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“Sienna, don’t come any closer. It’s a bomb.”

She gasped, confusion knitting her expression. “A what?”

He knew she’d heard him, so he didn’t repeat himself. “Take Nathan and get as far away from the truck as you can.”

Without delay, she scooped Nathan into her arms and ran for the side of the house.

Ethan moved with them, positioning himself between them and the truck.

They had just reached the corner of the house when an explosion ripped through the truck behind them. They hit the ground hard, Ethan shielding Sienna and Nathan with his body.

Sienna screamed his name.

Nathan’s petrified sobs tore at his heart.

“Are you hurt?” Ethan asked.

Sierra shook her head, still wide-eyed. “We’re…” She ran a hand over Nathan, relief whooshing her breath from her lungs. “We’re okay.”

He got up, helping Sienna to her feet with Nathan clutched in her arms. “Take him inside. I’ll call this in.”

She nodded. Without hesitation, she turned and hurried with Nathan into the house.

Ethan reached for his phone, his gaze drifting back to the inferno blazing on the drive.

Something told him this was only the beginning…
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One

Sienna Blake pressed herself against the wooden stall, her heart hammering. The scent of warm hay and horse sweat filled the stable, mingling with the damp earthy aroma of trampled straw and old leather. From her hiding spot in the stallion’s stall, she had a clear view of the two men arguing near the stable doors.

Trip Anderson, the ranch owner.

And a hulking stranger with a gun aimed at the elderly man.

Tension crackled in the air, thick and suffocating as the gunman’s voice cut through the dimly lit stable block.

“You think you can cheat us?” The gunman stepped closer, his voice low, dangerous.

Trip held up both hands, taking a step backward. “It’s not what you think. I just need more time.”

“Time?” The gunman let out a low, humorless chuckle that sent ice slithering down Sienna’s spine. “My boss doesn’t do extensions.”

Who was his boss?

Trip exhaled sharply. “Look, I know the foal’s DNA could expose everything, but I’ll fix it. I just need access to the system. Trina was supposed to take care of it.”

Sienna frowned. Trina? The ranch’s office manager? What did she have to do with the foal’s DNA?

The gunman’s expression hardened. “Trina messed up. The vet tech got suspicious. We had to clean that up.”

Sienna’s breath caught. Clean it up? Did that mean…?

Trip paled. “You—you killed Trina?”

Sienna clamped a hand over her mouth, forcing back a gasp. Trina’s dead? Just a few days ago, she’d been gushing about her daughter’s upcoming visit.

The gunman leaned in, his voice ice-cold. “And the vet tech. Consider it a warning. Do your job, or you’re next, old man.”

Trip swallowed hard, his shoulders sagging. “I never wanted any of this.”

“No?” The gunman sneered. “Then maybe you shouldn’t have taken the money.”

What money? Did Trip borrow money he couldn’t pay back, and now he was being forced to do something illegal? The gunman had mentioned the foal’s DNA. Was Trip involved in falsifying bloodlines? Six years ago, while working as an equine physiotherapist on her father’s ranch, she’d treated a stallion listed as an active breeder, but she knew he’d been sterile for years. Official records had claimed he’d fathered foals, but that was impossible. Then she’d discovered that someone had been altering bloodline records.

Trip’s jaw clenched. “I just need to get through this week. If I can fix the papers, no one will ever question it.”

“You better hope so.” The gunman’s voice dropped to a lethal tone. “Because if that DNA test goes through, the boss won’t be waiting for you to fix it. He’ll be cutting his losses.”

Trip froze. “Wait, you’re saying—”

The gunman pulled the slide back on his pistol. Pressed the barrel to Trip’s chest, right over his heart. “You’ve got forty-eight hours. After that? You’re just another loose end.”

Trip staggered back, his face drained of color. Panic flashed in his eyes.

A loud whinny split the air. A horse stamped its hooves and shifted restlessly in the stall across from hers.

She kept her gaze on Trip. He’s going to do something reckless.

The thought barely formed before Trip lunged. He grabbed for the gun, grappling with the man, but the guy was a foot taller and a truck-size wider.

A sharp pop cracked the air.

Trip stiffened.

The sickening thud of his body hitting the concrete floor sent icy prickles through Sienna.

A startled breath hitched in her throat. She clamped her lips shut, choking down a scream. She should run, but fear pinned her in place.

Trip wasn’t moving. She willed him to get up. Run. Fight.

The four-year-old stallion beside her blew a sharp breath, ears flicking back as if he, too, were urging his owner to get up. Sienna edged to the stall door. Maybe she could sneak back out as unnoticed as when she arrived five minutes ago to collect her jacket. She took a slow step backward—and knocked against a metal bucket. It clattered to the ground, the sound like a gunshot in the silence.

The gunman’s head snapped around.

And his cold, dark eyes locked on to hers.

Sienna’s stomach plummeted. No. No. No. For a single, terrifying heartbeat, neither of them moved. Then he swung the gun in her direction, his finger tightening on the trigger.

A wave of terror slammed into her. Sienna squeezed her eyes shut. “Lord, help!”

A beat of silence.

Instead of a gunshot, she heard a click, then heavy footsteps. Her eyes flew open. The gunman was charging toward her, his face twisted with frustration as he tried to unjam his gun. In seconds he was blocking her exit.

His gun might’ve jammed, but she couldn’t bank on it staying that way. Acting on instinct, she grabbed the lead rope hanging from the post and gave it a sharp tug. The stallion reared up, hooves slicing the air. The gunman’s eyes widened as the horse’s powerful legs kicked out, slamming into his chest. He grunted in pain, stumbled backward and crashed onto the straw-covered floor, his gun clattering out of his grip.

Oh, God, please help! Sienna didn’t wait to see if the gunman got back up. Instead, she bolted, dodging past him, her boots skidding on the stable floor.

Nathan.

She’d only popped into the stables for a moment to grab the jacket she’d left while working with the stallion earlier. She hadn’t meant to be here this long. And Nathan—her five-year-old son—was in the car just outside the stables.

Alone and vulnerable.

A wave of raw panic seized her. If the gunman recovered before she escaped, he wouldn’t stop at taking her out. He’d find her son. Sienna pushed harder, sprinting toward the stable doors. Behind her, the man groaned. She risked a glance over her shoulder. He was already stirring. If she didn’t get to Nathan first… She refused to finish the thought. She had to make it. Had to get to her son. Had to survive.

A second gunshot cracked the silence.

Pain slashed across her left arm. She stumbled. The force of the bullet’s graze sent her crashing to her knees. She wrenched herself up, every instinct screaming to keep running. She had to escape. Had to stay alive. Had to protect Nathan.

She sprinted past Trip’s lifeless body, burst through the stable doors and raced toward her car, ignoring the fiery sting in her arm. She fumbled for the door handle, her bloodied fingers slipping. Behind her, heavy footsteps pounded against the gravel, closing in.

Her heart slammed against her ribs, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. “Come on. Come on!” It took a couple of tries before she got the car door open. She dove behind the wheel, hands shaking as she pressed the button to start the ignition. The engine roared to life. Sienna slammed on the gas pedal.

A dark shape loomed in her peripheral vision—he was almost there.

The tires of her little car kicked up dirt and gravel as she peeled out of the driveway, the gunman’s furious shout lost in the roar of the engine. Sienna glanced in the rearview mirror. Nathan was buckled into his booster seat, his Woody figure clutched in one hand as he stared out the back window.

“Mommy, is that a bad man?”

Her gaze shifted to the large man in the distance. Thank God he wasn’t following. Right now, he probably had bigger problems with the ranch owner lying dead on the stable floor.

“Yes, peanut, that’s a bad man.”

“Don’t let him get us, Mommy.”

“I won’t, baby.” Dread formed a lump in her chest. She only prayed the big guy wasn’t the type to finish what he started.

She kept one eye on the road, the other on the mirror. Nathan was safe—for now. But the knot in her chest tightened with every mile. What if this wasn’t over? What if it was only the beginning?

Even with distance growing behind her, the danger still felt far too close.

* * *

Some days, Sheriff Ethan Callahan felt aged beyond his thirty-three years. Today was one of those days. He rolled his left shoulder, trying to ease the dull ache—a permanent souvenir of the day his life fell apart. The day he almost died. The day the woman he loved left town—left him—and never looked back. For months after the attempt on his life, he’d lived in dread that something had happened to Sienna, that whoever tried to kill him had gotten to her, too.

But they hadn’t. Eventually, Ethan had found her—alive and well, continuing her work as an equine physiotherapist on a ranch in Idaho. She hadn’t been running for her life. She’d been living it. Without him. Ethan had been forced to face the brutal truth—she hadn’t left because she was in danger.

She’d left because she wanted to.

Because she didn’t love him.

She’d abandoned him at his lowest point, when he’d needed her most. And if the way she’d run out on him wasn’t enough of a lesson, then shame on him for still missing her.

He had once believed in God’s plan. The day Sienna walked away—taking his heart—broke something inside him. The attack on his life had never been solved. The person responsible had walked free. He’d prayed for answers, for peace, for the woman he loved to return to him, but his prayers remained unanswered. In the end, he’d had to conclude that God wasn’t hearing him. So why bother to pray?

“Please, I need to see him now.”

The sudden commotion in the front office snapped Ethan out of his reverie. He pushed to his feet, his instincts on high alert. The tension in the woman’s voice sent a ripple of unease through him. He stepped out of his office, his gaze landing on a slender woman a little above average height, her golden-brown hair gathered in a messy bun. It wasn’t a cute, artfully arranged do. It was haphazard with curling strands falling out all over the place. Her face was devoid of makeup, and her clothes looked like she’d slept in them for days. And she was holding a little boy’s hand, keeping him close as though she was afraid to let him out of her sight.

Ethan’s breath stalled in his chest.

Sienna.

A wave of emotions crashed into him—shock, anger, disbelief. And beneath it all, something he refused to acknowledge. Something that made his stomach clench and his heart ache.

For six years, he’d convinced himself he would never see her again. That she had disappeared into another life without so much as a backward glance. And yet, here she was, standing in his sheriff’s office, looking at him with wide, desperate hazel eyes.

The woman who had broken him. The woman he had once loved. The woman he had spent years trying to forget.

His gaze dropped to the boy. He looked about five or six, his small hand clinging to Sienna’s, his tiny fingers curling tightly around hers as he stared back at Ethan with a mix of curiosity and wariness. The kid had dark hair, a strong jaw and the same stubborn tilt to his chin that Ethan saw every morning in the mirror.

His gut twisted. It couldn’t be. But the resemblance was undeniable—so much so it made his knees lock. His heart slammed against his ribs. Was this why she ran out on him?

“Ethan.” Sienna’s voice wavered, and she maneuvered the boy closer as if to shield him from Ethan’s reaction.

He forced himself to look at her, not the child who looked too much like him. Ethan’s pulse roared in his ears, his anger a slow, simmering burn. But a wise man never jumped to conclusions and always kept control of his emotions.

“Sienna.” Despite his effort to keep a grip on his reactions, his voice came out rough, barely more than a growl.

She took a hesitant step forward, her eyes pleading. “Please, Ethan. I didn’t know where else to go.”

And that was the only reason she came back. Not because she regretted leaving. Not because she missed him. But because she was out of options.

A fresh wave of anger surged, hot and blinding, but he locked it down before it took hold. He’d had years to build his defenses, to bury the part of himself that used to dream of this moment—of her return. But not like this.

Not standing in his office looking at him like he was her last hope.

Not with a child—his child?—clinging to her hand.

His chest tightened, the betrayal clawing the insides of his ribs like a beast desperate to get free. He had spent years trying to put her behind him, telling himself he was over her. But seeing her now, so familiar yet a stranger, made every raw, buried emotion crack open like a wound that never truly healed.

But he was a lawman first. His personal feelings didn’t matter. Not right now.

Clearly, she wouldn’t have returned to Hope Haven unless she was desperate. And that, more than anything, set his instincts on high alert.

“Come into my office.” He indicated the way with a sweep of his hand as he glanced at Sally—the desk sergeant—who raised curious brows in return.

The door had barely clicked shut when the little boy spoke, his voice small and frightened. “Someone shot my mom.”

Ethan’s breath stilled.

The words hung in the air. His first instinct was to assess the threat. Someone had tried to kill Sienna? That meant she was in danger. Was the shooter still after her? Had she been followed? He scanned her again, this time with sharper focus—her pale face, the exhaustion in her eyes, the tension in her posture. She looked like a woman running on nothing but fear.

His gut clenched. She’s hurt. The realization hit with brutal force, tamping the anger he’d barely managed to leash.

He took a controlled breath, forcing his body to stay calm when everything inside him told him to demand answers. Who did this? Why was she here? Why had she never told him about the boy? He shoved the last question aside. That wasn’t the priority.

The child—wide-eyed and too still for a boy his age—was clinging to Sienna’s hand like a lifeline. Fear radiated off him, and something inside Ethan shifted.

His job was to serve and protect. It didn’t matter what had happened between him and Sienna. Right now, she and this child—her child—needed him. He stepped closer, scanning her for injuries.

“Where are you hurt?” The question came out rougher than he intended, the simmering emotions threatening to rise again.

“It’s just a graze. I’m fine.” Her voice wavered, her hand shook, and even though she was putting on a brave face for the boy, Ethan could see that she was holding on by a thread.

His jaw locked. His fingers curled into fists. The thought of someone taking a shot at her—of nearly hitting their mark—tightened his chest. He exhaled sharply and forced himself to stay focused. “Let me see.”

“It’s only a scratch.”

“Let me see anyway.”

Sienna hesitated, but then she slowly unzipped her jacket, shrugging it down her arm to reveal a bandage beneath the sleeve of her pink T-shirt. The bandage looked clean, but the sight still sent a wave of heat rushing through him—anger, protectiveness and something he didn’t dare name.

He exhaled, made an effort to steady his voice. “I’ll call Doc Bennett to take a look. In the meantime, tell me everything. When did this happen?”

Sienna swallowed, righting her jacket. “Two days ago. In Idaho. I overheard something I shouldn’t have.” She glanced down at her son, clearly not wanting to speak freely in front of him.

He turned his gaze to the boy, who was still gripping Sienna’s hand, his tiny fingers curled tightly around hers. The child had been silent, watching, his gaze flicking between them.

Ethan crouched to his level, softening his voice. “Hey, buddy. What’s your name?”

The boy hesitated, then straightened his spine. “Nathan.”

A fresh wave of emotion surged inside him, but he pushed it back. His feelings—the betrayal, the ache he didn’t want to acknowledge—didn’t matter right now. He nodded, keeping his expression gentle, even as his heart slammed against his ribs. Nathan.

Ethan looked into a pair of eyes identical to his own. “Is that short for Nathaniel?”

Nathan nodded.

With his index finger, he gently tapped the little boy’s nose. “That’s my middle name.”

Nathan smiled. “We have the same name.”

Over the little boy’s head, Ethan stared into Sienna’s overbright hazel eyes. His heart and gut told him the truth. Sienna hadn’t confirmed it yet, but deep in his spirit, he already knew. “Yes, we do.”

He swallowed hard and forced himself to focus. Right now, protecting Sienna and their son was the priority. He couldn’t let emotions cloud his judgment.

He met the little boy’s blue gaze, softened his voice. “Nathan, would you like to go with Sally to the breakroom for a Popsicle?”

Nathan’s little face lit up, his eyes shining with excitement, and he nodded vigorously.

Ethan’s throat tightened. In the middle of all this fear and uncertainty, a Popsicle was all it took to bring the boy joy. He held out his hand, his heart almost cracking wide open when Nathan placed his tiny fingers in his. For a moment, Ethan couldn’t move.

The warmth of that small hand—his son’s hand—pressed into his palm, trusting, innocent, unaware of how profoundly the moment had just shaken Ethan to his core. How many moments like this had he already missed? How many more had been stolen from him? Pushing down the sudden ache in his chest, he guided Nathan to the outer office, conscious of how small and fragile that little hand felt in his own.

And even though Ethan’s world had just been turned upside down, he knew one thing with absolute certainty.

He would protect this child with his life.

* * *

“I brought you coffee.” Ethan reentered the office, two steaming mugs in his hands. The aroma of rich roasted coffee beans filled the space, wrapping around her like a familiar embrace. “Is it still black, no sugar?”

Sienna nodded, touched he remembered.

“Thanks.” She accepted the mug—the one printed with butterflies. A small, unexpected kindness that made her throat tighten. The moment she’d seen him again, she’d wanted to throw herself into his strong arms, tell him how much she missed him. But the banked anger radiating off him had rooted her to the spot. If she’d imagined Ethan would welcome her with forgiveness, she knew now not to hope.

He placed his own mug—a plain black one—on his desk and folded his arms over his chest. “You were saying you overheard something you shouldn’t have.”

Sienna wrapped her fingers around her mug, craving the warmth that seeped into her hands. Inhaling deeply, she welcomed the comforting aroma that settled her nerves.

She should have been relieved to be here. Nathan was safe. But instead, a tangled knot of emotions gripped her.

Across the desk, Ethan stood statue-like—tall, steady, impenetrable. His presence filled the room, radiating strength…and tension.

This wasn’t the Ethan she’d left behind. The laid-back charm, the easy laughter she used to love was gone. In its place stood a man hardened by time, his piercing blue eyes sharper, his jaw set firmly.

She took a slow breath, steeling herself. He was watching her, his expression unreadable.

Waiting.

She lifted her gaze, forcing herself to meet his eyes. “Trip, the ranch owner I work for, was arguing with a big, scary man I hadn’t seen before.”

Ethan didn’t speak, but his sharp, unwavering focus sent her pulse skittering.

“I think Trip was involved in falsifying a bloodline.” She put her mug on the desk, suddenly restless. “Apparently, one of the foal’s DNA didn’t match, and the people he was dealing with weren’t happy. It looked like the guy was there to warn him.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed, but he stayed silent, letting her talk.

She hesitated. The memory still sent chills through her.

“Trip got spooked and rushed the gunman. The gun went off, and Trip was shot.” Swallowing a rise of nausea, she forced herself to continue. “I tried to sneak out, but the gunman saw me.” She shuddered at the memory. The way his cold eyes had locked on to hers. “I barely got away. I thought it was over, but that night, someone tried to break into my house.”

Ethan went completely still, the air between them electric. And still, he didn’t interrupt.

“Thankfully, the neighbor’s dogs scared off the intruder. I packed a bag for me and Nathan, then left. I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t followed, so I took the long way here. Backtracked, changed routes, just in case.”

Ethan’s gaze never wavered nor softened.

And that hurt more than she was prepared for. But what had she expected? She didn’t deserve his forgiveness. Not that he looked like he was considering it.

Ethan’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in his eyes—something she couldn’t quite name. “You and Nathan are staying with me.”

She should argue. Should tell him she didn’t need a bodyguard—that she could protect herself. But they both knew that would be a lie. She had been running, surviving on coffee and gas station sandwiches. Fearing for her son’s safety.

Nathan needed protection. And if there was one person in this world she trusted to keep him safe, it was Ethan. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and forced herself to meet his gaze.

“Okay.”

Half an hour later, after Doc Bennett had examined her arm and agreed she didn’t need stitches, they were on their way. Ethan had transferred the things from her car to his patrol truck before securing her car in the lockup. Now they were heading to his ranch, the steady hum of the engine filling the silence between them. Outside, the Montana landscape stretched for miles—rolling fields dusted in twilight, the distant silhouette of the mountains standing like silent sentinels against a sky dotted with the first stars of the evening.

Ethan’s hands gripped the wheel, his jaw set tight.

Sienna could feel the weight of everything left unsaid pressing between them.

Nathan, curled up in his booster seat behind them, had finally drifted off, exhaustion claiming him.

She folded her hands in her lap, stealing a glance at Ethan’s profile.

Strong. Stubborn. Silent.

This man had once been her whole world. Now, he was a stranger sitting beside her, one she had hurt more than anyone else.

She cleared her throat, needing to break the silence. “Thank you.”

Ethan didn’t look at her. “For what?”

She hesitated. For everything. For protecting Nathan. For not turning me away. But those words felt too raw, so she settled on, “For letting us stay with you.”

Ethan exhaled. The tension between them thickened until the air felt too heavy to breathe. “Were you ever going to tell me?”

He didn’t have to clarify. She knew exactly what he meant. Her fingers curled into her lap, shame coiling in her stomach. “Yes.”

Ethan’s gaze remained fixed on the road, but the weight of his disbelief pressed against her.

“When?” His voice was low, controlled, but she heard the anger buried beneath the restraint. The quiet demand scraped against her raw nerves.

She stared down at her tightly clasped hands. “I don’t know.” A thousand different answers tangled on her tongue. She didn’t know where to begin. “I wanted to.”

Ethan glanced at her. Even in the dimming light she recognized the storm in his eyes. “What stopped you?”

“It’s a long story.”

He cut her a glance. “I have all night.”

She turned her gaze to the window. “It started with a stallion on my father’s ranch that had been listed as an active breeder. But he’d been sterile for years. When I—”

Blinding headlights appeared out of nowhere, barreling toward them. A sharp, cold terror seized her. A blaring horn ripped through the night, a deafening sound as the eighteen-wheeler veered into their lane, coming straight for them.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

“Ethan—”

She couldn’t even hear her own voice over the horn. All she could do was brace for impact and pray they’d survive it.






Two

The monstrous rig bore down on them, horn blaring, metal gleaming, its sheer force vibrating through Ethan’s patrol truck.

His stomach dropped. He jerked the wheel hard to the left, tires screeching as the SUV veered into the oncoming lane. If another car came around the bend, they’d be trapped in the head-on collision he was trying to avoid. But his choices were bad, worse or catastrophic—swerve and hope the road was clear, stay put and collide head-on with the semi, or slam into the guardrail and plummet into the ravine below.

The road ahead was clear. Relief barely registered before the semi swerved back into their path.

Straight at them.

With a hard right, his SUV lurched back into their lane. The semi jumped lanes again.

Beside him, Sienna clutched the dashboard, frantically praying over them, her voice low and tremulous. He was no longer a praying man, but right now, he had no problem with her calling on divine intervention.

Sienna gasped. “Ethan, there’s no one driving that truck!”

His gaze shot to the cab. She was right. The driver’s seat was empty. Self-driving semis were becoming more common, but this one was on the wrong side of the road.

A malfunction?

He swerved again, tires squealing in protest. The semi followed. Gut churning, he shifted back into the right lane. The eighteen-wheeler mirrored him—barreling toward them, seconds from impact. He took another evasive maneuver. He’d never been more thankful for that advanced driving course than he was right now. The guardrail loomed to his right—a thin barrier between them and a deadly drop. One wrong move and—he couldn’t let himself go there. His grip tightened.

“Hold on.” He angled toward the narrow strip of land beside the semi, his sole focus on keeping them from going over. The screech of metal against guardrail was deafening as the patrol truck squeezed past the semi on the inside. Up ahead, the guardrail was gone. He hit the brakes, but the tires clipped loose gravel, and suddenly, the ground vanished beneath them.

The SUV lurched sideways, plunging down the slope, crashing through underbrush as gravity yanked them downward. The vehicle tilted forward, the headlights sweeping across jagged terrain.

Sienna let out a choked cry as they skidded down the embankment, bouncing over uneven ground. “Dear God, save us!”

Nathan’s terrified cry rang from the back seat.

Ethan fought the steering wheel, determined to keep them from flipping. Branches scraped against metal. Rocks pelted the undercarriage. The tires clawed at the crumbling ground, but momentum dragged them.

The patrol truck bucked over a dip in the terrain, then slammed hard with bone-jarring force. Sliding down the embankment at a stomach-lurching angle, the truck fishtailed as Ethan fought for control, dirt and gravel kicking up like a dust storm.

He wrestled the vehicle, braking hard against gravity’s terrifying pull. If they tipped sideways, it was over. Abruptly, the rear tires snagged on something solid, jerking them to a gut-punching stop.

For a long, breathless moment, the patrol truck teetered precariously. The pungent mineral scent of dust and clay mingled with crushed pine needles and burnt rubber permeated the SUV’s interior. Ethan’s stomach turned to lead. He hardly dared to breathe. His foot jammed hard on the brake kept the vehicle steady. He flexed his hands against the wheel, heart hammering. They had seconds before the ground shifted.

Beside him, Sienna’s breath came in shallow, panicked gasps, her fingers clutching the dashboard in a death grip.

In the back, Nathan whimpered.

Ethan slowly, carefully reached out, easing Sienna back in her seat. A tremor racked her, her hands shaking as she finally uncurled her fingers from the dashboard. She turned to him, breath shaky. “Ethan?”

“Don’t move.” He cautiously turned his head to check on Nathan. The child was shaking with terror, his face wet with tears. Ethan turned his gaze to Sienna and lowered his voice to a murmur to avoid Nathan hearing. “The front tires are almost over the edge.”

Just beyond the hood, the ground vanished into a steep drop-off and a jagged boulder ravine.

Sienna pressed a trembling hand over her mouth. “Oh, God, please help. Don’t let us die like this,” she whispered.

“Mommy, are we going to die?” Nathan’s fractured voice tore at Ethan’s heart.

Sienna exhaled shakily, reaching back awkwardly to stroke a comforting hand on her son’s little leg. “No, baby boy. God has us, remember?”

“I’m scared, Mommy.”

Ethan had only known of Nathan’s existence for an hour, but an instinctive protectiveness surged through him, shocking him in its intensity. The fear in Nathan’s voice sparked a deep, primal urge to protect stronger than anything he’d ever expected.

“Close your eyes.” Sienna’s tone might’ve been calm for her son’s sake, but her terror was tight on her face. “Are they closed?”

“Yes,” Nathan whimpered.

“Good. Now, picture the big bowl of ice cream you’ll have when we get out of here.” She met Ethan’s eyes. He couldn’t tell whether she believed that or if she was simply trying to pacify her child. “Can you see it?”

“Yes.” Another snuffle.

“What flavor is it?”

While she distracted Nathan, Ethan shifted into 4WD Low and eased into Reverse. The 4×4 system would transfer power to the rear tires, giving them more traction on the uneven ground.

He pressed gently on the gas, carefully rocking the truck. Any sudden movement would send them over. The rocky outcrop offered just enough grip for the tires to gain traction. Loose gravel skittered over the edge, but slowly the tires found solid purchase. Ethan continued a controlled reverse back up the embankment.

Finally, the front wheels cleared the edge. He maintained steady pressure until they crested safely back onto stable ground. Breath trapped somewhere between his lungs and throat, hands locked on the wheel, every muscle bunched tight, he waited for the world to stop tilting.

That hadn’t been an accident.

Someone had just tried to kill them.

* * *

When they finally reached the road, Sienna could have wept with relief.

“Stop the car.” She couldn’t breathe properly, couldn’t think clearly. Not until she held Nathan in her arms. Her heart thundered, fear still vibrating through every nerve. Her child’s broken voice calling out to her, scared and vulnerable, kept replaying in her mind. She had to hold him close, assure herself that he was unharmed. Ethan pulled over, glancing at her with concern. But she barely noticed. Her trembling fingers fumbled with the seat belt, desperate urgency making her movements clumsy. The SUV hadn’t fully stopped moving before she unbuckled her seat belt, shoved the door open and jumped out onto the shoulder.

She yanked open the back door, tears burning.

Nathan stared at her with wide, frightened eyes, cheeks still damp, body trembling.

He’s alive. My sweet baby is alive.

She climbed into the back seat and released his booster seat buckle with shaking fingers. “Come here, baby.”

Nathan launched into her arms, burying his face in her neck, and his little hands gripped her desperately. She wrapped him tightly in her embrace, breathing him in, savoring the warmth of his small body pressed against her chest.

Silent tears spilled down her cheeks as relief overwhelmed her.

Thank You, Lord. Thank You for protecting him. For protecting all of us.

“It’s okay,” she whispered into Nathan’s silky hair, smoothing a comforting hand over his back. “I’ve got you.”

As she clung to her little boy, she registered Ethan’s steady voice talking into the radio mic.

“Dispatch, this is Sheriff Callahan. Be advised, we’ve encountered a rogue unmanned semi actively targeting vehicles on the northbound stretch of Highway 89 near mile marker 17. Vehicle is highly dangerous, possibly sabotaged. Request immediate backup, traffic diversion and aerial support if possible. Advise responding units to intercept with extreme caution.”

Dispatch crackled acknowledgment.

He continued, his voice firm. “I’m transporting civilians to a secure location. Deputy Carter, you’re lead on scene. Handle with caution and keep me updated.”

Ethan returned the mic to its cradle, his gaze meeting hers in the rearview mirror. She tightened her arms around Nathan, her heart aching that he’d already experienced so much trauma at such a young age.

Had someone deliberately tried to kill them, or was this just a terrible accident?

As if reading her mind, Ethan’s jaw tightened. A chill slipped down her spine. Had she set this nightmare in motion two days ago when she overheard Trip arguing with that man? Or had it begun six years earlier, the day she confronted her father about his role in falsifying that racehorse’s bloodline?

“Ready?” Ethan’s deep voice drew her back.

She nodded, reluctantly easing Nathan from her arms and buckling him securely into his seat. She took a deep breath as she fastened her own seat belt and braced herself for whatever came next.

Fifteen minutes later, Ethan pulled onto a gravel driveway. The SUV’s headlights swept across a white split-rail fence framing the ranch’s entrance. Tall wooden posts supported the rustic gate, marked with the Callahan name carved deeply into the wood. The fence line stretched into darkness on either side, outlining the boundary of Ethan’s property.

Crossing through the gate felt symbolic, like stepping out of danger and into safety.
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