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​Chapter 1 : The Chase Ends
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The dust of the Arizona Territory was a special kind of hell. It didn’t just coat your boots or your lungs; it got into your soul, grinding away at any notion of civility until all that was left was raw, sun-bleached want. Sheriff Elias Holt knew that kind of want intimately. Right now, it had a name: Suzie Hampshire.

He kicked open the warped door of The Dusty Rose Saloon, the afternoon sun cutting a hot, brutal blade across the sawdust floor. The usual crowd—miners, drifters, a few cardsharps—fell silent. They knew the look on his face. It was the look of a man chasing a ghost who’d just burned down his barn.

“Where is she?” His voice was low, a gravelly promise of violence. The barkeep, a nervous man named Silas, just nodded his head toward the back stairs.

“Room three, Sheriff. Paid for the week.”

Elias took the stairs two at a time, the Colt Peacemaker heavy and familiar on his hip. His mind was a ledger of her crimes: the poker game in Tucson where she’d cleaned out a cattle baron and left him with a knife in his ribs, the stagecoach robbery outside Prescott where the guard swore a woman with eyes like green fire had talked him out of his shotgun and his dignity. She was a fever dream, a rumor with auburn hair and a wicked smile. And she was here.

He didn’t knock. He threw his shoulder against the cheap pine door, splintering the latch.

The room was bathed in the thick, golden light of a dying sun. It was surprisingly neat. A brass bed, a washstand, a travel trunk. And there, standing by the window, looking out at the purple shadows stretching across the desert, was Suzie Hampshire.

She didn’t startle. She turned, slow as honey, a faint smile touching her lips. She wore a man’s linen shirt, untucked and rolled to the elbows, and a pair of tight-fitting riding trousers that clung to every sinful curve. Her hair was a tumble of copper and mahogany, loose around her shoulders. Her eyes... God, her eyes. They were the color of sage after a rain, and they looked at him not with fear, but with a cool, appraising curiosity.

“Sheriff Holt,” she said, her voice a smoky alto that seemed to stroke the air between them. “I was beginning to think you’d gotten lost.”

“Warrant for your arrest, Hampshire. Conspiracy, robbery, assault.” He kept his hand near his gun, but his fingers felt stiff, clumsy.

“Assault?” She laughed, a low, rich sound. “That old fool in Tucson tried to grab what wasn’t offered. I merely... discouraged him.” She took a step forward. The scent of her hit him—jasmine, saddle leather, and the clean, salty sweat of a woman who’d been riding hard. “You’ve been chasing my shadow for six months, Elias. May I call you Elias? All this way, just to read me the charges?”

“All this way to put you in chains,” he growled, but the heat in the room was suddenly unbearable. It wasn’t just the desert sun; it was her. She was a live wire in the still air, and every instinct in his body, the lawman and the man, was screaming.

“Chains?” Another step. She was close enough now he could see the faint freckles across the bridge of her nose, the pulse fluttering in the hollow of her throat. “Such a blunt instrument.” Her gaze dropped, deliberately, to the gun on his hip, then back to his eyes. A challenge. “I think you want something else. Something you can’t put on a poster.”

His control snapped.

In one fluid motion, he closed the distance, his hand grabbing her arm. It was meant to be rough, an arrest. But the moment his calloused fingers closed around the warm, firm flesh of her bicep, the intent shifted, mutated into something hungry and primal. He felt her muscles tense, not in struggle, but in anticipation.

“Is this how you bring in all your outlaws, Sheriff?” she breathed, her lips inches from his.

“Just the pretty ones,” he muttered, the words torn from him.

And then she kissed him.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a claim. Her mouth crashed against his, all heat and demand. Her teeth caught his lower lip, a sharp, sweet sting. The taste of her—whiskey and wild berries—flooded his senses. His free hand came up, tangling in that magnificent hair, holding her to him as if she might vanish. The world outside—the warrant, the town, the law—dissolved into the furnace of her mouth.

He pushed her back, hard, until her shoulders hit the wall beside the window. A small cry escaped her, but it was pure pleasure. He pinned her there, his body a solid line of heat against hers. He could feel every contour of her through their clothes: the swell of her breasts against his chest, the hard points of her nipples already pebbled, the notch of her hips cradling his growing, urgent hardness.

“You’re under arrest,” he rasped against her throat, his lips finding the frantic beat of her pulse.

“Prove it,” she gasped, arching into him.

His fingers fumbled with the buttons of her shirt. She helped him, her own hands deft and impatient, popping them open one by one until the fabric fell apart. Beneath, she wore nothing but a thin, sweat-damp chemise. He shoved the shirt from her shoulders, his mouth descending to the exposed slope of her breast. He bit down, gently, through the linen, and she cried out, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

“Elias...”

He yanked the chemise down, freeing her breasts. They were full and pale, tipped with rose-colored nipples that were already hard and begging for his attention. He took one into his mouth, his tongue swirling around the peak, suckling hard. Her back arched off the wall, a ragged moan tearing from her throat. Her hands flew to his head, not to push him away, but to hold him there, to grind herself harder against his mouth. The sensation was electric—the soft, heavy weight of her breast, the pebbled texture of her nipple against his tongue, the salty-sweet taste of her skin.

He switched to the other breast, lavishing it with the same rough attention, his hand coming up to knead and pinch the first. She was writhing against him now, her hips rocking in a desperate, silent rhythm. He could feel the heat of her through their trousers, a searing brand against his thigh.

“The... the bed,” she managed to pant.

He didn’t need telling twice. In a single, powerful motion, he hooked an arm behind her knees and lifted her. She clung to him, her mouth finding his again in a searing kiss as he carried her the three steps to the brass bed. He laid her down, the metal frame groaning in protest. She looked up at him, her hair fanned out like a dark flame on the thin pillow, her breasts heaving, her eyes dark with desire and defiance.

He stood over her, unbuckling his gun belt. It hit the floor with a heavy thud. He tore his shirt off, then his boots and trousers, his eyes never leaving hers. He was a big man, broad-shouldered and lean-hipped from years in the saddle, and he was fully
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