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For every reader who loves dusty roads, wild hearts, loud laughter, and brave women who refuse to be won like prizes.
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The Rose Lantern Saloon
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Copper Ridge woke each morning with dust in its teeth and trouble polishing its boots. At the center of the town stood the Rose Lantern Saloon, a two-story building painted red enough to make a preacher blink and gold enough to make a gambler forgive his losses. Rose Callahan owned it, ran it, defended it, and taxed every broken chair like a banker with curls. She could count whiskey bottles, judge poker cheats, and silence a room with one lifted eyebrow.

On the day the whole mess began, a cattle hand named Burt Yarrow staggered onto the stage, mistook the piano for a mule, and announced he was going to marry Rose before sundown. The piano player stopped playing. The miners stopped arguing. Even the flies seemed to land quietly. Rose wiped a glass with a clean cloth, smiled sweetly, and asked Burt whether he preferred being thrown through the front door or the side window, since both were available before supper.

Burt laughed until Rose stepped from behind the bar with her shotgun tucked under one arm like a broom. The man sobered so quickly the room applauded. He backed down, tripped over a spittoon, and landed in a bucket meant for mop water. Deputy Milo Finch, who had come in only to buy licorice, whispered that perhaps the law should intervene. Rose told him the law could start by helping Burt find his hat, which was floating in the bucket.

The saloon roared. The Rose Lantern was never only a place for drinking. It was the town court, theater, storm shelter, bank, rumor mill, and sometimes boxing ring. Rose made it beautiful with brass lamps and clean curtains, but she kept a revolver beneath the cash drawer and a second one in the biscuit tin because men had a habit of reaching for what did not belong to them.

That afternoon she felt something change in the air. The laughter kept going, the piano found its rhythm again, and Milo finally rescued Burt's hat with a fireplace poker. But beyond the swinging doors, out on the street where the heat shimmered, a horse slowed. Spurs rang on the boards. The room turned quiet, not from fear, but from curiosity. Copper Ridge knew that sound. It was the sound of Marshal Elias Kane trying not to look like he had come to see Rose.

Rose set down the glass, lifted her chin, and prepared to enjoy herself. The marshal always entered like a sermon wearing a gun belt, and she always found that deeply entertaining.

Chapter 2
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Coffee in a Whiskey Town
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Marshal Elias Kane stepped into the Rose Lantern with his hat low and his badge bright. He was tall, straight-backed, and handsome in the solemn way of a man who believed rules were the fence between civilization and being kicked by a drunken horse. His gray eyes swept the room, found Burt Yarrow dripping beside the mop bucket, and narrowed at Rose as though she had arranged the entire performance for his personal irritation.

'Afternoon, Marshal,' Rose said. 'Coffee?' The room snickered because Elias was the only man in Copper Ridge who ordered coffee in a saloon without shame. He removed his hat and said he was on duty. Rose poured coffee anyway, black enough to tan leather, and slid it to him across the polished bar. He thanked her as if she had handed him a sacred document.

Elias asked about the disturbance. Rose pointed at Burt, who raised one weak hand and swore the bucket had started the fight. Milo nodded very seriously, then realized everyone was watching and hid half his face behind a stick of licorice. Elias sighed. He wanted order. Rose wanted peace with profit. Copper Ridge wanted entertainment, and Rose rarely let it go disappointed.

The marshal leaned close enough for Rose to catch the scent of sun, saddle soap, and stubbornness. 'You cannot keep firing that shotgun indoors.' She smiled. 'Then tell men to stop behaving like targets.' That earned another laugh from the room and a flush from Elias, who tried to look stern but failed at the edges. Rose liked that about him. His honor was real, but so was the boy beneath it, the one who forgot how to speak whenever she smiled too long.

Before Elias could answer, a boy from the telegraph office burst through the doors carrying a folded notice. It was a wanted circular from Abilene: Silas Rourke, called Blackjack, wanted for robbery, horse theft, jailbreak, and the suspected killing of a federal paymaster. Elias read it twice, and the saloon cooled around him.

Rose did not reach for the paper. She already knew the face printed there. She knew the crooked grin, the dark hair, the dangerous charm. More than that, she knew the way her foolish heart betrayed her whenever that outlaw came near town. Elias saw the recognition in her eyes and hated it. Outside, somewhere beyond the alley, a horse snorted as if laughing at the law.

Chapter 3
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Blackjack Comes Home
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Silas 'Blackjack' Rourke did not enter Copper Ridge like an honest man. Honest men used the road, tipped their hats, and complained about dust. Silas came through the dry wash behind the blacksmith shop, crossed Widow Perrin's goat pen, apologized to one furious goat, and climbed through the rear window of the Rose Lantern kitchen just as Big Nellie lifted a pan of biscuits from the stove.

Big Nellie did not scream. She swung the pan. Silas ducked so low his hat flew into the flour barrel. 'Evening, Nellie.' She squinted at him. 'Wanted men use doors now?' He dusted flour from his hair and said doors were unfriendly to people with posters. Nellie called him a handsome disaster and told him Rose would either kiss him or shoot him, depending on how fresh the biscuits smelled when he interrupted.

Rose found him in the storeroom stealing an apple and looking far too pleased with himself. For one breath she forgot every law, every warning, every reason he should be trouble. Then she remembered, slapped the apple from his hand, and hissed that Marshal Kane was in the front room. Silas grinned. 'Then I chose a lively night.'

She wanted to be angry. She was angry. But Silas had the sort of face that made anger stumble on the first step. He told her he had ridden for three nights to see her. She told him he was an idiot. He agreed tenderly, as though idiot were
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