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__________

​

Arizona Territory

July 26, 1899

Flynn

The hoofprints told a story of desperation. Deep gouges in the hardpan where Kellerman’s stolen mount had stumbled. Scattered droppings still steaming in the chill of dawn. The trail wove erratically, evidence of a rider and horse pushed past their limits.

I crouched beside the clearest track, a worn horseshoe with a chip on the left rear like a busted tooth. I’d been trailing him across the Arizona Territory for three days, and now the signs read clear as scripture. He was close. Maybe two miles ahead. Maybe on foot, if the horse had more sense than its rider.

The desert stretched out in every direction, endless and merciless. Sagebrush, dust, and sun-bleached stone waited to swallow a man whole. But I wasn’t just any man. I was born in this godforsaken land, raised by a father who gave the devil lessons in cruelty. I’d crossed this wasteland more times than I could count, hunting men who thought they could outrun justice.

This was my ground, my crucible. Every shadow, every shift in the wind, every bird call held meaning. And I’d learned to listen better than most men ever learn to speak.

I stood, thumbing the brim of my hat down against the blaze of the rising sun. Leather groaned at my hips as I shifted. My gun belt spoke the language of reckoning. Somewhere out there, Kellerman was about to find out what justice felt like when it came with a badge and a loaded Colt. He hadn’t just robbed the Flagstaff Land Office. He’d lifted a satchel stuffed with more than cash, with documents that stank of rot in high places. Filth decent folks prayed didn’t exist.

If the whispers held water, this case might be just the break I’d been waiting for. Word was Kellerman wasn’t acting alone. He was a cog in something bigger, meaner. An outfit with roots tangled deep in territorial politics. Corruption that could bury a man’s career... or make it.

Truth was, in these parts, decent folks were getting scarce as water. And the ones left were too scared—or too smart—to look too close.

Tracker, my sturdy black gelding, stood patient as stone while I swung into the saddle. We’d covered hard ground together. He knew the rhythm of a manhunt as well as I did. A gentle nudge sent him forward at a steady walk, conserving energy while my eyes swept the terrain.  

The wind carried the usual scents of creosote and dust, but beneath them lingered something else. The acrid tang of fear. The faint metallic bite of blood. Kellerman had injured either himself or his horse during the night. Either way, it gave me an edge.  

Two hundred yards ahead, movement caught my eye. A flash of white against red rock—a city man’s shirt, all wrong for desert travel. I reined Tracker to a halt and pulled my field glasses from the saddlebag.  

There he was. Thomas Kellerman, formerly of the Territorial Land Office, stumbled through the scrub like a lost pilgrim heading straight for perdition. His pale skin was already burning despite the hat, and his gait screamed dehydration and desperation. The leather satchel still clung to his shoulder, his fingers locked around the strap like it held his soul.  

Smart man. That bag was his only bargaining chip.  

Not that I had planned on bargaining with a snake.  

I nudged Tracker forward, keeping to the low ground where shadows masked our approach. Tracking wasn’t just about signs. It was about thinking like the hunted, staying two steps ahead. And right now, Kellerman was thinking like a cornered rat.  

Same as every other man I’d chased. Same as the one who fathered me.  

His trail angled toward the railroad tracks that cut across the wasteland toward Canyon Diablo. Maybe he figured he could flag down a train or follow the rails to civilization. What he didn’t know was that those tracks led straight to one of the most dangerous bridges in the territory.  

A spine of steel and timber stretched over a canyon that had swallowed plenty of fools.  

The sound of Tracker’s hooves on loose stone finally reached him. Kellerman spun, his sunburned face twisted in terror. Then he broke into a shambling run toward the gleam of steel rails.  

“Thomas Kellerman!” I called, my voice cutting clean through the desert air. “Deputy U.S. Marshal! Stand and surrender!”

He didn’t stop. Didn’t even slow. ‘Course not. They never made it easy. Just kept running with an awkward, city-bred gait that might’ve been comical if not for the weight of his crimes.

I touched my spurs to Tracker’s flanks, and we closed the gap fast. But as we neared the railroad embankment, I pulled up short. His hooves weren’t made for railroad ties, and beyond them stretched the iron and timber bridge spanning Canyon Diablo’s yawning chasm like a skeletal finger.

I dismounted and ground-tied Tracker in the shade of the water tank. Checked my weapons. Colt rode easy in its holster. Winchester stayed in the saddle scabbard. My heavy Bowie with its distinctive clip point blade and brass guard hung ready at my side. For what lay ahead, the handgun and knife would serve better than the rifle.

Time to finish this dance.

Kellerman had reached the tracks, scrambling down the embankment. His city shoes slipped on the gravel, the satchel banging against his leg, throwing off his balance.

“Give it up, Kellerman!” I shouted, climbing after him. “Ain’t nowhere left to run!”

He glanced back, pale face streaked with sweat and panic. “You don’t understand!” His voice cracked like a boy’s. “They’ll kill me! There are bigger forces at play. Bigger than your badge!”

My boots found solid footing on the wooden ties. Heat radiated up from the sunbaked rails, hot enough to cook a man’s feet through his soles. Ahead, Kellerman backed toward the bridge’s edge, where solid ground gave way to a bone-breaking drop.

“Then talk,” I said, drawing my Colt. The weight felt right in my hand. Thirty-seven ounces of frontier justice. “Tell me who’s behind the land fraud. Tell me why you’ve got forged documents in that satchel.”

He clutched the bag like a lifeline, sweat dripping from his chin. “You want to talk corruption, Deputy? Real corruption?” His laugh was brittle, humorless. “Start with your own bloodline. That name of yours—it ain’t exactly clean, is it?”

The words hit like a sledgehammer. My jaw clenched. Rage surged, white-hot and familiar. The same fury that had nearly gotten me booted from the marshal service more than once.

“What in tarnation did you say?”

“I said your family name belongs on wanted posters, not badges!” His voice rose, feeding off my reaction. “Everyone knows about Galen Harper. Apple doesn’t fall far, does it?”

That did it.

I holstered the Colt and lunged, red clouding my vision. My hands reached for his throat, ready to silence him for good. He yelped and swung the satchel like a club. I ducked, but his free hand caught my jaw with a lucky punch that lit up my skull.

My boot caught between two ties. I pitched forward, off-balance, just as the satchel came around again. The world tilted. Then I was falling.

My hands shot out, fingers clawing at iron and wood. I caught the edge of a tie. The jolt nearly tore my arms from their sockets. My legs swung free over the canyon, three hundred feet of empty air below me.

Reckon my luck was holding true to form.

“Well, well,” Kellerman’s voice drifted down, thick with smugness. “Looks like the famous Flynn Harper ain’t so tough after all.”

I heard his footsteps on the ties, slow and deliberate. My shoulders screamed. Sweat slicked my palms despite the desert air.

“You know what’s funny?” His face appeared above me, grinning like the devil. “Your family’s name is all over these documents. Crime really does run in the blood.”

He dangled the satchel just out of reach, taunting me. Thought he had the upper hand on a Harper. That was his first mistake.

His second was leaning too far forward.

I’d been hanging there, letting him think he’d won. Truth was, I’d been planning this move since the moment I started falling. A man didn’t grow up with Galen Harper as a father without learning how to turn apparent defeat into confident victory.

I swung my body like a pendulum, building momentum, then launched my left hand upward. My fingers closed around the satchel’s handle just as Kellerman realized his mistake.

He tried to pull back, but my grip was forged from years of hard living and harder fighting. The shift in weight yanked him forward. His eyes went wide with the kind of terror you only see in a man’s last seconds.

For a heartbeat, we were connected. Hunter and hunted. Lawman and criminal. Suspended over a drop that would turn us both into red smears on the rocks below.

Then his fingers slipped.

Kellerman fell without a scream. Just a blur of limbs and panic, shrinking until he hit the canyon floor with a thud that echoed off the walls.

Reckon desert rats never did survive long out here.

The satchel was still in my hand. And I was still breathing.

Always had been luckier than I had any right to be.

I hauled myself onto the tracks, every muscle shaking like I had the fever. For a moment, I lay flat on the sun-warmed ties, staring up at the endless blue sky, lungs heaving. Sweet mercy, that’d been closer than a shave with a rusty razor. One of my more pious sisters must’ve been praying again.

Then I heard it.

A low rumble, distant but growing. The kind that meant my day was about to get a whole lot worse.

A train whistle echoed off the canyon walls. The rails beneath me began to vibrate with the weight of tons of steel and steam. I rolled to my feet and ran, the satchel clutched tight to my chest.

But I wasn’t going to make it.

Wouldn’t be the first time I’d bitten off more than I could chew.

The whistle screamed again, closer now. Black smoke rose above the scrub, and the vibration in the rails became a steady drumbeat that rattled my teeth. Twenty-five cars, maybe thirty. A long freight train that would take forever to pass.

My boots pounded the ties. Fifty feet to safety. Forty. Thirty. The train’s headlight blazed around the bend like the eye of some iron devil. The engineer laid on his whistle in a long, urgent blast.

Twenty feet. Might as well have been twenty miles.

I dove off the tracks, hands reaching for the trestle’s iron framework. My fingers closed around a steel beam just as the locomotive thundered overhead. The whole bridge bucked and shuddered like a bronc trying to throw its rider, and there I was, swinging in empty space above the same abyss that had just claimed Kellerman.

Reckon I’d be joining him soon enough if my luck ran out.

The first freight car roared overhead with a sound like the world ending. Then the second. The third. Each one sent bone-jarring vibrations through the iron framework that made my teeth click together and tested every fiber of my grip. Rust flakes rained down from the aged metal like bloody snow, stinging my eyes and coating my throat with the taste of old iron and decades of desert dust.

My shoulders screamed in agony as I hung there like a side of beef in a slaughterhouse, the satchel’s strap cutting into my neck where I’d slung it. The leather bag banged against my ribs with each violent shudder of the trestle, a constant reminder of what I’d nearly lost and what I still might lose.

The wind screamed through the canyon like a banshee, whipping grit into my face and dragging sweat from my skin. The sun beat down like a hammer, baking the iron until it seared my palms. Somewhere below, a buzzard cried out, the sound sharp and mocking. I didn’t dare look down, but I could feel the emptiness yawning beneath me, hungry and patient.

Car after car thundered past above me. Ten cars. Fifteen. The whistle shrieked again as the engineer spotted something ahead, probably cattle on the tracks miles down the line. The sound was like having your eardrums split with a dull knife, echoing off the canyon walls until it seemed like the whole world was screaming as loudly as my muscles.

The flesh of my hands felt like I’d been using them to pound railroad spikes. No gloves to provide extra grip. The rough iron beam bit into my palms like wolf teeth, drawing blood that made my hold even more treacherous. I tried to shift my weight, get a better grip, but every movement sent fresh bolts of agony through my arms and shoulders.

Twenty cars. Twenty-five.

For a brief moment, I saw my pathetic twenty-three years flash before my eyes. Shane’s steady face when he’d kept us alive after Galen Harper abandoned us. Hayley’s fierce grin as she stood beside me against the world. Young Ike with his law books, determined to build something clean from our cursed name. The older girls’ worried faces as they prayed over another dangerous case.

All of them working so hard to build something decent from the wreckage that outlaw left behind. And here I was, the wild one, the one with Galen Harper’s temper burning in my veins, about to prove Kellerman right. Maybe the Harper name was cursed. Maybe I was just the latest fool trying to outrun blood that ran too much like his.

I’d chosen the badge to prove I could be different. To show that fire could serve justice instead of feeding it to the vultures. But hanging there, bloodied and beaten, I couldn’t help wondering if I was just chasing ghosts with a gun and a grudge.

Sure could use another prayer from one of my sisters about now.

The bridge swayed with each passing freight car like a ship in a storm. Except ships didn’t hang over bone-crushing drops onto jagged rocks that would split a man open like a ripe melon. I forced myself not to look down at where Kellerman had landed, but I could feel that distant grave pulling at me like it was hungry for more company.

My left hand slipped. For a heart-stopping moment, my full weight hung from my right arm alone, and I felt something pop in my shoulder joint. The pain was like having a branding iron shoved into the socket. Somehow, I managed to swing back up and get both hands on the beam again, but the effort left me gasping and weaker than a newborn calf.

Thirty cars now. How long was this blasted train? Must’ve been hauling half of creation.

The noise was incredible. Not just the clatter of wheels on rails, but the groaning of the bridge itself under all that crushing weight. Bolts creaked in their housings like they were about to give way. Metal supports sang with tension that made my bones ache. The entire structure felt like it might shake itself apart and take me down with it.

A particularly heavy car passed overhead, loaded with what sounded like mining equipment from the way it clanked and banged like a dozen church bells. The extra weight sent a violent shudder through the trestle that nearly tore my hands loose entirely. I gritted my teeth and held on, muscles cramping from the sustained torture.

My vision started to blur around the edges. My body threatened to give up the fight.

Finally, mercifully, I saw the caboose approaching. The little red car seemed to take forever to reach my position, but when it finally passed overhead, the sudden quiet was almost shocking. My ears rang like I’d been standing next to a cannon when it fired.

I hung there for another moment, my muscles quivering like a green-broke mustang hearing thunder for the first time. Then, hand over hand, I worked my way along the beam toward the solid rock of the canyon wall. Every movement was pure agony, but I’d survived worse. Barely. The iron framework held, and eventually I swung up onto a rocky ledge and climbed back to track level.

The train was already disappearing around a distant curve, its smoke trail the only sign it had ever been there. I sat on the warm rails for several minutes, flexing my mangled hands and working feeling back into my fingers before walking back to my horse.

Tracker looked at me like I’d lost my mind. Couldn’t say I disagreed with him.

The satchel had survived the ordeal better than I had. Its contents were still secure when I opened the flap and examined what Kellerman had died protecting.

With hands still shaking from the ordeal, I spread the papers across the desert floor. Dozens of documents, some official-looking, others clearly forged. Land deeds, shipping manifests, and bills of sale, all bearing signatures I didn’t recognize. Except one.

I held up a fraudulent deed dated three weeks ago, my blood running colder than a mountain stream as I read the signature at the bottom: A.C. Beaumont.

The name meant nothing to me, but something about the handwriting nagged at me. Too perfect. Too practiced. Like someone had spent considerable time learning to copy it just right.

One deed referenced a parcel near Prescott I knew had been sold years ago. Another listed a shipping company that had gone under last spring. The forgeries weren’t just sloppy; they were bold. Brazen. Like whoever made them didn’t expect anyone to look too close. Or maybe they thought no one would dare.

I gathered the papers carefully, my mind already working through the implications. Kellerman’s dying words echoed in my memory: Your family’s name is all over these documents. What had that miserable snake meant by that? And more importantly, who was behind this operation?

Couldn’t be my father. Galen Harper was rotting in the territorial prison in Yuma, hundreds of miles away. Exactly where the worthless piece of trash deserved to be. And when he got out—if he lived that long—I’d be waiting to finish what the law had started.

As the sun slipped behind the canyon walls, I gathered the papers together and stuffed them back into the satchel. Tomorrow, I would need to report Kellerman’s death and head to Holbrook. But tonight, I would study every page in that collection until I knew them by heart.

Something told me this case was far from over. And if my family was somehow tangled up in these crimes, I would find out why. No matter where the trail led or who tried to stop me.

Shane and the others had clawed their way out of the purgatory Galen Harper left us in. I wouldn’t be the weak link that dragged them back.

Because justice wasn’t just my job. It was the only thing standing between me and becoming the man I swore I’d never be.​
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__________

​

Lavinia

The afternoon sun streamed through the front windows of Beaumont’s Mercantile, casting golden rectangles across the polished wooden floors. I hummed softly while arranging a display of canned peaches, their bright labels catching the light. The familiar scents of coffee beans, leather goods, and the faint sweetness of penny candy created the comforting atmosphere I’d worked so hard to build.

“Mama, look!” Beau’s voice piped up from behind the counter where he sat cross-legged on a wooden crate, carefully arranging buttons by color into neat little piles. His dark hair fell across his forehead as he concentrated, tongue peeking out slightly—a habit that never failed to make my heart squeeze with love.

“That’s beautiful, sugar.” I smiled at his handiwork, noting how he’d organized them from lightest to darkest. “Papa will be impressed with your sorting skills.”

Papa emerged from the back office, ledger in hand, spectacles perched on his nose. His graying hair was neatly combed, and his vest pressed to perfection despite the afternoon heat. Even after all these years running the store, he maintained the dignified bearing of a Southern gentleman.

“Indeed, I am,” he said, ruffling Beau’s hair affectionately. “Perhaps tomorrow you can help me count inventory in the storeroom.”

Beau beamed at the praise, and I felt that familiar warmth in my chest—gratitude for Papa’s patient love with my son. He’d never once made Beau feel unwanted or shameful, treating him as devotedly as he’d always treated me.

“I need to fetch the mail,” I said, untying my apron. “Mrs. Patterson said there might be a catalog from that supplier in Denver.”

Then I turned to my son.

“Be good for Papa while I’m gone,” I instructed him, pressing a quick kiss to the top of his head. His hair smelled of the lavender soap I used for his baths.

“Yes, Mama.” He held up a particularly large pearl button. “I’ll save the prettiest one for you.”

“That’s so sweet. That’s why I call you sugar,” I said, tapping my finger on the tip of his cute nose. My heart swelled with affection for this precious child who always thought of others first.

The walk to the post office took only five minutes, but I savored the brief respite. Holbrook’s main street bustled with the typical afternoon activity of ranchers heading home, wives finishing their shopping, and children playing in the dust. I nodded to Mrs. Garrett as she swept her porch, exchanged pleasantries with the blacksmith’s wife, and waved to old Mr. Patterson dozing in his chair outside the barbershop.

This was the life I’d built for us. Respectable. Safe. Peaceful. Far from my sins of the past, always wrapped in Papa’s gracious love and protection. He’d never once questioned my choices or made me feel lesser for the mistakes that had brought Beau into our lives.

The post office smelled of ink and paper, with undertones of the tobacco Mr. Hewitt always chewed. He looked up from sorting letters, his weathered face creasing into a smile.

“Afternoon, Miss Lavinia. Got some mail for your father.” He handed me a small stack of envelopes and papers. “And the catalog you were expectin’ came in.”

“Much obliged.” I tucked the mail into my reticule, then paused as my gaze caught something on the wall behind him. Posted among the usual notices and advertisements hung a collection of wanted posters. Rough sketches and photographs of various criminals.

And there, clear as day, was Papa’s face.

The world tilted sideways. My stomach lurched violently, and I gripped the counter to keep from swaying. The room felt suddenly airless, and I struggled to draw a proper breath. This couldn’t be real. It had to be some sort of horrible dream. The likeness was unmistakable. Papa’s kind eyes, his neatly trimmed mustache, even the small scar on his left temple from the war. But the words beneath made no sense at all.

WANTED FOR FEDERAL CRIMES

AVERY CORNELIUS BEAUMONT

LAND FRAUD AND RAILROAD THEFT

$500 REWARD

“Something wrong, Miss Lavinia?” Mr. Hewitt’s voice seemed to come from very far away. “You look a mite peaked.”

I blinked rapidly, forcing my expression into what I hoped resembled normalcy. The nausea still churned in my stomach, threatening to embarrass me right there in the post office.

“Just the heat, I reckon,” I managed, my voice sounding strained. “Makes a body feel poorly sometimes.”

I stumbled outside, the afternoon heat hitting me like a physical blow. My vision wavered, and I pressed a hand to my mouth, certain I was about to lose my dinner right there on Main Street.

“Easy there, ma’am. You need to sit down?”

A deep voice, concerned and gentle, cut through my distress. I looked up to see a tall man in a dusty hat, his blue eyes filled with what appeared to be genuine worry. He’d dismounted from a fine black horse and taken a step toward me.

“I’m... I’m fine,” I managed, though my voice sounded shaky even to my own ears.

“You sure don’t look it. Maybe you should sit down for a spell.” He gestured toward a bench outside the post office. “Heat can be mighty unforgiving.”

His kindness nearly undid me. Here was a stranger showing more concern than I’d seen from anyone in months, and all I wanted was to accept his help. But I couldn’t. Not now. Not when Papa was in such terrible danger.

“Thank you kindly, but I need to get back.” I straightened, drawing on reserves of strength I didn’t know I possessed. “My family’s expecting me.”

The man nodded, though concern still shadowed his features. “All right then. You take care now.”

As I walked away from his concerned gaze, the awful truth pressed down on me, thick as desert heat. That was definitely Papa on the poster.

The walk back to the store blurred around me. My breath came too fast, too shallow. The mail trembled in my grip, the edges of the envelopes cutting into my palms.

Land fraud? Railroad theft?

The words tumbled through my mind, refusing to make sense. Papa wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He was the most honest man I knew. He wouldn’t even keep an extra penny if someone miscounted their change. Just last week, Mrs. Garrett had overpaid by a dime, and Papa had practically run down the street to return it to the forgetful woman.

“Honesty isn’t just good business,” he’d told me afterward, slightly winded from his chase. “It’s the foundation of character.” 

I pressed one hand against the rough wood of a storefront to steady myself. How could anyone accuse him of fraud? Of theft?

There had to be some terrible, terrible error.

The bell above the mercantile door chimed my return, the familiar sound now seeming ominous rather than welcoming. Papa looked up from where Beau was rolling a small wooden horse across the floor behind the counter, making quiet neighing sounds for his imaginary adventures.

“Back already? That was quick—” He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes focusing on my face. “Lavinia, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I glanced meaningfully at Beau, still lost in his make-believe world, then moved closer to Papa. “I need to... I need to speak with you,” I whispered, my voice catching. “Privately. Please.”

His brow furrowed with deep lines, but he nodded. “Beau, why don’t you take your horse to the back and see if you can find some of those empty crates to make a proper stable?”

“Can I use little boxes, too?” Beau asked hopefully, still clutching his wooden toy.

“Of course, son. Build whatever you like.”

I led Papa toward the back of the store, near his office, my heart hammering against my ribs. How did one even begin such a conversation?

“Papa,” I breathed, struggling to find enough air in my lungs. “There’s a... There’s a wanted poster at the post office. With your name. Your face.” The words came out in broken whispers, each one harder to speak than the last.

The color drained from his cheeks. “What?”

“Federal crimes,” I whispered urgently, my voice still unsteady. “Land fraud and railroad theft. Five-hundred-dollar reward.”

He stared at me as if I’d spoken in a foreign language. “That’s... That’s impossible. I’ve never... Lavinia, I don’t understand. I’ve never committed any crime, let alone federal—”

“I know that,” I interrupted softly but fiercely. “Of course I know that. But your picture is right there for everyone to see. Someone could walk in here any minute and recognize you.”

Papa sank against the doorframe of his office, suddenly looking every one of his fifty-two years. “Land fraud? Railroad theft? I’ve never even seen a railroad contract, much less stolen anything from—”

The bell above the front door chimed.

We froze, staring at each other in panic. Booted footfalls echoed across the wooden floor, spurs jangling with each step, the sound marking out our subterfuge with every metallic ring. The footsteps were definitely masculine, definitely unfamiliar, and moving with the measured pace of someone accustomed to command. Papa’s eyes widened, and I could see the fear he was trying to hide for my sake.

My head pounded, and my throat felt as dry as dust. Without thinking, I placed both hands flat against his chest and guided him quickly backward. He opened his mouth to speak, but I shook my head sharply. “Don’t move,” I mouthed, then drew the curtains tight across the entrance to the hall, sealing him from view. I prayed he’d return to the safety of his office down the hall.

My heart felt like a wild bird trapped in my chest as I smoothed my skirts and took a steadying breath. For Beau’s sake, I had to appear calm. Normal. I plastered on what I hoped was a welcoming smile and walked toward the front of the store.

“Good afternoon,” I called out, pleased that my voice sounded steady. “Welcome to Beaumont’s Mercantile.”

The man standing near my carefully arranged display of canned goods was tall, well over six feet, with the lean, dangerous build of someone accustomed to hard living. Wild blue eyes swept the store with the intensity of a predator assessing territory, and reddish-brown hair showed beneath a well-worn hat. His clothes were travel-dusty but well-made, and he carried himself with unmistakable authority.

And violence.

Yet something else lurked there too. Something that made my pulse quicken for reasons beyond fear. He was undeniably handsome in a rugged, untamed sort of way that spoke to some buried part of my soul I’d thought long dead. The realization sent a flush of shame through me. How could I possibly be noticing such things when Papa’s life hung in the balance?

“Ma’am.” He touched the brim of his hat politely, and I caught a glimpse of those same concerned blue eyes that had offered help outside the post office. Recognition dawned with a sickening jolt. The kind stranger who’d shown concern for my welfare. Now he stood in my store, and every instinct screamed that he was far more dangerous than any casual passerby. “Afternoon.”

I moved to stand near Beau, one hand automatically dropping to rest on his small shoulder. He looked up at me with trusting brown eyes, and I forced a smile for his benefit.

“Is there somethin’ particular I can help you find?” I asked, pleased that my voice remained steady. He studied the layout of the store, then the doorways, and finally the position of the windows. My pulse quickened. Why was he cataloging every detail? Then my traitorous gaze caught on the firm line of his jaw, the way his shirt stretched across broad shoulders. Heat crept up my neck. This was hardly the time.

“Actually, yes.” His voice carried a slight drawl, confident and measured. “I’m looking for the owner of this establishment. A.C. Beaumont.”

Every muscle in my body went rigid. Behind me, I heard a faint creak from Papa’s office. Whether from his shifting position or the old wood settling, I couldn’t tell. Either way, I prayed this stranger hadn’t noticed.

“I’m afraid Mr. Beaumont isn’t available at the moment,” I replied carefully. “Perhaps I could help you instead? I manage most of the day-to-day operations.”

Those piercing blue eyes locked onto mine. My throat tightened. The careful composure I’d built threatened to crack under the weight of that stare, as if he could see straight through to the fear I barely kept contained. “And you would be?”

“Miss Lavinia Beaumont.” I lifted my chin slightly. “Is this regarding a business matter?”

“You could say that.” He moved closer, and I caught the scents of leather, horse, and sage as if the Arizona desert clung to him. My heart stuttered. I stepped back, putting the counter between us. “When do you expect Mr. Beaumont to return?”

“I’m uncertain.” I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze despite every instinct screaming at me to look away. “He had business to attend to. Out of town.”

It wasn’t technically a lie. Papa was definitely unavailable, and you could consider his location in the back office to be out of town in terms of accessibility. Especially for this man neither of us knew.

The stranger nodded slowly, those keen eyes never leaving my face. “I see. And this business... would it involve travel to Denver, by any chance?”

My stomach dropped. How could he possibly know about our supplier in Denver? Unless... unless this had something to do with the wanted poster. With whatever terrible mistake had put Papa’s face on that wall.

“I wouldn’t know the details of his business arrangements,” I said coolly, though my palms were growing damp with perspiration. “As I mentioned, I handle the store operations. Would you like to leave a message?”

“Mama?” Beau’s small voice piped up from behind the counter. “Who’s the man?”

My son’s innocent curiosity cut through my fear like sunshine through storm clouds. Whatever was happening, I wouldn’t let it touch him. Not if I could help it.

“Just a customer, sugar,” I whispered, stroking his hair. “Keep playing with your horse now.”

“Can I make him jump over things?”

“Of course, sugar. Build whatever you like back there.”

Beau beamed and returned to his imaginary adventures, making soft galloping sounds as his wooden horse explored the space behind the counter. I waited until he was absorbed in his play again before turning my attention back to the stranger.

“Cute boy,” the man observed, and something in his tone made me bristle with protective instinct. He hooked a thumb in his belt loop. That’s when I noticed his scraped knuckles and healing cuts sending prickles up my spine. I wondered what kind of violence had caused them.

“Yes, he is.” My voice carried a warning that any sensible person would heed. “Was there anything else you needed?”

“Actually, there was.” He reached into his vest pocket, and for one terrifying moment, I thought he might draw a weapon. Instead, he produced a folded paper. “I’d like Mr. Beaumont to look at this when he returns. Tell him it’s regarding some property transactions that need... clarification.”

I accepted the paper with fingers that only trembled slightly, careful not to let our hands touch. The document felt heavy with unspoken threats.

“I’ll be sure he receives it,” I promised.

“Much obliged.” He touched his hat brim again, but his eyes remained watchful. “I’ll be staying at the hotel for a few days. Name’s Flynn Harper. Your father—” He paused, studying my face. “Mr. Beaumont can find me there when he’s ready to discuss those business matters.”

Flynn Harper. I committed the name to memory, though something about it nagged at me. It sounded familiar, though I couldn’t place where I might have heard it.

“I’ll let him know,” I said.

He turned to leave, then paused at the door. “Nice establishment you have here, Miss Beaumont. Be a real shame if anything disrupted such a... peaceful business.”

The words were spoken mildly, but the implied threat was unmistakable. I straightened my spine, drawing on every ounce of Southern grit Papa had taught me.

“Good day, Mr. Harper.”

He tipped his hat and walked out, the bell chiming his departure with deceptive cheerfulness. I waited until his footsteps faded completely before allowing my carefully maintained composure to crack.

My legs felt unsteady as I moved to the window and peered through the glass. Flynn Harper mounted his black gelding. He sat in the saddle with easy confidence, and even from this distance, I could see the gun on his hip.

A lawman. It had to be. Everything about him screamed authority and danger.

“Mama?” Beau’s voice made me jump as he peeked around the counter. “Is Papa coming out now? I want to show him my stable.”

“In a moment.” I forced another smile, though my heart still raced. “Let Mama talk to him first.”

I hurried to the back office and slipped inside, closing the door behind me. Papa sat in his chair, hands folded in his lap, looking older than I’d ever seen him.

“Did you hear?” I whispered.

He nodded grimly. “Every word. Flynn Harper.” He rubbed his forehead wearily. “I’ve never heard that name before in my life, Lavinia. I don’t understand any of this.”

I unfolded the paper Flynn Harper had given me. It was a warrant—official, imposing, bearing federal seals. The words seemed to swim before my eyes: “...suspected of fraudulent land transactions involving Atlantic & Pacific Railroad properties... conspiracy to commit federal theft...”

“Papa, this is serious. Federal charges. They think you’ve been stealing from the railroad.”

“But I haven’t!” His voice carried a desperate edge I’d never heard before. “I’ve never even been to half the places mentioned in these accusations. Denver, Phoenix, Flagstaff. For business maybe, but I’ve never—”

“I know.” I reached out and clasped his hands, which trembled slightly. “I know you haven’t. But someone wants people to think you have. The question is why.”

We sat in silence for a moment, the weight of our new reality settling over us like dust after a storm—quiet, but heavy in the air. Outside, I could hear the normal sounds of Holbrook going about its afternoon business. Horses’ hooves, wagon wheels, distant conversations. Everything the same, except our world had just turned upside down.

“What do we do?” Papa asked quietly.

I thought of Flynn Harper’s sharp gaze, his careful assessment of our store, and the subtle threat in his parting words. I thought of Beau’s innocent trust, of the life we’d built here, of the respectability that had taken years to establish.

“We’ll figure out how to protect ourselves,” I said firmly. “And we pray that whoever’s behind this makes a mistake before Mr. Harper decides to stop asking polite questions.”

Papa nodded slowly, then glanced toward the door. “Beau’s waiting to show me his horse’s stable.”

“Yes.” I squeezed his hands once more. “We maintain normalcy as much as possible. For his sake.”

“And if Harper comes back?”

I met his gaze, seeing my determination reflected there. I refused to dwell on the stranger who’d made my traitorous heart race at the worst possible moment. “Then we deal with it. Together. Like we always have.”

The bell chimed again at the store’s front, announcing another customer, normal business continuing despite the turmoil that had just entered our lives. I smoothed my skirts and prepared to greet whoever needed our services, while Papa composed himself to admire his grandson’s careful work.

But underneath the veneer of normalcy, my mind was racing. Flynn Harper would be back. Of that, I was certain. And when he returned, we needed to be ready.

The question was: ready for what?​
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