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The white roses were wrong.

Lacey adjusted the spray for the third time, repositioning stems that didn't need repositioning, because her hands needed something to do besides tremble. Mrs. Patterson's funeral was Saturday, and the family wanted peace lilies with white roses, elegant but not cold, comforting but not generic. She'd done a hundred arrangements like this. She could do them in her sleep.

But today her hands wouldn't cooperate.

The black truck rolled past her shop window—slow, deliberate, the diesel engine a low growl she'd learned to recognize the way prey animals learned to recognize predators. Her fingers went still on the roses.

Third time this week.

She didn't look up. Looking up meant acknowledging, and acknowledging meant engaging, and engaging with Brett Langston never ended well. Maybe he'd keep driving. Maybe today would be the day he remembered he had a life that didn't include terrorizing a florist who'd made the mistake of saying no.

The engine cut off.

Her stomach dropped through the floor.

Keep working. Just keep working.

She forced her hands back to the arrangement, tucking greenery around the roses with movements that felt jerky and mechanical. The bell over her door chimed—that cheerful little sound she'd picked out herself eighteen months ago, back when the biggest threat in her life was whether Williston would support a flower shop or whether she'd blown her savings on a pipe dream.

Now that bell made her want to vomit.

"Lacey." Brett's voice slid through her shop like oil, smooth and contaminating. "Working hard as always."

She didn't turn around. "I'm in the middle of an order, Brett. The shop's open, but I don't have time to chat."

"You never have time to chat." His boots crossed her floor—hand-tooled leather, the kind his daddy's money bought without thought. "Starting to hurt my feelings."

Good. She kept her eyes on the roses. "I'm sure you'll survive."

He laughed, low and warm, like they were sharing a joke instead of a countdown to something she couldn't stop. She heard him moving through the shop, touching things—her ribbon display, the rack of greeting cards, the cooler door where she kept the arrangements ready for pickup. Touching everything because he wanted her to know he could.

"Pretty flowers." His voice was closer now. Too close. "You've got a gift, you know that? Way you make things beautiful."

"It's just practice." She set down the rose she was holding because her hand was trembling too badly to work. "What do you want, Brett?"

"Does a man need a reason to visit the prettiest shop owner in Williston?"

She finally turned around.

Brett Langston looked like every small-town golden boy who'd never been told no—sandy hair going slightly thin at thirty-one, jaw starting to soften from too much good living, clothes that cost more than her monthly rent and somehow still looked wrong on him. Like he was wearing a costume of the man he thought he should be.

His smile made her skin crawl.

"You look tired," he said, head tilting with mock concern. "You been sleeping okay?"

I haven't slept through the night in three months, you psychopath. "I'm fine. Just busy."

"Sure, sure." He wandered closer, past the counter, into the workspace she hadn't invited him into. Her pulse spiked as he positioned himself between her and the door. "Business good?"

"Business is fine."

"Yeah?" He picked up a spool of ribbon, turning it over in his hands like he owned it. Like he owned everything. "That's interesting. Because I heard something concerning the other day."

She knew what was coming. She'd known since he walked in. But she made herself ask anyway, because maybe if she played along, he'd leave faster. "What did you hear?"

"That wholesaler you use out of Bismarck? Peterson's?" His smile widened, showing teeth. "Dropped your account yesterday. Isn't that strange? You've been with them—what, since you opened?"

Her blood went cold. "How do you know about my suppliers?"

"Small town, sweetheart. People talk." He set down the ribbon and took another step closer. She backed up until her hip hit the worktable, roses and lilies trembling from the impact. "Must be hard, running a business in a place where suppliers just... disappear. Rent goes up. Customers stop coming in."

"What did you do?"

"Me?" His hand pressed against his chest, wounded innocence she'd stopped believing months ago. "I didn't do anything. I'm just making conversation." Another step. He was close enough now that she could smell his cologne—something designer and suffocating that probably cost more than her car payment. "But you know, it seems like running a shop in Williston is getting complicated. Lots of moving parts. Lots of things that could go wrong."

"Brett—"

"Wouldn't it be easier if you had someone looking out for you?" His voice dropped, intimate and wrong. "Someone with connections? Someone who could make sure all those little complications... went away?"

She forced herself to meet his eyes. The cruelty there was barely concealed anymore—the wounded entitlement of a man who'd never been denied anything in his life and couldn't process that she kept saying no.

"I don't need anyone looking out for me."

"Everyone needs someone." His hand reached out, fingers brushing a strand of hair from her face. She flinched and hated herself for it. His smile sharpened. "You've been here—what, a year and a half? No family. No boyfriend. Just you and your flowers in a town where nobody knows you."

Everyone knows me. I made sure of it. She'd joined the Chamber of Commerce. Volunteered at the Lutheran church. Delivered arrangements to the nursing home on her own dime. She'd built a life here, root by careful root, because she'd sworn she'd never be invisible again.

But none of that mattered when the Langston family decided you were theirs.

"I have friends," she said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. "I have a business. I have a life that doesn't include you."

Brett's expression flickered—that brief flash of ugly she'd seen before, the monster underneath the golden-boy mask. "You keep saying that. But here's the thing, Lacey." He leaned closer, crowding her against the worktable until she had nowhere left to go. "I've been patient. Real patient. Giving you time to figure things out, to realize what I'm offering."

"I don't want what you're offering."

"You don't know what you want." His breath was hot on her face. "Some women need convincing. Need someone to help them see clearly. And I'm a patient man." His hand came up, fingers curling around her jaw—not hard enough to bruise, just hard enough to hold. "But my patience? It's starting to wear thin."

Her heart slammed against her ribs. "Let go of me."

"Eventually you're going to change your mind." His thumb stroked across her cheekbone, a parody of tenderness. "They all do. Some just take longer than others." He held her gaze for a long moment, letting her see exactly what lived behind his eyes. Then he released her and stepped back, smooth as a snake retreating after a strike. "Think about it, yeah? About how much easier things could be."

He straightened his jacket—charcoal gray, perfectly tailored, probably worth a month of her revenue—and smiled like they'd just had a pleasant conversation about the weather.

"I'll see you soon, Lacey. Real soon."

The bell chimed as he left.

She stood frozen at her worktable, hands gripping the edge so hard her knuckles had gone white, until his truck engine roared to life and pulled away from the curb. Until the sound faded down Main Street. Until the silence of her empty shop pressed in around her like a coffin.

Then she moved.

Her legs felt like water as she crossed to the door, flipping the lock with fingers that wouldn't stop shaking. She twisted the "Open" sign to "Closed" and stood there for a moment, forehead pressed against the glass, trying to breathe.

Peterson's dropped your account.

Eighteen months. Eighteen months of building something real, something hers, and he was tearing it apart piece by piece because she wouldn't smile and spread her legs like the other women his daddy's money had bought.

She'd heard the stories. Everyone in Williston knew, even if nobody talked about it. The receptionist at the law firm who'd dated Brett for three months before suddenly relocating to Fargo. The waitress at the truck stop who'd served him the wrong drink and ended up losing her job, her apartment, her entire existence in Williams County. The Langston family didn't just have money—they had reach. Sheriff Brennan owed Howard Langston for his last two election campaigns. The county prosecutor played golf with him every Sunday. Ranch hands who looked more like soldiers patrolled the fifteen thousand acres of Langston property like it was a military installation.

And Brett wanted her.

Not because she was special. Not because he loved her, or even wanted her specifically. But because she'd said no, and men like Brett Langston didn't know what that word meant.

Lacey made herself walk back to the counter. She sat down on the stool she'd bought at a thrift store in Minot, the one with the wobbly leg she kept meaning to fix, and pulled out her phone.

The screen stared back at her, waiting.

Call someone. Call anyone.

She scrolled through her contacts. Chamber of Commerce friends who would cluck sympathetically and do nothing. Church ladies who would pray for her and avoid making eye contact with the Langston family. The sheriff, who might take her statement and then bury it so deep it would never see daylight.

There was no one to call.

That was the thing about running away, about starting over, about building a life from nothing in a town where you didn't exist before you arrived. You could make yourself part of a community. You could smile and volunteer and remember everyone's birthday and become Lacey, the flower shop lady, isn't she sweet?

But when the wolves came, nobody was obligated to stand between you and their teeth.

She set the phone down on the counter and stared at the arrangement she'd been working on. Mrs. Patterson's funeral spray. White roses and peace lilies for a woman who'd lived ninety-two years and died in her sleep, surrounded by family.

What a gift, Lacey thought. To die with people who love you.

Outside her window, a pickup truck rumbled past—not Brett's, just some roughneck heading home after a shift—and her whole body tensed anyway, adrenaline spiking before her brain could catch up.

She couldn't live like this.

But she couldn't leave, either. Couldn't pack her car and drive until she found another cheap storefront in another town where nobody knew her name. Leaving meant Brett won. Leaving meant everyone back in Minnesota was right—that she should have married Tyler and worked at her mother's craft store and lived the small, suffocating life they'd all planned for her.

Lacey pulled the funeral spray closer and picked up a rose.

Her fingers still weren't steady, but she made them work anyway.

She'd built this shop with nothing but stubbornness and a refusal to fail. She'd chosen Williston, chosen this life, chosen to be someone who ran toward instead of away.

She just had to figure out how to survive long enough to keep choosing.

The phone sat silent on the counter.

And outside, the sun kept setting over Main Street like nothing was wrong at all.
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The flower shop wasn't Convoy's kind of place.

Too bright. Too many colors competing for attention. The smell hit him the second he walked through the door—sweet and green and alive in a way that made him think of funerals, which was fitting since that's what he was here for. Sort of.

Rig's mother was sick. Cancer, the bad kind, spreading faster than the doctors could cut. She was holding on in a hospice facility in Minot, and Rig was driving up every chance he got to sit beside her bed and pretend he wasn't watching her die. The brothers had passed the hat for flowers because none of them knew what else to do—and Convoy had drawn the short straw for pickup because his supply run took him through Williston anyway.

Flowers for a dying woman. He didn't know what kind. Didn't know if it mattered.

The bell over the door was still chiming when the woman behind the counter looked up, and something in Convoy's chest went still.

She was pretty. Not the sharp, polished pretty of women who knew their value and wielded it like a weapon—softer than that. Honey-blonde hair loose around her shoulders. Green eyes that crinkled at the corners when she smiled. The kind of face that made you want to smile back, that made you feel like walking into her shop was the best thing that had happened to her all day.

But the smile didn't reach her eyes.

"Welcome to Lacey's!" Her voice was warm, practiced, a customer service greeting she'd probably delivered ten thousand times. "What can I help you with today?"

Convoy moved toward the counter, boots heavy on the tile floor. He wasn't a small man—five-ten, but built like he'd spent a decade hauling equipment across the Permian Basin, because he had—and he watched her track his movement. Watched her shoulders tighten just slightly beneath her green apron.

"Need flowers," he said. "For a woman in hospice."

Something shifted in her expression. The professional warmth stayed in place, but underneath it, he caught a flicker of genuine softness. "I'm so sorry. Is it someone close to you?"

"Brother's mother." He glanced around the shop, taking in the buckets of roses and the cooler full of premade arrangements and the ribbon display that probably made sense to someone who understood these things. "Don't know what's appropriate."

"That's okay. That's what I'm here for." She stepped out from behind the counter, and he noticed her hands—restless, fingers brushing against her apron like she needed something to hold onto. "Does she have a favorite flower? Or a favorite color?"

Convoy thought about the conversations he'd had with Rig over the years. Engine talk, mostly. Club business. The kind of shorthand men developed when words weren't their primary language. "No idea."

"That's okay too." She was moving through the shop now, pulling stems from buckets with quick, competent motions. Her hands were steadier when they had work
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