imp form onto the mattress, she got a clear look at his
face. Bruises and blood mottled his swollen features, and crimson matted his hair.

A sob catching in her throat, she dropped to her knees beside him. Gil.

She reached to brush the hair from his eyes but stopped herself. It looked like any
touch would cause more pain.

Anger surged through her, shaking her insides as she put the pieces together. She



whirled to face Jedidiah, hot tears stinging her eyes. "How could you do this?' Her
voice came low but broke with emotion she couldn’t contain.

Jedidiah's brows rose. "Caught him stealing from your father. Thisis what happens to
aman who can't be trusted."

Without another word, he turned on his heel and strode out, the guard following not
meeting her eyes, though she’ d known the man for years. He used to be kind, before.
But Jedidiah ruined him like everything else.

Her entire body trembled, but she couldn’t let herself fall apart. She had to tend to
Gil. If there was anything that could be done, she would do it.

She fell to her knees beside him, watching his chest rise and fall. The movement was
faint but unmistakable.

At least one of them was breathing.

She forced air in through her nose, knowing she needed to keep her strength and her
focus. Blowing it out, she rested two fingers at Gil’s neck where the large artery ran,
avoiding atrail of blood that had run from acut in front of his ear, aready drying. His
pulse felt as light as his breathing, but the beat ran fast. Was that good? If only she
had more medical training.

She knew the little she'd learned from one medical book and the few times she'd
been to visit adoctor.

What did Gil need first? The cuts tended to? She had no ice or snow for the bruising.
Were there broken bones? She was out of laudanum, but she had willow bark powder
she could brew in atea. He' d need to wake up in order to drink it.



As soon as Father came in, she would send someone to town for medicine. Until then,
best she know exactly what they were dealing with. A quick check of his clothing
showed no overlarge blood stains. She pushed up and strode into the main room to
gather a bucket of clean water and cloths.

While she tended his obvious wounds, she'd look for broken bones. She'd need to
remove some of his clothing to look for bent limbs, swelling, or bruising. Maybe this
wasn't proper, but Gil needed help. And she would only check his arms, legs, and
abdomen.

She untucked his shirts, lifting the hems of both the flannel layer and his undershirt.
Just like a doctor treating a patient.

The first bruise she glimpsed wiped away any thoughts of indecency, honing her
attention on what damage might be underneath the skin. The dark purple area didn’t
appear to be swollen, and it was on Gil’s left side, mid-abdomen. From what she
could remember of the chart of organs on the wall in Dr. Miskelly’s office, only
intestines were tucked in that area.

The farther she searched, the more dark skin she found. Almost more than unbruised
areas.

One spot above his ribs tightened a knot in her middle. She didn’t dare press hard, but
she couldn’t feel any loose or soft parts of hisribs.

He groaned a few times, deep, heart-wrenching sound, but didn’t come awake.

Would she be ableto tell if it was broken?

She' d heard that nothing could be done for broken ribs except bed rest. Gil would be
inaworld of pain when he came fully coherent.



She brushed one light fingertip over his temple in an area that wasn't bruised or cut.
“I’m sorry. So, so sorry.” Emotion bubbled up, silencing her.

She pressed a light kiss to that same spot. If there were any way she could take on
some of his pain, she would do it.

She rolled up his sleeves and then checked his arms and shoulders without having to
remove his shirt. She would worry about his back later.

As for his trousers, should she cut the legs open? She could stitch them back later at
the seams. She could probably see almost to his knees by rolling up the hem of each
leg, but if there was any injury, she'd need to gain access to treat the area.

For now, best to check where she could under the hems, then focus on washing his
face and hair. Just in case she needed to stop a still-bleeding wound.

As she wrung a little water from her cloth to trickle down Gil’ s right cheek, his eyes
opened a dliver. His mouth moved, like he was trying to wet his lips to speak. That
would be painful, for both lips were swollen, the bottom one cracked and bleeding.

She rested a finger on his lips, the lightest of touches. “Don't try to talk. | know it
hurts. I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t move his mouth again, but his hand rose from where it lay at his side. Only
the hand, as though the arm was too heavy. Or broken? If he could move his hand, the
bone wouldn’t be fully snapped. She' d check that next.

For now, his eyes had opened wider, his fingers reaching as though he wanted
something. The wet cloth? Pain medicine? She still had to brew the willow bark tea,
and he probably didn’t want the former. Maybe he just wanted a little comfort. This
she could give.



She touched her fingers to his pam, and his hand closed around them. Tight. His
injuries hadn’t stolen his strength—at least not all of it.

With her hand firmly in his, he closed his eyes again, and his face relaxed.
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CHAPTER 18

Jess left her hand in Gil’s for along moment, breathing in the feel of him. He wanted
her for comfort. Had she ever been so important to another person that just holding
her hand brought relief from suffering? Certainly not to her father. The men she
treated needed the medicine she brought them. Teas for pain or breathing ailments.

Her mother maybe. She'd loved having Jess near anytime she was sick. Not so close
that Jess would catch the illness, but in a nearby chair, reading or telling stories. Jess
hadn’t been there in her last minutes, only Father had. Had his presence comforted
Mama?

Jess inhaled athick breath.

Father was the one responsible for Gil’s condition. If he weren’'t such a hard man,
he'd rein in Jedidiah’s cruelty.

She couldn’t let her mind follow that trail or her body would tense and she'd be no
comfort to Gil at all.

She eased the air out, long and slow. Then, one hand still tucked in Gil’s, she used the
other to lay the wet cloth on his forehead. Better to let the water loosen the dried
blood so she didn’'t have to rub much. She dipped another clean cloth in the water
bucket, squeezed it out, and draped it over another part of his face. The cool water
might ease his pain alittle.

What else could she do? Maybe start willow tea brewing.



She rose to do that, and once she had the water and powdered willow bark heating,
she returned to sit on the edge of the bed beside Gil.

When he raised his hand again, she slipped hers into his grasp. What more could she
do for comfort? She stroked her free hand over the back of his and hummed a quiet
tune.

Her mother had sung this hymn to her often when they worked together, washing
clothes or peeling apples. After humming through the verse once, she dared shift to
actual singing. Her voice was nothing beautiful, but the words of this song felt so
appropriate for Gil’s condition. And herstoo.

“O God, our help in ages past,

Our hope for yearsto come,

Our shelter from the stormy blast,

And our eternal home.”

She didn’t know more than that first verse, so she slipped back into humming.

Gil gave her hand a light squeeze. Maybe embarrassing herself by singing had been
worth it.

Did she redlly believe God would help them? Had He done so in the past? She
couldn’'t say for Gil, but she'd felt the Lord’s presence with her this past year since

Ezekiel had helped her come to know Him.

Ezekiel.



Tears crowded her eyes once more, and she fought the urge to curl on her knees on
the stone floor. How much hurt did the Lord expect her to bear in a single week? First
losing Ezekiel last night, and now Gil clung to life.

Her pain was nothing to Gil’s, yet her heart felt fractured beyond repair.

She sank to her knees beside the bed, sitting back on her heels as she cupped Gil’s
hand in hers. She let her forehead drop to the mattress. This wouldn’t have happened
if she'd been thereto help him.

If he hadn’t slipped away without telling her what he was doing, she could have
stopped him. Found another time when she could have been alookout for him. Even
as the thought rose up, she knew there would have been no other opportunity.

Jedidiah had men everywhere. It would have been impossible to move all those crates
without being caught. How much had Gil managed? Any?

Her chest pressed until she could hardly breathe.

This was why she fought to control everything in her life. She had little power over
her father and his decisions, but everything else, she had to take charge of. She'd
learned long ago how much pain came when she didn’t—pain to herself and to those
around her.

She lifted her head to take in Gil’ s face, half covered by the wet cloths that had turned
pink from the blood. Around the fabric, the bruising made it almost impossible to
recognize him, but she knew the man beneath those bruises, the kind, gentle man
who'd come to mean so much to her.

Gil .



Hot tears stung her eyes. She'd started to release her heart to him, to let herself trust
him. Maybe even let herself love him.

She'd let herself hope.
She should have known better.

L etting go of control brought pain. And thistime, Gil would pay for her foolishness,

* % %

J ess studied the slow, even rise and fall of Gil’s chest. It'd been at least half an hour
since she'd finished cleaning and bandaging his wounds—all except the gash on his
cheek that needed stitches. She'd been waiting for the willow bark tea to take effect.
It finally seemed to have taken enough edge off the pain that he could sleep.

The damage that remained made her belly churn. Two angry knots rose on his scalp,
hidden by his dark hair. A gash on the crown of his head had bled profusely before
she cleaned and dressed it. At least it didn't appear deep. But his left eye... The lid
was swollen nearly shut, the flesh around it a sickening black. The right eye fared a
little better, bruised but not very swollen.

She studied the dark puffy wound that extended from the left eye down to the
unnatural bulge along his cheek bone. Were bones fractured beneath that angry skin?
She couldn't be certain. And what could be done for broken bones in a man’s cheek?
Rest might be his only treatment. That and something stronger than the tea to ease his
pain.

Despair pressed down on her like a smothering blanket. If only he had never crossed
paths with her, he would have been spared this brutality at her father's hands. The
suffocating guilt settled like a stone in her chest.



A gash on Gil's jaw needed attention. The cut ran deep enough that it should be
stitched. She likely couldn’t stop a scar, but maybe she could keep the mark small.
She pulled her smallest needle and a bit of thread from her sewing kit.

It took too long to thread the needle, thanks to her shaking hands. She hated stitching
skin. Especialy since it was usually her father’s own men who'd caused the injuries
she closed.

Footsteps sounded in the other room, and she turned to face this new threat. She'd
tied back her own curtain so she could see when anyone came. Father hadn’t yet
dared show himself—probably because he knew she'd be furious—but now that
appeared to be changing.

He stepped across the room, his footsteps quiet, his pace measured. His expression
looked blank.

No sign of remorse.

Anger boiled inside her. She stood and stepped outside her sleeping area to meet him.
She pulled the curtain shut behind her, hoping their voices wouldn’'t wake Gil.

She leveled a glare on her father. "How could you? Your men beat my husband
nearly to death.”

His eyes flicked to the curtain, then back to her face. He crossed his arms over his
chest, his stance wide and unyielding. "It had to be done, Jess. Y ou know that."

Fury flashed at the edges of her vision. "No, | don't know that!" She had to stay quiet.
Poor Gil didn’'t need her waking him. She breathed hard and forced her voice low.
"He didn't deserve this. Any of it."



“He tried to steal from me. He had to be punished.” Father’s voice remained calm,
amost lifeless.

She had to grip her apron to keep from reaching up and shaking him. She’d never
wanted to hurt anyone like she wanted to hurt him now.

She couldn’t. It would put Gil in far too much danger. She forced her body to stay
till, though her breath came in short gasps. "I need a man sent to town." She
managed to keep her tone low and controlled. "For more medicines. I'll make a list.
And adoctor. Gil needs areal doctor, even if you have to send to Helena for one."

Her father regarded her, his expression emotionless, ailmost as if she hadn’t spoken. It
was impossible to read. She'd seen it before, and she hated it.

But she lifted her chin. She wouldn’t show how angry she was. “He can't be moved,
so the doctor will have to come here. And we're not leaving tomorrow. We're not

leaving until Gil is better."

Her father stood a moment more. Not speaking. Then, with a curt nod, he turned and
walked out.

When the curtain swished back into place, she allowed herself to breathe again. Her
shoulders sagged, and the rush of air she took in made her lightheaded. She turned to
her sleeping area and tied the fabric barrier back again.

Would her father summon a doctor? He guarded their privacy so fiercely, rarely
permitting outsidersin.

But surely he would send for the medicines for her husband .

Wouldn't he?



Exhaustion pressed so hard on her limbs that she barely dragged herself back to Gil’'s
side. Maybe stitching that gash on his face should wait until he awoke. No sense in
ruining precious sleep, though she might have already interrupted his rest with her
loud words.

She should probably eat something herself, but her middle churned at the idea.
Should she force something down? Maybe in alittle while.

First, she needed to have that list ready when Father sent someone for it. She’d run
out of paper, though, and had forgotten to pick some up when they were in town last.
Would Gil mind if she tore a page from the back of his notebook? She would be
careful not to look at anything he' d written.

The book lay on top of his pack, easy to grab and pluck out a single blank page. But
when she picked it up, a pencil tucked inside made the cover fall open.

Her breath caught as her gaze fell on the open sheet.

There, sketched in exquisite detail, was her own likeness. She stood by the cookstove,
her face turned dightly, captured in a pensive moment. The shading, the lines, the
way he'd shown the light falling across her features—it was a work of art, crafted
with undeniable talent and a depth of perception that... Well, he was remarkable. His
talent was remarkable.

Her fingers hovered over the page, not daring to touch the graphite strokes. The
drawing let her see herself through Gil's eyes, and the intimacy of it made her throat
burn. He had noticed her, studied her, in away no one ever had before.

She swallowed hard and forced herself to close the notebook, her heart thudding
against her ribs. The walls she was working so hard to rebuild around her heart, the
ones she needed in order to keep herself safe, were teetering. How could he knock



them down so easily, even in Sleep?

With shaking hands, she tore a blank page out and tucked his notebook away again.
She couldn't afford to dwell on the implications of that sketch, not now. Gil needed
her to be strong, to focus on his recovery.

She had to push aside all these tangled emotions, which would overwhelm her if she
let them.
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CHAPTER 19

M iles Coulter ran his fingers along the smooth edge of the metal blade as he stood in
Canvas Creek’s genera store, studying an unusua pickax. The handle had been
formed of two parts, with a lever in the middle, which would require less effort to
strike and give a harder blow than a man would be able to manage on his own. This
tool would surely make cutting into a stone wall a great deal easier, allowing men to
get more work donein asingle day...or knock off early to spend time with agal.

Ugh. He'd spent too much time around romance lately, what with all his smitten
brothers and their pretty little brides, and young’ uns, to boot.

He returned his focus to the tool. It could use afew minor adjustments to optimize its
output, but he could easily make those. If he extended the top part of the handle a
little longer, it should strengthen the power of each blow. He' d have to be careful not
to go too long, though, or the pickax would become unwieldy.

"Y ou've been staring at that thing for an hour.” His brother Jude propped a shoulder
against a nearby shelf.

"| started drawing it last night, but | can’t get the scale right." He needed Gil’ s talent.
His big brother could sketch the thing in perfect details. Of course, if Gil were here,
they wouldn’t be here in the first place. Miles dlid a glance to where the clerk was
helping a customer. “Do you think they’d mind if | measure it?’

Jude’s brows rose. “You could always ask. Or we could just buy it so you can take
the thing apart and rebuild it the way you want.”



Excitement surged at that idea. “Let’s. That’sagood idea.”

He shifted his focus to the clusters of people milling around the store. "Y ou seen Two
Stones yet?' They'd split up from their Salish friend that morning, all searching a
different direction from town for any sign of Gil or Sampson.

Jude shook his head. "Not yet. But he said he'd meet us here when the sun is three
fingers from the horizon." He glanced out the western-facing window. “Which should
be about now.”

Miles glanced out too, squinting against the late afternoon sunlight. The streets of
Canvas Creek were bustling with activity, but there was no sign of their friend's tall,
lean frame and pitch-black hair. Had he found someone who knew where Gil had
gone? They'd been searching for days now, following every lead and rumor, but he
seemed to have vanished without atrace. Just like Sampson had.

A knot twisted in Miles s belly.

A voice sounded from the counter, Mr. Smith asking another customer what he
needed. Miles let his gaze wander to the exchange. He and Jude were far enough out
of the way that he wouldn’t be caught staring.

“Need what’s on thislist.” The fellow slid a scrap of paper across the surface.
Mr. Smith adjusted his spectacles and scanned the note, his balding head gleaming in
the late afternoon light slanting through the windows. "Most of these are medicines.

Somebody sick?' He turned and reached for bottles on the shelves behind him.

"Just fill it quick as you can. And add a couple bottles of whiskey and a pound of
coffee."



As the clerk worked, the customer leaned against the counter, his gaze restlessly
roaming the store. When his eyes met Miles's, he looked away.

Was it his imagination or was the man hiding something? Miles left the row of tools
and wandered that way, pretending to examine the tins of tobacco lined up near the

register.

The stranger drummed his fingers on the countertop. Then he asked, "You got a
doctor around these parts?'

Smith paused, a bottle of some dark liquid in his hand. "Nearest on€e's in Helena, a
half day's ride from here."

The man cursed under his breath. "Just my luck."

Asthe clerk set the last items in the crate beside the customer, the fellow reached for
it. "Put it on Mick's tab."

Mick?

Miles straightened, exchanging a sharp glance with Jude as the stranger strode out of
the store, the door slamming behind him.

Jude stepped toward Miles and spoke low. "We need to go. Now."

Miles's gaze darting back to the pickax. "Can | just purchase that real quick? Or get
one more measurement?>—"

"Miles." Jude's voice turned urgent. "He's the man Gil and Sampson were searching
for. This could be our best chance at finding them."



He turned to follow Jude. "Let's go."

They left the store and turned right, staying a distance behind the man from the store.

In Miles's mind, he called to his brothers. Hang on, boys . We're coming for you.

S hadows flicked on the rock walls as Jess crept along the corridor, her breath
shallow and her pulse racing. Thank God she' d taken the shortcut through the tunnel
back from the storage closet, where she' d gathered more willow bark.

The words she'd just overheard echoed in her mind, each one like a dagger to her
heart. Her father's cruel instructions to Jedidiah rang in her ears—move the sapphires
Gil had found to a new location, somewhere in a different mountain.

Then make sure Gil met with an accident .

Nausearose in her throat.

He would have her husband killed. The father of her child.

Of course, Gil was neither of those things, but Father didn’t know that.

If ever she’'d hoped she was more important to him than money, the truth was as real
as the stone beneath her feet now.

Now that he couldn’t marry her or sell her, she was worthless to him.

She dlipped into the apartment, doing her best to slow her breathing.



Father and Jedidiah had sounded as if they’d be occupied for a while, so hopefully
she and Gil could talk without being overheard.

Now that it'd been a full day since the beating, he was propped up in her bed, his
handsome face still mottled with the swelling around his left eye and cheek. Her chest
ached every time she looked at him. How much pain must he be in? Especialy since
he' d refused to take a full dose of laudanum Riggs brought back from town, agreeing
to take just enough to take the edge off. He joked about not wanting to sleep al day,
but she knew the truth. He needed to be adert, to be ready for the next attack.

Which would come, if Father had hisway. And Father always had his way.

Gil’s good eye met hers as she approached. Sinking onto the edge of the bed, she
swallowed hard against the lump in her throat.

“What's wrong?’ He reached for her hand, as he had so many times in the last day.
He seemed to crave the connection, as though her touch brought him comfort.

As his touch did her. Being connected to him made her feel stronger. Like she could
face whatever lay before them.

She needed that strength now more than ever.

"Gil, I...I just heard my father talking to Jedidiah.” Her voice trembled, so she eased
out a breath of tension. "He told Jedidiah to move the sapphires you found, to storein
another mountain cave.”

Gil looked like he was about to ask questions, so she hurried with the rest.

“And then..." A knot clogged the words inside her, and she had to fight the burning in
her eyes. "He told Jedidiah to kill you. To make it look like an accident."



Gil's fingers tightened around hers, his only reaction to her words. At last, he released
along stream of air, resting his head back against the pillows that propped him. His
good eye focused on the stone ceiling. He must be regretting ever meeting her.
Deeply regretting that he' d agreed to pretend to be her husband.

“I'm sorry, Gil. I’'m so sorry | got you into this mess. | won't let him hurt you. |
promise." Panic welled in her chest at all the ways Jedidiah would try. He preferred
direct confrontation, with a few of his bullies alongside to make the numbers as
uneven as possible. But he could be conniving. And he took delight in torture.

How could her father stand to have that man around?

Except Father was just like Jedidiah. Maybe Jedidiah had learned his ruthlessness
from her father.

It didn’t matter. Gil had to be her focus now. Him and how she could protect him.

His gaze shifted back to her, his expression frank, as if he'd found the answer. "We
haveto leave, Jess. Now."

Her insides knotted. “Y ou can’t travel. You're injured.” And even if they did get out,
Jedidiah’s men would track them down. “Our only chance of getting free for good is
if my father allowsit.”

His grip on her hand tightened as his one good eye held her gaze.

If she blocked out the other side, it didn’t hurt so much to look at him. But even with
black eyes and distorted features, this was still Gil, the man who'd committed to keep
her and her baby safe. Her free hand already rested on the bump at her middle, and
she rubbed her thumb over her dress. I'll protect you, sweet one. I'll protect you both.
Somehow.



So much was at stake. She couldn’t let them make awrong move.

“1 promised | would get you out of here. You and the baby.” He shifted his hand to
cover the one she’'d rested on her belly. The warmth in his eye, the intimacy, the
certainty—they nudged the walls she was trying to keep strong.

His voice held steady. “With God as our help, we'll get free from this place. Both of
us. All of us.” The baby too.

She sucked in cool air, letting it fill her chest and lift her shoulders. Letting it clear
the panic from her body and the fear from her mind. She’d not included God in her
worries or frantic plans. How could she call herself a Christian and have so little
faith?

She placed her other hand over Gil’s, holding all three of them at her belly. “Can we
pray? Now?’

The edges of his good eye crinkled. Then he closed it, and his rich voice filled the
space around them. “Lord. Thank You for being the Good Father, no matter how
much our earthly family fails us.”

Good Father.

Hot tears seared her eyes. She was only now alowing herself to put into words—if
only in her mind—how much her father had failed her. To think of God as Father had
always been a struggle for her, though Ezekiel called Him that often. It seemed
impossible to think of Someone Who loved her, Who planned good things for
her—hope and a future—and also think of Him as a Father.

Gil was still praying, and she was missing his wonderful words, so she tugged her
mind back to focus.



"We trust Y ou to guide our steps and protect us. Help us to be wise and discerning as
we seek a way out of this situation. Give us courage and strength for whatever we
face. In Jesus's name, amen."

She echoed a soft "Amen." The sincerity and steadiness of Gil’s words seeped into
her soul, fortifying her faith. God was with them. He would make a way, even when
there seemed no options.

She opened her eyes to find Gil watching her, a gentle smile on his lips despite the
pain that had to be throbbing through his battered face. "We'll figure this out together,
Jess. Y ou're not alone anymore. None of us are.”

Gil wasright, of course.

God had brought this wonderful man to her, a man to show her His love, just as
Ezekiel had, yet in avery different way. Her middle warmed as that thought settled.

A very different way from old Ezekiel.

Could Gil see what she was thinking? Why did it seem his smile turned roguish?

She drew in a deep breath, scrambling for a way to refocus them on the task at hand.
"What about your brother? Do you want me to find him and see if he'll go with us?’

Gil’s gaze turned distant, pain seeping into his good eye. “He made it clear he won't
leave here. | don’t want to risk you or the baby to convince him.” His throat worked.
* Sampson can be stubborn. | guess | have to let him make that choice.”

Breath seeped out of her, leaving only the pain that Gil must also be feeling. “I'm
sorry.”



He gave agrim nod. “Me too.”

She inhaled again, mentally searching for the next step. “We need a plan. My father
will have guards at every exit, watching for any sign of ustrying to leave."

Gil's brow lowered. “We can get to that tunnel that shares the same entrance as this
apartment, right? The one that leads to the bunk room? Are there any other
passageways | haven’'t seen? Even tiny ones? Or caves that dead-end?”’

She pictured the outside of the mountain in her mind. "l only know of the main
entrance from our apartment and the three others—one on each side of the mountain.
And they'll all be heavily guarded.”

"Hmm." Gil shifted, trying to sit up straighter, though his face twisted in pain.

She adjusted the pillows behind him. His every breath looked agonizing.

When he was settled, he reached for her hand once more, resting their clasp on the
blanket. "I think our best chance is to wait until nightfall and sneak out then. Maybe
out the front entrance where the grass is highest? | can stand guard with a gun while
you crawl low. Y ou can take a gun with you, and once you're clear, you can cover me
as| follow."

The image of Gil dragging himself across the ground, each movement pure agony
with his battered ribs, made her insides clench. “Are you sure you should do that?’
She knew better than to ask whether he could do it. Men were stubborn when you
guestioned their capabilities. At least Father was.

But Gil didn't seem angry. In fact, was that a glimmer of humor in his eye? Surely
not.



His fingers tightened around hers, a reassuring squeeze. "I'll manage, Jess. Remember
what we prayed, for strength to face what we need to?' His tone held a bit of humor
too.

“Y ou also prayed for wisdom and discernment. Those would be wise to use now.”
The corners of his mouth tugged upward. “ True.”

She lifted her hand from Gil’s and pressed two fingers to the wound, using the
lightest of touches. Maybe she should have bandaged it, but she’d been applying
salve every few hours, and the cut didn’t fester. If they were on the move, she'd need
to protect it from dirt and further damage.

Gil dlid his hand around her wrist and pressed a kiss to the center of her palm.

He was such a good man. How could he possibly want anything else to do with her?
After they got out of this mess, he would run as far away from her as he could.
Maybe he'd make sure she found a place to settle first—his honor might require him
to do that much—but then he' d be done with her.

And she' d be alone.

Yet done and free would be so much better than smothered and miserable,
surrounded by all the evil here.

11 ‘J%.”

Her namein Gil’ s husky voice made her heart skip a beat.

Sheforced alight expression and lifted her brows at him. “Y es?’



He rested their joined hands on his midsection and placed his other on top despite the
pain the movement obviously brought, based on how his eyes tightened at the edges.
“What are your plans for when you' re free?’

No softening the question, just straightforward. As though their thoughts had been
following the same trail.

She worked for a casual tone. “1’ll find a quiet town somewhere. Maybe in a different
territory. Someplace my father and Jedidiah’s men won't find me. I'll get work, and
we'll have anicelife.” Just her and the baby. Free.

His hands tightened around hers. “Would you come back to the ranch with me? To
stay?’

Her heart surged. Did he mean...they would...? But no. He'd not offered marriage,
just asafe placeto live.

Ashis...mistress? Surely not. Not Gil.

Maybe he meant for her to build a little house on the property like others had. But
how would she work? Even if housing weren't a problem, she’d need to buy food.
And things for the baby.

“J%.”

Again, the way his voice caressed her name drew her from the churning in her mind.
His gaze was so warm. “I know | only met you a few days ago, but we've been
through a few things together.” Those lips tugged upward again. “Our situation

makes me fedl like | know you much better than the short time would usually allow.
And one thing I’m certain of isthat | want to know you better. | want to court you.”



Wait. What? What was he saying?

“l want to know every thought that passes through your mind.” His words rumbled
deep and tilled hard soil deep inside her. “1 want to be there to protect you. And help
you. And make sure you never want for anything. Not shelter. Not food. Not all the
wonderful things you deserve. And especially not love.”

The loose soil lifted asif tossed by awhirlwind.

Did he...? Was he saying he wanted to...?

He lifted her hand to the side of hisjaw, the uninjured part near his stitches. “1 don’t
want to rush you. You can take as long as you want to decide. Months. Years. As
long as you need. But | want you to know that this is what |’ ve started to dream of.
Until you know for sure, though, my family has lots of room for you. My sisters-in-
law will fight over who gets to keep you, I’ m sure.”

Fight? They’'d fight?

He pressed a kiss to her fingertips. “In a good way. They’ll love you.” He must have
felt her tension. He lowered their joined hands back to the bed.

Her mind spun so fast she couldn’t form words.

He glanced over at his sleeping pallet. “Unless someone’ s taken it, my rifle should be
under my blankets.”

Right.

The beautiful picture he'd drawn in her mind couldn’t happen until they got out of
here.



She had alot to do to get ready for their escape tonight.

There would be time later to savor Gil’swords.
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CHAPTER 20

T he night air hung thick and still as Gil crept across the main room behind Jess. He
worked to quiet his breathing, doing his best to ignore the pain radiating through his
battered body, though every step shot pain, which seemed to focus on hisribs.

She paused at the curtain that covered the outer doorway and peered around its edge.
He should be the one protecting her, not limping behind.

She stepped back and motioned for him to look through the same crack. The darkness
was too thick for him to read her expression, but he leaned in and squinted to see the
landscape outside. The moon wasn't bright but cast more light than inside the cave. It
only took a second for him to focus.

In the distance, alone figure stood silhouetted against the inky sky. Jedidiah.

Jess's hand found Gil’ s in the darkness, and he intertwined their fingers. Her grip held
determination and strength.

Protect her, Lord. Her and the baby both . He was still so weak, he wouldn’t be nearly
enough to keep her safe. Only God could accomplish that feat. Gil couldn’t remember
atime he' d been so completely reliant on the Father. Please, Lord .

Jess gave his hand a sgqueeze, then pulled away. He inhaled as large a breath as his
ribs allowed, then raised his rifle and shifted deeper into the shadows of the opening,
where he could see Jedidiah and the path Jess would take.



If Jedidiah saw Jess, would Gil have to shoot him? He'd not hesitate if Jess's life
were in danger, but arifle blast would bring all the guards on the double. He and Jess
would have only seconds to run. They’d decided that if someone saw them leaving,
they’ d sprint toward the creek where their tracks would be covered.

He had to be ready for anything.

Jess adjusted the pack on her back, then dropped parallél to the ground and crawled
on her toes and elbows through the tall grass, moving left of the mountain.

As she inched her way forward, Gil couldn’t breathe, praying that Jedidiah’'s keen
eyes wouldn't spot her slender form dlithering through the underbrush. Each second
felt like an eternity as she crept farther from the safety of the cave, farther from him.

Jedidiah hadn’t shifted, his dark eyes scanning the night. Did he sense her there, a
shadow hiding among the swaying grass?

Gil kept his rifle aimed at the man. If he so much as waved his barrel in Jess's
direction, Gil would be ready.

At last, she reached the tree line, about twenty strides away. Relief washed through
him.

Now came his turn.

He gathered his strength and lowered to the ground. He lay on his belly as she had,
but had to roll to the right so he didn’'t put weight on his left side, where his ribs
screamed in pain. The rocky earth dug into his tender flesh as he crawled, gripping
his rifle with one hand. Every movement hurt. He gritted his teeth, forcing himself to
keep moving.



Inch by excruciating inch, he dragged himself forward, his eyes fixed on the trees
where Jess had disappeared. The tal grass itched his face, and despite the cool
autumn air, sweat ran down his brow, the salty drops stinging his eyes as he fought to
maintain hisfocus. Just alittle farther. He could make it. He had to.

"Stop!" Jedidiah’s bark cut through the night.

Gil whipped his head sideways to see the threat. The man held his rifle aimed directly
a Gil.

He froze, his mind racing. He was too far from the trees, too exposed. If he jumped
up and ran, he'd never make it before Jedidiah cut him down.

A shot rang out, shattering the stillness.

Gil tensed, waiting for the impact. But Jedidiah’s gun hadn’t sparked.

He staggered back with aroar, hisrifle dropping as he clutched at his shoulder.

Gil struggled to push up to hisfeet. This was his chance. “Run, Jess!” He shouted the
word, his heart screaming for her to get far, far away from this place.

She screamed.

And it didn’t sound like she was running. Why?

He finally straightened, one hand gripping his injured ribs while his feet propelled
him forward.

He couldn’t see her well in the shadows of the trees, but was she struggling against
someone? |s that why she hadn’t run?



He surged forward, raising hisrifle. But before he could take aim, afist sammed into
his jaw, knocking him backward. He stumbled. Pain exploded through his face as he
fought to keep his balance. His vision swam.

Through the haze, he made out men emerging from the shadows, their guns trained
on him and Jess. They were surrounded, outnumbered.

Finished.

The reality of their situation crashed over him.

They had failed. And the aftermath might prove worse for Jess than anything she'd
faced before.

She struggled against the iron grip of the man restraining her, her eyes frantic. "Gil!"
Her cry pierced the night, a pleaand a prayer all in one.

He tried to move toward her, but rough hands grabbed him, wrenching the rifle from
his grasp.

The pain in hisribs flared, stealing his breath.

Lord, please. We need amiracle.

Gunshots cracked the air. How many guards had come running?

The men holding him jerked and spun.

What was this? They seemed surprised, their attention snapping to the new threat.

Through the chaos came a sight he could barely believe. He must be dreaming. Out of



his mind from pain. Or maybe unconscious.

Horses galloped into the fray, and were those...Jude and Miles? And Two Stones too.

Hope surged through him. Where had they come from? This had to be a
hallucination.

But the bullets whizzing around them were very real. The man holding him jerked,
his grip loosening. Gil fought to get his arms free, pushing through the fire in his
middle.

The scene unfolded like something out of a dream, surreal and impossible, yet
undeniably real. An answer to a desperate prayer.

Two Stones leapt from his horse beside Gil, slamming into the man who still held
him. They grappled on the ground, fists flying and grunts filling the air. Gil staggered
back, his ribs screaming with each movement, but he couldn't give up now. Not when

Jess needed him.

Jude appeared at his side in an instant, hands gripping Gil's arm. "Let's get out of
here." Hetried to hoist Gil onto his horse, but Gil fought him.

“Jess. We have to get her.” He pointed at the trees where she struggled against her
captor. Even in the shadows, he could see the way she fought with every ounce of her
strength. She must be terrified.

Jude’ s gaze flicked from Gil to the chaos erupting around them.

Bullets whizzed past, the sharp cracks of gunfire exploding in the night.

“Miles,” Jude shouted. "Take Gil and cover me!" He swung onto his horse and



plunged his heelsinto the gelding’ s side.

Having mounts definitely gave his brothers an advantage.

Miles was already standing beside his mare, firing at the advancing guards. Two
Stones had dispatched the man who'd held Gil and now leapt onto his own horse,
leaning low and to the side so he wouldn’t be a target as he shot toward the guards
clustering in the trees.

There were so many of them. No shots came from the direction where Jedidiah had
been, though. Either he lay dead or he’d moved around to join his men.

Gil turned back to Jess in time to see Jude had reached her and somehow freed her.
He was now pulling her onto his mount.

Thank You, God .

They had to escape.

Jedidiah’s men seemed to have multiplied by ten. Even so, somehow, none of their
shots had landed—either in horse or human.

Gil moved to his youngest brother and reached up for the saddle. “Let’s go!” But his
rib made it impossible to pull himself up. The struggle alone lit his body on fire. He
collapsed sideways on the saddle, sapped out.

Then Miles pushed him up, and Gil landed in the seat. He hunched low over the
animal’s neck, grabbing his ribs to quell the flames inside. The pain seared hot,
stealing his focus. He could only make out blurry movements in the black around
him.



Miles climbed up behind him, and the horse pivoted, then shot into a run.
The animal’ s pounding hooves shook every part of Gil, keeping him in that hunched
position. One hand pressed hard against his ribs to hold them together, the other

clutching the saddle to keep himself aboard.

Jess . He had to make sure Jude got to her. Had the guard harmed her before his
brother intervened?

Had she’ d been struck or injured badly enough to hurt the baby?

His stomach nearly cast up its accounts right there.

He lifted his head enough to see a horse in front of them. Two riders. Jude in front,
and behind him...

A woman with along braid. Jess.

She sat upright, so maybe she wasn’t hurt. That was more than Gil could have hoped.

Thank Y ou, God. He let himself slump, honing his focus to staying on the animal and
keeping his pain tamped down so he didn’t black out.

T he horses splashed through the creek as Jess gripped the saddle she was seated
behind. She couldn’t see anything ahead unless she leaned around the bulk of man in
front of her, but thick woods lined both sides of the water.

How long had it been since she and Gil crept away from the apartment? Not more
than ten minutes surely, or fifteen at the most.



She had no idea who these three strangers were who'd appeared from nowhere on
horseback and saved her and Gil.

Guardian angels or kidnappers? She' d never seen them before. They seemed to know
Gil, but that offered little comfort. Her father's men were clever and not above
deception. Jedidiah might have hired mercenaries from town for this very situation.

The horse she rode stayed in the lead, the rescuer/kidnapper keeping them in the
creek bed. Jess had pointed them in this direction so the water could conceal their
tracks. But staying in the creek meant they had to move slower to avoid all the
hazards in the water.

How long until Jedidiah’s men saddled horses and pursued them? Her father only
owned six mounts—seven if they used Gil’s horse too—and the animals grazed in a
valley south of their mountain. It would take the guards a few extra minutes to catch
and mount the horses, but then they could move at a faster pace if they stayed on
shore, not worrying about leaving tracks.

How much time did they have?
She twisted in the saddle, and her eyes found Gil, sslumped over the neck of the horse
he rode, just behind her. The younger man sitting behind him met her eyes, but she

didn’t waste energy on him.

Was Gil alive? Surely, he was. If he'd been shot, wouldn't they be tending the wound
or trying to stop the bleeding?

Still, she had to know. "Is he dl right?"

Gil raised his head, and relief swept through her. Pain marked his features, and he
slumped again, but he was conscious.



"I'm fine, Jess. Areyou hurt?' His voice sounded tight and weak.

The question raised the memory of rough hands, the explosion of pain when the
guard plunged a solid blow to her jaw. Because of the angle he'd held her, he’d not
been able to use his full force. That probably explained why she didn’t have a broken
jaw. Yet her head throbbed, the pain shooting through her ear. She would have a
bruise there, no doubt.

“I'm fine." She looked to the man riding with Gil. "He has a broken rib. Be careful
with him."

The fellow looked barely more than a youth, but dipped his chin. "I've got him.” His
voice sounded a little like Gil’'s. Or maybe that was her imagination. Wishful
thinking?

She turned forward again, blinking back a sting of tears. The pain and fear and...all
of it. It caught up with her. The last hours, her father's cruel decision, Jedidiah's
threats, Gil’sinjuries. Ezekiel’s death.

It was too much. Too much.

She couldn’t think about any of that or she'd collapse in a puddle and drip right into
the creek.

She focused on the jarring trot of the horse beneath her. The night air. The chirping
crickets. The moon that gave just enough light for them to see by.

Each stride took them farther from her father's grasp. And brought them closer
to...what? She didn't know.

She needed to know who these men were.



She leaned forward so the man in front of her could hear. "Who are you?"

He turned his head enough for his words to reach her. "I'm Jude. Gil's brother." He
nodded to the men behind them. "That's Miles with Gil, and Two Stones bringing up
the rear."

Gil's brothers.

Relief flooded through her. Not kidnappers or hired guns, but family. Thank Y ou,
God. He' d heard her desperate pleas and sent rescuers.

"How did you find us?'

Jude guided his horse around a cluster of larger rocks on the right. "We' ve been
looking for Gil and our other brother, Sampson. Trailed someone from town earlier
today but lost him.” He sounded miffed, and confused. “ Guy just disappeared.”

Into one of the secret cave entrances, no doubt.

“Anyway, we set up camp near the mountain and heard a gunshot. Got there asfast as
we could.”

Wow.

These brothers had come for Gil. They'd risked their lives, riding into the fray
without hesitation to save one of their own.

Gil would have done that too. These Coulters were unlike anyone she' d ever known.

The creek curved ahead. Soon, they’d reach the place where it split into two streams.
She leaned forward again to speak above the splashing water without yelling. "The



creek divides up ahead. The right fork winds through a valley. The other flows into a
river. I'm not sure if Jedidiah knows about the split. Maybe he does.” She couldn’t
imagine he’d done much exploring, but he knew everything. He likely had maps of
the terrainin all directions from their mountain.

"The river will give us more options to lose them," Jude said. "WEe'll pray God leads
them the other way."

Before today, she might have scoffed at such a prayer. How often had she prayed that
God would make her father a different man?

After she learned about the baby, she started praying God would help her escape.
Tonight, He'd answered that prayer. In a way so much more remarkable than

anything she could have imagined. Now, it seemed truly possible that He would point
Jedidiah’s men the wrong direction. He really could do anything.
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CHAPTER 21
“Ho.”

Jess forced her eyes open as Gil’s brother brought their mount to a halt after a long
day’s ride. She straightened and blinked to bring into focus a small building in front
of them. “What isthis?’

“An old trapper’s cabin." Jude s voice came low and weary. "Two Stones knew about
it. Should be safe for usto rest awhile."

She was too exhausted to protest. They'd ridden through the night, staying in the
river—in the shallows on the opposite side. Just before dawn, they’d ventured away
from the water over arocky open area, then into the woods.

Not once had they seen Jedidiah’s men.

At first, that had been a relief. Yet it felt too good to be true. Was the fight really
over?

As the morning passed, she' d dozed against Jude’'s back. Maybe that had been overly
familiar with a man she’ d never met before, but he was Gil’s brother. He'd saved her
life. And anyway, she couldn't have kept herself awake even if she'd wanted to.
Perhaps the baby made her more exhausted than she would have been.

Now, she dslid from the horse, her legs unsteady as they landed on the ground. She
turned to look for Gil. He would need help to dismount. During their travels, she'd



given him a couple doses of the laudanum that had somehow stayed in her pack
during the fight. Though he took enough to make him sleepy, he'd still be in some
pain.

But he'd aready made it to the ground, thanks to his brother’s help, and now
stumbled toward the shack.

She hurried to catch up with him and reached him as he pulled the latchstring to open
the cabin door.

A blast of musty air pushed out as the door swung inward. The place looked deserted.
Gil stepped inside, and she stayed close to him.

A few log stumps sat around a fireplace on one end. Gil shuffled toward them and
lowered to one and sat, squeezing his eyes shut against his pain.

She touched his shoulder. “I’ll get blankets and food so you can lie down and eat.”

She turned back toward the door, but his voice paused her. “Wait.” He nodded toward
one of the other logs. “Sit, Jess. My brothers will bring in everything. I’'m sure you're
exhausted. And the baby...”

Heat flushed up her neck, and she glanced to make sure the others weren't inside yet
to hear. “I'm all right. I'll rest when you're settled.” Her hand crept up to the
roundness at her middle. Could the baby have been injured in the fight? She'd not
been struck closeto her belly, so surely not.

Had she felt aflutter yet today? Her mind was so numb, she couldn’t be certain.

Footsteps at the door pulled her focus as Jude stepped inside, arms full of packs and
satchels. “I don’t know what all the two of you need. There's food here, though not



much. Two Stonesis going to hunt so we'll have fresh meat.”

She moved to the load. “ A bit of food and some blankets will be helpful. Gil needs to
eat and rest.”

Jude pushed a satchel toward her. “This has food. I'll get the blankets next, then start
afire”

As she opened the clasp and pulled out a leather-wrapped bundle, Gil spoke from
where he still sat on the log, his head in his hands. “Jude, if | fall asleep, make sure
Jess eats plenty and rests. She's eating for two."

Jess's heart stuttered.

She didn’'t have the nerve to look at Jude’s expression, but he'd stopped walking and
was surely staring at her.

Why did Gil tell him? That was her news to share if she chose.

“Will do.” Jude' s footsteps sounded until they muffled on the dirt outside.

She turned aglare on Gil. He' d lifted his head, not a trace of apology on his face.

He raised a hand before she could speak. “I’'m sorry to tell private details like that,
but Jude had to know so he can see that you have everything you need.” The
uninjured side of his face pulled up in a lopsided smile. "His wife, Angela, is
expecting too. He'll know how to help.”

As much as she wanted to vent her frustration, how could she rail at Gil for wanting
to care for her? And the thought that there was another woman in her condition at the
ranch where they were headed... If she already had one thing in common with one of



the inhabitants, maybe she wouldn't feel like such an outsider.

The leather bundle held strips of smoked meat—the same as what Jude had shared
with them on the trail. The aroma made her stomach twist and release a hungry
gurgle. She handed two pieces to Gil and bit into her own. She’'d not realized how
very hungry she was.

When Jude returned with a load of rolled blankets, she laid out one while he spread
the other. Then she helped Gil shift to his hands and knees, then lower onto his back.

He released a long slow breath, his eyes closing. “That’s better.” Then he lifted one
lid to look at her. *Y ou should lie down too. It feels awfully good.”

“He' s right.” Jude had moved to the fireplace and knelt to gather the burnt scraps of
wood. “There’s nothing else to do. Miles is feeding the horses, and Two Stones
already caught our dinner. He' s skinning it now.”

She lowered herself onto the blanket she'd placed beside Gil’s. Was it improper to lie
so close to him now that they weren't pretending to be married? His brothers and
friend had asked very few questions, but they had to be curious.

Probably, this would be the time they’ d want answers.

As Jude built afire, Gil's fingers found hers, his rough palm dliding against her own.
The ssimple touch felt so intimate, maybe because they were both lying down. Y et she
couldn’t make herself pull away. The warmth of him, the solid strength in his grip,
felt like an anchor in the chaos.

The flames seeped warmth into her bones and chased away the chill that had settled
deep within her. She'd had Jude's solid form to shield her from most of the wind as
they’ d traveled up and down mountains, but the weather seemed much colder in these



parts than around their cave home.

Miles and Two Stones entered together, the younger Coulter brother rubbing his
hands against the cold. Two Stones carried something to the fire. She couldn’'t see
what he was doing, but that must be the dinner he' d caught.

She' d always purchased their food in Canvas Creek, so she'd rarely eaten fresh game
and had only seen it cooked once. One of the miners had been broiling a hare in the
bunkhouse last year when she was there stitching a cut closed on another fellow’s
face.

Gil squeezed her hand, and his good eye opened to look at her. She must have tensed
with the memory.

She forced her hand to loosen. He tightened his grip though. “What’ s wrong?”’

A rush of tears sprang to her eyes, but she forced them back. When would she stop
being assaulted by emotion at the most inconvenient moments? She worked for a
serene tone. “Nothing’ s wrong.”

He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. Gentle. Patient. “Y ou don’'t have to
pretend, Jess.” He kept his voice quiet enough that its low rumble probably didn’t
reach the others. “Not with me.”

To not have to pretend—to be strong, to be unmoved by the horror of the world.

Once more the tears surged, and she sniffed to hold them back. “1 was thinking about
the only other time I’ve seen wild game cooked over an open fire. | was stitching a
gash on a man who'd been beaten by Jedidiah’s guards.” She glanced up at his face,
letting herself take in the awful bruising. The wound she'd stitched on him just
yesterday. “Hisinjuries weren't nearly as bad as yours.”



That one corner of his mouth tipped up again. Surely it hurt him to move even that
part of his face. Yet it was the only sign that showed he was trying to smile. “Mine
aren’'t so bad. At least | have an excuse to keep you close.”

She couldn’t hide her own smile, but thankfully, the dim cabin hid the way her
cheeks must have turned pink. “Y ou don’'t have to get beat up for that.”

She'd meant it in ateasing way. But in truth, the idea of leaving Gil’s side made her
heart race. Staying with Gil meant safety.

Was that the only reason she wanted to cling to Gil? Safety? If she didn’'t have to
worry about her father or Jedidiah finding her—if she could travel anywhere in the
world—would she still want to stay near the Coulter Ranch, close to Gil? She did
need to worry about them though. Her father would send someone after her. Surely.
He' d done it before.

But even if her safety weren't in question, she couldn’t imagine leaving Gil. She
couldn’t imagine a life that didn’t include him. She couldn’t imagine ever feeling
complete apart from him. He' d become her safe haven, yes. But he'd also become...a
friend.

Miles settled on one of the log stumps. “Y ou two up for answering a few guestions?’

Could she summon the energy? She' d have to.

At least Gil's grip on her hand stayed solid as he spoke. "Sure. Figured you all were
curious.”

Miles's expression took on the hint of a grin. "What happened out there? We got
worried when we came back to Canvas Creek to help you look for Sampson and
couldn’t find you."



“It's along story.” Gil shifted to better face his brother. “1 was searching farther out
from town. One day, | found Jess on the mountain. We started talking, and | realized
that her living situation wasn’'t safe. She needed help getting away from her father.
Simon McPharland. Most people call him Mick.”

Tension seeped into the air, so heavy it could smother. Apparently, his brothers knew
that name well.

“Jess is nothing like her father though.” When Gil spoke again, his voice popped the
bubble like a pin. “Not a single bit. She's tried to escape him before, but his men
found her and brought her back. One in particular is a lousy son of scum. Jedidiah,
McPharland’ s second in command.”

He cleared his throat. “We figured the only way to get her free with her father's
approval was to pretend to be married. The ruse worked pretty well for a while. We
were nearly set to leave. | even got to talk to Sampson a few timestoo.”

Jude's head snapped up. "Y ou found him? Where?"

Tension rose once again. "He's working for McPharland. In the mine there in that
mountain where you found us."

Jude's brows lowered. "Why? Doesn't he know what kind of man McPharland is?*

"I think he knows." Gil's voice roughened. "He says he's not finished there yet.
Wouldn't come back with us."

Miles leaned forward. "Did you tell him we've been looking for him? That we're all
worried?'

"Yeah." Gil blew out a breath. "I begged him to leave with us. To come home or go



somewhere else. Any place not under McPharland’ s thumb. He refused.”

The silence stretched, broken only by the crackle of the fire. “So,” Jude finaly said,
his words slow and deliberate. "What do we do now? Go back for him?"

Gil's fingers tightened around Jesss. "l don't think that's wise. At least not yet. Jess
needs to get to safety first. To the ranch.”

Jude seemed to be mulling through the situation. "Y ou’re probably right. We might
need the others so we can go back with more gunpower."

Gil shifted on the blanket, a wince tightening his features. "There's something else.
We found some of the sapphires.”

Jude straightened on hislog. "Y ou did? Where are they?"

"McPharland had them hidden in one of the storage caves. | think it’s only about half
of what was stolen. Jedidiah caught me trying to get away with them. Probably
moved them after that."

Miles scowled. "Isthat how your face got rearranged?”

Gil gave a soft chuckle that looked more like a grimace. “It’ s not as bad as it looks.”

Her chest ached with those words. She had no doubt he hurt every bit as much as the
bruising and swelling made it seem.

“Anything else?’ Jude |looked between the two of them.

“That’ sabout it.” Gil sounded weary.



Jude turned his focus on her, and her chest tightened as she prepared for what he
might say. He knew more of her father’s awful deeds now. Would he throw her out?
Take her back to face her punishment?

Gil would speak up for her. Wouldn't he? Anything seemed possible. The very worst
seemed possible.

But Jude’ s eyes softened. “I’'m glad Gil found you. Glad we were able to get you out.
Y ou get some rest now.” He glanced over at Two Stones, who still sat by the roasting
meat. “What do you think, should we head out about midnight?”’

The dark haired man nodded. “Best to ride when we won’'t meet others.” Two Stones
had been mostly quiet until now, but his voice held arich tone. His words were clear,
almost without accent, though he didn’t use many to make his point.

Jude nodded, then shifted back to her. “We're near the Mullan Road, and that's a
straight shot back to our ranch. But it gets a fair amount of travel that we' d rather
avoid.”

"Good thinking." Gil's words slurred a bit as his eye closed.

“All right then. Sleep for now. Food should be ready when you wake up.” Jude
pushed to his feet and moved to the pile of packs.

She let her eyes drift shut.

She should release Gil’ s hand so he could rest better. Settle into her own space on the
blanket and sleep.

But she couldn't make herself let go of him. Not now, and maybe not ever.
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CHAPTER 22

T he next day, the sun hung low in the western sky, casting the woods they traveled
through in shadows. Jude had said they were nearing the ranch.

The steeper terrain kept Jess clinging to his coat to hold on, fighting the exhaustion
that pressed constantly. The gentle rocking of the horse had lulled her into a doze
several times in the night and this morning, her head resting on Jude's back. But she
never let herself fully surrender to slegp. She couldn’t risk tumbling from the saddle.

Their trail opened into a clearing, where she spied a sturdy barn directly ahead and a
house up the hill. Jude loosed a piercing whistle, and moments later, the front door
swung open.

A woman stood on the stoop, studying them for a moment. It didn’t take her long to
recognize the men, for she hurried down the steps, and four other women followed
close behind. A young girl skipped along with the group.

As they approached the horses, it was easy to see the moment each of them made out
the disfiguring bruises and swelling on Gil’ s face. All approached Gil and Milesfirst,
except one dark-haired woman who went straight to Jude.

Hiswife, no doubt. Angela.
Jude bent down from the saddle to press a quick kiss to her lips. Jess looked away to

give them privacy, but not before she caught the utter joy on Angela’'s face to see her
husband again. How long had the men been gone?



Jude straightened and motioned to Jess. "This is Jess McPharland. She rescued Gil
and brought him back to us. Jess, this is my wife, Angela." He pointed to the other
women gathered around Gil. "And this is Dinah, Naomi, Patsy, and my niece Lillian.
The little one in Naomi’s arms is Mary Ellen, and that young lady next to her is
Anna."

Angela sent awelcoming smile. “Don’t worry about remembering names. There are a
lot of us. It's a pleasure to meet you, Jess.” She reached up a hand, and Jess placed
hersin it. Was that what she'd wanted her to do?

Angela s smile warmed, and she squeezed Jess's fingers. “I’m so glad you' ve come.
Let’sget you inside. Y ou must be hungry and exhausted.”

Angela helped Jess dismount, then guided her toward the house with a gentle hand on
her back. Her touch felt amost motherly. Hadn’t Gil said Angela was expecting too?
She dlid a glance to the woman’s middle. Her dress was full enough that it was
impossible to discern asign of her condition.

Should Jess have expanded her dresses to conceal her growing waist? She'd not
thought to. She could now, though, if one of these women would allow her the use of
needle and thread.

A pang pressed in her chest. She didn't even have her own sewing supplies. She
needed to start earning money soon so she could buy the things she' d left behind.

That worry could wait until morning, at least.
Lillian trailed them while the other women assisted Gil. He'd said his oldest brother's

wife, Dinah, was a doctor. That must be her, the woman with the lightest blond hair,
judging by the way she took charge of Gil's care.



As they entered the log cabin, the warmth and bustle of the others enveloped her. The
women moved about with purpose, their chatter filling the air—a far cry from the
solitude she was accustomed to, but there was a comfort in their presence, a sense of
belonging that Jess had never experienced before, not even before her mother died.

She stayed in the main room while the women settled Gil in one of the bed chambers,
the one Patsy had been occupying, apparently. The red-haired woman gathered her
belongings and slipped out with them, then climbed a ladder attached to the wall up
to aloft.

None of the men entered the house except Gil, and through one of the windows, she
could see Jude and Two Stones lead their horses into the barn. Was Miles already
inside the building with his mount?

“Let’s get food for you both.” Angela’s voice sounded behind her, and Jess turned to
see her and the young woman, Lillian, working together near the cookstove.

As she watched them work, she gripped her hands together. She was usually the one
doing the work. But she didn’t want to force her help on them—or her presence in
their kitchen.

Angela glanced up, her dark eyes meeting Jess's with warmth. "Why don't you have a
seat at the table? Y ou must be exhausted."

Jess slowly lowered herself onto one of the wooden chairs around the long oval table.
The ache in her muscles eased as she settled. Lillian set a steaming mug of tea in
front of her, the delicate floral scent wafting up to her nose.

"Thank you." She wrapped her hands around the warm cup, letting its heat ease her
tension.



Angela brought over a bowl of steaming soup. "I’'m sure you’ re famished after your
journey.”

“Thank you.” Two such small words, but what else could she say?

Angela settled in the chair next to her. “ Jude says you rescued Gil?’

Heat flushed her cheeks, and she shook her head. “More like he rescued me. He
helped me get away from my father.” She searched for another way to explain
without having to tell the entire story. Gil would likely share everything, but that felt
like such along conversation, and she couldn’t find the energy to start it yet.

Angela rested a hand on the table. “It sounds like you've had a hard go of it. I'm
sorry.”

Jess took a bite of stew as she searched for an answer. Something other than thank
you . Or afalse reassurance like It wasn’t so hard .

Angela spoke again though, saving her the trouble. “I haven’'t ever had to escape my
father, but | remember when | first met Jude. We were traveling west on atrain, then
we moved to a steamship. At one point, we realized we were being followed by men
I’d worked with. It turned into quite an ordeal, and at one point, | wasn’t sure Jude or
| would make it out alive.” Her gaze had turned distant, but now she refocused on
Jess, shifting her hand to rest on Jess's arm. Her warm tone nudged aside some of the
distance between them, making Angela feel more like a friend. “I’'m glad you had
Gil. He'sagood man. I'm sure the two of you were a great help to each other.”

Jess could only nod and take another bite. She needed this food more than she'd
realized.

The front door opened, and a man stepped inside. She’d not seen him before, but he



looked alittle like an older version of Jude.

Jude followed him inside, trailed by Miles, Two Stones, and another man. A third
stranger brought up the rear, closing the door behind him. His auburn curls looked as
different from most of the others as Two Stones'srich black braids did.

The first man—yprobably Jericho, the eldest, if she had to guess—aimed straight for
the open door to the room where Gil lay. But Jude scanned the room until his eyes
caught on Angela's. He moved toward her like a magnet, stopping behind her chair
with his hands on her shoulders as he bent to press akiss to her cheek.

Once again, Jess tried to look away quickly enough to give them privacy, but she
couldn’t help but see the way Jude’ s hand dropped to his wife's middle for a second,
before pulling back.

Jess focused on her food and gulped down another bite.

“How are you both and our sweet babies? These ladies know how to make a stew,
don’t they, Jess?’ His eyes twinkled as he spoke. He didn’t seem embarrassed about
mentioning their unborn babe in front of her, as though the child already wiggled on
the floor between them. As though he was happy about their coming gift.

Blasted tears burned her eyes again, and she willed them away so neither of these
nice people saw her emotion. If only she’d done things differently. If only she'd not
wanted control so desperately that she’ d pushed Alex so far.

She might one day have a husband who looked at her the way Jude looked at Angela.
A husband who wanted children with her, offspring of their love.

If only she could go hide away with Gil. Sit by his bed without all these strangers
around. She was safe with him. And she didn’t have to wish things were different.



With Gil, she didn't have to try to be what he wanted. She only had to be. He
accepted her exactly the way she was.

Nay, he did far more than accept her. He looked at her ailmost the way Jude looked at
Angela. Not exactly the same. Gil possessed a bit more charm and flair than this
brother. Something she loved about him. A trait that had drawn her from the very
beginning.

Jude and Angela were looking at her now, as though waiting for her to speak. Had
they asked her a question? She searched the recent conversation in her mind. Jude
had asked how she liked the stew, then...

He dipped his head closer to his wife's ear, drawing attention from trying to
remember what she was supposed to answer. When he spoke, his words were quieter,
meant for Angela, but he sent a smile to Jess.

“Miss McPharland is expecting a little one too. Like us. | told her you'd love to talk
to her. Maybe she’ s experienced that heartburn you’ ve been struggling with.”

Angela' s eyes widened, yet not in horror. Pleasure bloomed over her face, and she
took Jess's hand in both of hers. “Oh, Jess. How wonderful.”

Jess worked for a smile. Angela had surely realized that Jude called her Miss , not
Mrs . Most women would shun her, from what she’'d gathered from the doctor and a
few books she' d read.

But Angela didn't stop with squeezing her hand, she moved her arms to Jess's
shoulders and pulled her in for a hug. “Jess, I'm so, so very glad you've come. |
know we just met, but | feel like we' ve been friends for years. There's something
about you that makes you seem like asister.”



Jess stayed still for a moment, not daring to move lest she do something wrong. She
hadn’t been hugged by a woman since...since Mama. And that had been twelve years
before.

As Angela squeezed, Jess returned the embrace, which felt like the right thing to do.
She settled her hands on Angela's back and let herself breathe in the hug. Angela
smelled like stew and roses, a combination so real, her body gradually cameto life.

Maybe for the first time since they crept away from the only home she' d ever known
in the middle of the night.

Tears welled, burning so fiercely she couldn’t hold them back. As they leaked down
her cheeks and into Angela’ s hair, a sob forced its way up her throat. She couldn’t cry
on thiswoman. This stranger.

Y et she couldn’t stop herself. With Angela’s soft arms around her, her body chose to
break through the numbness that had been holding her together the last two days.

Oh, God. This hurts so much .

She wasn’t even sure where all the pain came from. Leaving her home, her father.
Seeing the awful things Jedidiah’s men did to Gil. Knowing she was part of the
reason that had happened. Knowing her father was the man behind it al. Knowing
her father was such an awful man, yet still wanting him to love her, to call her his
daughter and look at her with those eyes that said she'd done well. That he was
pleased with her.

And Mama. If only Mama were still alive, these past twelve years wouldn't have
been so hard. Yet would they really have been better? She would have been able to
share the weight of her father’'s actions—and the weight of what he wanted for
her—instead of bearing it alone. She could have shared the weight of his



expectations, which she'd felt compelled to fulfill, no matter what.

But could she really wish her mother had been there to endure all that? How could
she be so selfish? Such a selfish daughter.

The more her mind spun, the more sobs heaved out of her, tears long since blurring
her eyes so she could see only outlines of the cabin around them.

She had to pull herself together. She could apologize for this outburst and somehow
move on fromiit.

Maybe Jude and Angela were the only ones who'd seen her collapse. Perhaps they
wouldn’t tell the others.

When she finally reined in the emotion and pulled back from Angela, the poor
woman'’s hair and shoulder were completely soaked. Jess sniffed and wiped one eye,

then Angelapressed a cloth in her hands. “Here.”

Jess used it to wipe the other eye and her nose, then sucked in a long breath as she
took in Angela and Jude.

A hand pressed her shoulder from behind, and she spun to see who was there.

Gil sat in the chair beside her.

Her heart leapt, and a fresh wave of emotion clogged her throat. Gil.

That one good eye twinkled at her, its warmth the home she' d been craving. Part of

her wanted to curl into his chest and let him hold her. She couldn’t do that of course.
Not with him injured and here in front of hisfamily.



Speaking of his family, if Gil had come in here, where were the others? The women
and the men who' d come in with Jude?

A glance around showed that the door to the room where Gil had been lying was
closed. Were they al in there? Surely not. They must have gone outside. To get away
from her crying?

Heat flushed her ears once more, but Gil’s warm hand dlipped under hers, weaving
their fingers together. Calling her back to him.

“Anything | can do?’ His voice was low, almost intimate.

He hadn’t asked what was wrong. Gil seemed to always know what she needed. He
probably understood why she’d been crying more than she did. And he'd left his
bed—injured as he was—and come out here to be with her.

He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb, a gesture that aready felt so familiar,
and she shook her head. "I’'m all right. Truly. | think it just all caught up to me.”

“l know what you mean.” He nodded past her. “I see you've met Angela. She's one
of the good ones. Not quite as bossy as Dinah.”

Angela pressed her lips in a smile. “Don’t listen to him. Dinah’s wonderful. Like a
mother hento us al.”

A grin tugged at Jess's cheeks, despite everything. She needed to try to explain what
she was feeling to Angela. “I’ve never realy been around women. My mother died
when | was eight, and then it was just my father and me. The only people around us
were men who worked for us. My only friends were the miners, though | didn’t know
them well.”



She ducked her chin alittle. “I’ ve never really been around women. Not like this. Ina
group. I’ ve...wanted this, but...”

Angela chuckled. “We're a little overwhelming, | know exactly what you mean.” She
glanced back at her husband, who'd taken the chair behind her sometime during
Jess's crying fit. “Before Dinah and Naomi came, it was just the six brothers and
Lillian and Sean. Poor Lilly had to put up with al those boys.”

Angela ssmilelit her eyes as she gripped her husband’ s hand. “We' ve been adding to
the ranch, one by one. Mostly wives so far, but soon we'll be adding more little
ones.” Her other hand clasped Jess's fingers. “We're so very happy you came, Jess. |
hope you’'ll stay along, long time.”

A new round of emotion rose in Jess's throat, but she forced a smile to clear it away.
She had to change the subject before she started crying again.

She turned to Gil. “Did you eat? This stew is wonderful.”

His mouth curved. “1 did and it is. AlImost as good as yours.” Then he squeezed her
hand. “Come on. | told Jericho we'd give the whole story soon, and | don’t think |
can hold him off much longer.”

She rose from her chair aong with the others and braced herself for the coming
conversation. The Coulters would be angry at her father. Some of them might even
see her as the enemy. But Gil would be at her side through it all.

And maybe Angela and Jude too.
As the family gathered and pulled chairs into a large circle in front of the hearth, Gil

led her to a bench with a back and armrests that was wide enough for two. He settled
in beside her, still not releasing her hand.



Angela took the chair on Jess's other side, with Jude next to her. Murmurs filled the
room while others settled into the remaining seats.

As she took in the group surrounding them, something inside her eased.

A family. All these people were Gil’s family, and so far, they seemed kind and
willing to accept her. Even when she' d shown such weakness.

Gil’ s thumb stroked her hand again, and she turned to him. That good eye soaked her
in, it’s warmth undeniable.

“I’m glad you're here.” He spoke quietly, hiswords only for her.

She swallowed down afresh lump in her throat. “I am too.”

And shetruly was.
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CHAPTER 23
“C an | walk with you back to Jude’ s? I’m going that way.”

Jess dlid a glance at Gil as they strode up the slope from the barn to the main house.
“You happen to be going that way?’ She couldn’t help teasing. Only rocks and trees
lay in the direction of Jude and Angela s cabin.

He gave a casual shrug. “I’'m going that way if you are.” The corners of his mouth
tugged. “I told Jude I’ d bring him a bag of nailstoo.”

With the warm afternoon sun chasing away the deepest autumn chill and almost a full
day spent with Gil and the Coulter women, how could Jess not smile?

These five days since they’ d arrived on the ranch had been alittle slice of heaven. A
heaven she’' d dreamed of but hadn’t been sure even existed this side of eternity.

The only thing that spoiled her peace was the ever-present threat of an attack from
her father’s men. Gil’s brothers were keeping guard, though, and not one of them
treated her like she was connected with her father’s sins in any way. She'd never
expected to feel so welcome here. Or anywhere, for that matter. She hadn’t
experienced asimilar feeling since her mother’ s passing.

Watching Gil interact with his family gave her so much insight into how he'd come
by his easy charm. The tender affection in his smile as he played with his nieces, the
little girls' delighted giggles ringing out across the yard. The respect and camaraderie
evident in his conversations with his brothers.



And when his gaze met hers across the room, the warmth and tenderness there stole
her breath. She could imagine a future where she belonged on this ranch. With Gil.
Where her child would be surrounded by love and laughter. They would both be free
from the shadows of her past.

“Isthat ayesthen?’ Gil nudged her back to the present with hiswords.

She sent another 100k, this time maybe alittle coy. | suppose that would be fine.”

They both knew she wanted him near anytime he could manage it. His ribs were
starting to heal, and since Dinah wrapped them in a tight bandage, he'd been out of
bed far more than he’'d rested. The swelling had almost completely left his face too.
Now when he smiled—as he was doing at the moment—both sides of his mouth rose

equally.

The bruises had lightened to a pale yellow-green. An awful color, truth be told, but at
least she could better see the real Gil through the bruising.

They reached the house, and he opened the door for her.

“Let mejust get my heavier coat and I'll be ready.” She stepped inside and pulled her
jacket from the peg by the door.

Dinah emerged from her bed chamber, wiping her hands on her apron. "Heading back
down the mountain?' Her smile felt so warm and genuine. Like a motherly elder
Sister.

"Yes, Gil’s walking with me." She couldn't help the hint of pleasure that crept into
her voice. It'd been wonderful having him so near these past few days.

She'd been staying with Jude and Angela, which was about a ten-minute walk from
the main house, close enough she saw him and the others often. But it was nice to



have the quiet there with Angela too. Neither Angela nor Jude talked overmuch,
which was arelief. And for the first time since Jess had learned of the baby, she could
finaly speak openly about her condition and ask Angela al the things she'd
wondered.

With afinal wave to Dinah, she and Gil stepped back into the crisp mountain air.

As they waked the worn path to Jude and Angelas cabin, Jess breathed deeply,
savoring the sweet scent of pine and wood smoke that always seemed to hang in the
air here. Peace settled over her, a peace she'd only ever found in Gil's presence. With
him, the burdens of her past seemed to lift away. She could be open with him, free to
speak her thoughts.

He' d already witnessed her greatest shame—her father’s evil—and he didn’t blame
her for it. He treated her like she was her own person, not permanently soiled by her

blood connection to Simon M cPharland.

Gil showed her so much respect, far more than she deserved. Sometimes so much she
didn’t always know what to do with it.

They walked in companionable silence for atime, arms brushing occasionaly.
The babe delivered a firm kick on her right side, and she pressed a hand there,
rubbing the spot. If only she could rub the tiny foot instead, cradling little toes and

kissing them.

Gil’s gaze dlipped into her awareness, and she glanced over to see him watching her
with uncertain eyes. “Is everything all right?’

“All iswell. Thelittle one kicked harder than usual.”

Something flickered in his warm brown eyes. Longing? Curiosity? He didn’t speak at



first, but the air grew thick between them. Her stomach twisted. Was he wondering
about...?

Finally, he cleared his throat. "Jess, | know it's not my place to ask, and you don't
have to say if it's too hard, but..." He tucked his hands in his coat pockets. "The
baby's father. Who is he?"

She'd known this question would come eventually, but a part of her had hoped to
avoid it forever. Shame heated her cheeks as she remembered her foolish choices
with Alex.

Gil deserved the truth, no matter how much it pained her to speak it.

If he grew angry and sent her away, better now than before she became too
comfortable here with his family. But even as that thought slipped in, she pushed it
back. Gil wouldn’'t send her away.

He would be disappointed, though, and she hated the thought of him looking at her
like that.

Y et he should be disappointed in her. She was disappointed in herself.

She slowed to a stop. They would reach Angela s cabin soon, and she didn’t want this
conversation overheard.

She took a breath for courage but could only fix her gaze on a branch ahead of her.
"His name was Alex. He worked for my father. | thought..." She shook her head.
How could she put into words what she’ d done? What she’ d been thinking. "l let him
go too far. I...I encouraged it even. | thought it would give me power, a way to take
back control of my life." She could barely breathe through the weight on her chest.

Did she need to say more?



She risked a glance at Gil's face, bracing herself for the disappointment, and probably
even judgment, she was sure she would find there.

But those eyes she loved didn't hold censure, only a deep sadness that echoed the
achein her heart. "Jess. I'm so sorry."

The grief in histone made the knot in her middle twist even tighter. The last thing she
wanted was to bring him more pain. He should be angry at her, not share in her pain.

His mouth parted like he wanted to say something, so she waited. He searched her
face as he spoke. “What did you do when you found out...about the baby?’

She swallowed hard. "I started to suspect after a couple months. When | was fairly
certain, | snuck away to Helena. | saw a doctor there who confirmed it." Her voice
caught, so she took a breath before continuing. "Then | started asking around about
Alex. But Jedidiah and his men found me before | could go any further."

His expression turned sober. “Did he hurt you? Or did Jedidiah?’

She shook her head. “No.”

Gil took in an audible breath, his shoulders sinking as he blew it out. This didn’t feel
like an interrogation, despite how he watched her. Maybe because he kept his voice
so low and gentle. “Do you know what happened to Alex? Where he went?’

Her chest tightened again. She hated to think about this part. “I don’t...I don’t know.
I’m still not sure how he managed to leave in the first place. | wonder if...” Her eyes
burned thinking about what could have been done to him. “I wonder if Jedediah
found him and... punished him for leaving.”

Gil was silent a moment before speaking quietly. “| was afraid of that.” Another beat
of silence. “Did you love him? Alex, | mean.” Though his tone didn’t change, she felt



thetension in hiswords.

She turned to meet his gaze. “I never loved Alex. What | allowed with him was a
foolish decision, one I've wished | could take back so many times. One I've begged
God to forgive me for." She had to swallow down the sting of tears.

She lifted her hand to the swell of her belly, atouch that was becoming so natural. So
automatic. "I’m thankful for this babe, though. | know now that God wouldn’'t have
allowed him or her to grow unless He had aplan. And | get to be part of that plan. I'm
praying every day that He'll help me raise this babe to be a godly man or woman."

As Gil studied her, the corners of his eyes creased. Not quite a smile. It was more like
he was thinking hard on what she'd said. Slowly, he reached out and rested his hand
on her arm, the warmth of his touch seeping through her coat seeve. Then he did his
hand down to cover hers where it rested on the curve of her belly. His larger hand
completely enveloped her own.

He looked up to her eyes and locked his gaze with hers. "Jess, I'm so sorry you've had
such ahard life. I'm sorry you didn't have a father who could show you what real love
looks and feels like. But | need you to know—God forgave you the very first time
you asked. He doesn't hold your past against you."

Emotion welled in her throat. She knew the truth of Gil’swords in her head—Ezekiel
had told her that—but hearing Gil say them with such conviction made them sink
deeper into her heart.

He moved his hands to her elbows and tugged her closer, sliding his arms around her
back, cradling her in the security of his embrace. "I've known from the very
beginning that God brought us together for a reason. And Jess." His eyes searched
hers. "When you're ready, | want to take the next step with you.”

The next step? Did he mean...?



“I'm not rushing you at all. | know you need time. | just want you to know where |
stand, so you don't have to worry about the future...or make other plans.”

Her heart quickened, hope and longing swirling together. Even now that he knew the
truth, he wanted her?

Keeping one arm around her, he took her hand in his free one. Once again, he pressed
her palm to her belly and covered it with his own. "l want to help you raise this little
one. | want to be afather to him or her, to show areflection of God's love, as close as
| can get. | want to love you and our family—whatever that family looks like—for as
long as| live."

Tears blurred her vision. This man—this wonderful, honorable man—wanted her,
broken past and all. Wanted to build alife with her, wanted to be afather to her child.
It was more than she'd ever dared hope for.

"You don't have to answer right now." His words came quick, as if he saw the
overwhelming emotion on her face. "Take as long as you need to heal, to decide
when you're ready. I'll be here always. | promise.”

He pulled her close.

She snuggled in, laying her head on his chest, one hand resting over his beating heart.
Peace and contentment, more complete than she'd ever known, eased through her.
Cocooned in Gil's embrace with her unborn child sheltered between them, the trials
of her past finally felt far behind her.

Thiswas her new beginning. No, their new beginning.

She tilted her head back to meet Gil's tender gaze and smiled through her tears. "I
want that too."



He rubbed moisture from her cheek with his thumb, then lowered his head to brush
the sweetest of kisses across her lips.

This man.

With Gil by her side and God's grace to guide them, surely they could weather any
storm and build a life—a family—grounded in faith and love. Together.

And she couldn’t wait.

| pray you loved Gil and Jess's story!

Miles finally gets his story in the next book in the series, and what a surprise he'sin
for as the danger to his family’s ranch escalates...



