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  Dedication


For every reader who showed up for the danger,
 stayed for the drama,
 and refused to leave without the swoon.
 
 


 You’re my kind of people.








  
  one
Unapologetically Herself


Lainee looked up at the sound of approaching footsteps, pausing mid-task as she stacked the last of the hay bales beneath the loft. They were heavy, solid, scratchy things that left her arms aching, but she was used to hard work. 
She had grown up on this ranch, after all, and from a young age had preferred working outdoors to the quieter, more delicate chores inside the house, much to the bewilderment of her older sisters. Where they gravitated toward sewing, baking, and the latest fashions, Lainee followed her father into the fields and barns, eager to learn everything he would teach her.
She spotted him now, walking toward her across the packed dirt floor of the barn. Two unfamiliar men flanked him. Determined to finish before they reached her, she hoisted the final bale. It felt heavier than the others, awkwardly so, and as she shifted it into place in the second row, it slipped. The sudden shift in weight pulled her off balance. She gasped as her boots slid backward. 
Before she could hit the hard floor, a strong arm wrapped firmly around her waist, steady and unyielding, anchoring her. At the same time, another set of hands drove the bale into place with decisive force, preventing it from crashing down. 
Startled, Lainee looked up. She found herself caught against the chest of a rugged, broad-shouldered man, tall and solid, immovable as stone. One hand was still braced securely at her waist, holding her upright as though he had no intention of letting her fall. His beard was dusted faintly with gray, his dark brown hair streaked generously with silver. But it was his eyes that caught her. Warm brown. Sharp. Alert. They lingered on her face, as though assessing for injury.
“You hurt?” he asked, his voice low, steady… and unmistakably concerned. The question reached her just a heartbeat before the awareness of just how close she stood to him.
“I—no,” she said quickly, catching her breath. “I’m fine.”
His gaze lingered a moment longer, weighing her answer rather than simply accepting it. Only when he seemed satisfied did his grip ease, carefully, not abruptly, as though even that small movement required consideration. Lainee stepped back at once, smoothing her skirts, suddenly very aware of the warmth she had just stepped out of. She offered him a grateful smile.
“Thank you for stepping in, sir. I appreciate it. I underestimated how heavy that last one was.”
He inclined his head, though his eyes flicked once more to the stacked bales, then back to her, as if already calculating how easily things might have gone differently.
“My pleasure, ma’am,” he said, tipping his head slightly. “Don’t get much call to play the gentleman out here, which is a downright shame.” A hint of a smirk touched his tone. “But tell me… what’s a young lady like you doin’ a day’s work meant for hired hands? Where’ve all the ranch boys run off to?”
Lainee grinned, unbothered. “I don’t mind it. Most of our cowboys are out on a cattle drive, moving the herd up to the mountain enclosures.”
His jaw shifted slightly at that, his gaze sweeping the barn again, taking in the stacked bales, the open space, the absence of help. Something in his expression tightened, subtle but unmistakable.
“Lainee.” Her father had reached her side now, slipping an arm around her shoulders in a familiar, protective gesture. “These two gents’ll be ridin’ with us a spell,” he said, his voice easy and warm. “Name’s Kade Barrett and Mason Scott.”
Then he turned to the men. “An’ this here’s my youngest, Lainee.”
Mason Scott inclined his head politely. “Mighty pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss James.”
Lainee felt her cheeks warm at the courtesy, though she kept her smile steady. She guessed him to be in his forties, close enough in age to her father that his manners felt respectful rather than flirtatious. Kade Barrett stepped forward and offered his hand. His grip was firm but controlled, the kind of strength that didn’t need to prove itself. 
“I ain’t been in Georgetown but a short spell,” he said, “but I’ve already heard tell of you and your kin. Quite a few young ladies ’round town spoke mighty high of you.”
Lainee shot her father a quick, amused glance, barely suppressing a snort.
“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Barrett,” she replied lightly, “but I suspect the ladies in town were mocking me more than praising me. They don’t see me that way.”
Mason’s brows lifted in surprise. “Why would you say that?”
She shrugged, unconcerned. 
“Because it’s the truth. They adored my older sisters. Said I ‘played cowboy’ too much.” Her smile turned wry. “I’ve always been more interested in my father’s ranch than the latest fashions or hunting for a husband. And the only close female friend I had growing up moved away once she married.”
There was no bitterness in her tone. Only honesty, and quiet resolve. Her father squeezed her shoulder gently, pride unmistakable in his eyes. Kade said nothing, but his gaze settled on her again, steady, assessing… and just a touch approving, as though her answer had confirmed something he had not quite realized he’d been looking for. And in that moment, framed by drifting hay dust and sunlight slanting through the barn boards, Lainee James stood exactly where she belonged. Unapologetically herself.

      [image: ]Mason and Kade settled into ranch life with surprising ease. They were capable hands, quick to learn, and earned the respect of the other ranch hands almost at once. Though they had come from different parts of the territory and had not known one another before, they struck up a friendship quickly, built on shared labor, long days, and a similar sense of humor. Before long, it felt as though they had always been part of the place.
Lainee’s father seemed to know them particularly well. They joined the family for supper nearly every evening, their presence at the table becoming routine rather than a novelty. Lainee liked them well enough. She admired their work ethic and easy manners, but she kept a polite distance, as she did with most of the men on the ranch. 
Kade noticed. Not in any obvious way. He did not press for her attention or attempt to draw her into conversation the way some men might have. But he observed. The way she positioned herself near the end of the table rather than the center. How her replies were polite but brief. How she kept just enough space between herself and any man who lingered too long. He did not mistake it for shyness. He recognized caution. 
Mason noticed as well, but differently. Where Kade observed quietly, Mason assessed. Years of experience had taught him to read people quickly, and Lainee James was no mystery to him. There was nothing timid in her restraint. It was deliberate. Measured. The kind of distance a woman kept when she had already learned what happened when she did not. He said nothing. But he did not overlook it.
Lainee had not spoken of it to anyone, but one of the ranch hands hired more than a year earlier had taken an unwelcome interest in her. His looks lingered too long. His comments edged past decency. Since then, she had been careful, rarely seen outdoors alone, limiting her interactions, and trusting her instincts.
Wallace Flannery and his two companions, Orin and Elmer, had only reinforced that caution. Kade and Mason had noticed them. The way Flannery’s gaze followed her across the yard. The way Orin and Elmer laughed a little too easily at things that were not amusing. The kind of attention that was not admiration, but something sharper. Something possessive. It did not sit well with either of them.
Lainee was not shy, nor was she easily cowed. She made that clear early on, especially to Flannery. When he or his friends grew handsy or attempted to steal kisses, she shut them down without hesitation: sharp words, unflinching eyes, and a refusal to soften her stance for the sake of politeness.
Both men witnessed it once, though from different vantage points. Kade had been crossing the yard, his stride easy, but his eyes were always watchful. Mason lingered near the corral, tending to his work, yet missing very little of what unfolded around him. 
Flannery stepped too close. His hand closed around Lainee’s wrist as though he had some unspoken claim to it. She did not flinch. Did not panic. Did not plead. Instead, she lifted her gaze to his and spoke low, the words slipping through gritted teeth, quiet, controlled, and edged with something far more dangerous than fear. Whatever Flannery saw in her expression, whatever he heard in that measured tone, was enough. He released her at once. 
Kade slowed. Mason stilled. Neither intervened. Not because she didn't need their help, thought she clearly did not, but because they both recognized something at that moment. Strength. Not loud. Not reckless. But steady. Unyielding. The kind that did not bend easily.
She was seldom alone, and that was no accident. Her father kept a watchful eye on her, as did the foreman and his second-in-command. The men knew it, which forced them to be careful. But time emboldened Flannery rather than curbing him. With each passing month, his behavior grew more forward, more intrusive, and each advance was met with Lainee’s fierce resistance.
It was not affection that offended her. It was entitlement. She might not have minded a stolen kiss had it been playful and respectful, offered with a smile and a willingness to accept refusal. But Wallace Flannery made his intentions plain from the start. He did not see her as a woman to court or win over. He saw her as something to claim. To own. That kind of thinking had always stirred anger in her, long before Flannery ever set foot on the ranch.
Years earlier, when Lainee was barely fourteen, one of her sisters had been courted by a man with the same heavy-handed arrogance. Her sister had been gentle, shy, and unsure how to respond.
Lainee, young as she was, had not hesitated. She had defended her sister fiercely, calling the man out more than once, until their father finally noticed and ended the courtship himself. The man her sister married several years later had been everything the first was not, kind, handsome, and protective in the right way. He became a beloved part of the family, proof that strength and respect could walk hand in hand. Lainee never forgot that lesson.
Kade exchanged a brief glance with Mason across the yard that evening, nothing spoken, nothing obvious, but understood all the same. And neither man made the mistake of underestimating Lainee James.

      [image: ]One afternoon, while the men were busy working the horses out in the lower pasture, Lainee decided to practice her shooting. It wasn’t vanity that drew her there. It was habit, and a quiet sort of pride. She was exceptionally good, and she knew it, but she never boasted. The skill had been earned the honest way: through patience and long hours under the watchful guidance of men who respected her enough to teach her properly.
She lined tin cans along the top rail of the fence and paced off her distances. Near. Far. Angled. She fired with steady hands and a calm breath, knocking each can cleanly from its perch. She reset them and did it again. Never missing.
What she didn’t know was that she was being watched. From one vantage point, a man observed her with quiet admiration, impressed not only by her accuracy, but by the confidence with which she carried herself, the way she handled the revolver as though it were an extension of her will. From another place entirely, a different gaze followed her with hunger. Not interest. Not respect. Possession.
Lainee bent to set the cans again when arms suddenly wrapped around her from behind. She stiffened instantly. She didn’t need to turn her head to know who it was. The sour mix of sweat and overly strong aftershave hit her senses, and her jaw clenched hard. She twisted, trying to break free, but he only tightened his grip, pressing himself closer. Anger flared, hot and immediate. She shoved against him hard, but instead of releasing her, he lowered his mouth to her neck, his lips trailing where they had no right to be. Revulsion rippled through her, making her skin crawl. She shuddered.
“Flannery,” she said, her voice low and shaking with restrained fury, “if you don’t let me go this instant, I will report you to the sheriff. I’ve always believed in fighting my own battles, but you’re the sort who only learns when someone gives you a proper waking.” She kicked back against his leg.
He laughed. Soft, ugly, and only pressed closer, his touches growing more aggressive. Something in Lainee snapped. She didn’t hesitate. With the revolver still in her hand, she swung her arm back and smashed the hard metal into his skull with full force. He howled, cursing loudly as he staggered back, finally releasing her. Lainee moved instantly, putting distance between them, gun raised, stance solid.
“What in blazes d’you go an’ do that for?” he growled. “That temper of yours’ll be the ruin of you yet. I’ll teach you how a proper woman is meant to behave.” 
He stepped toward her. She fired a shot. The bullet struck the dirt directly in front of his boot, spraying dust and gravel. He froze.
“Stay away from me,” she said clearly. “I have no interest in you. I do not want to be touched by you, or any man like you. And I will not hesitate to shoot you, if you don’t start respecting the boundaries I’ve set and repeated.”
He sneered. 
“You’re a woman. No man’s ever gonna give you true respect. Men lay claim to women out here, an’ all that fire in you ain’t gonna stop a soul.” 
He took another step. She fired again, precise and merciless. His hat flew clean off his head. Silence crashed down. His face flushed a dark, dangerous red as rage overtook whatever restraint he had left.
“Next time, it won’t be your hat,” she said, her voice cold as steel. “I can promise you that.”
“I’ll beat that stubborn streak clean outta you, Lainee James,” he hissed. “You’re gonna be mine, mark my words. Ain’t no woman ever tells me no.”
She scoffed, steady as stone. 
“Well, one has. Repeatedly.” Her gaze cut him to the bone. “So, shut your arrogant mouth and go do the work my father pays you for.” 
She tilted her head slightly, her voice turning razor-sharp. 
“Or is this how you make yourself feel powerful, threatening women because no one will have you?”

      [image: ]Mason had paused in the shadow of the barn doorway, intending only to take a brief rest before returning to work. But his attention had been caught and held. Lainee James stood by the fence line, revolver in hand, wholly absorbed in her practice. Mason watched with growing interest, and genuine admiration. 
It wasn’t just that she was skilled, though that alone would have been impressive enough. She was striking. Her blonde hair, usually pinned neatly and hidden beneath a cowboy hat, was uncovered now. A few loose strands had escaped and fallen in soft waves down her back, catching the light. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, a healthy crimson that made her lips appear redder still. Her blue eyes sparkled, not with bravado, but with quiet satisfaction. The look of someone doing something she loved… and doing it well.
Mason found himself smiling before he realized it. Then Wallace Flannery appeared. The shift was immediate. Mason’s easy admiration vanished, replaced by a sharp tightening in his chest. He straightened instinctively, every muscle coiling as he watched Flannery move toward her. His first instinct was simple, and fierce, to stride out there and put a stop to whatever nonsense Wallace was about to try. But he didn’t move.
In the weeks since his arrival, Mason had learned something important about Lainee James. She did not take kindly to being rescued. She valued her independence fiercely and bristled at interference unless the danger was real, and undeniable. She could handle herself. And she expected others to respect that. So, Mason stayed where he was, though it went against every protective instinct he possessed.
His jaw clenched as Flannery closed the distance, his attention fixed, his readiness absolute. He watched every movement, every shift of weight, prepared to intervene the instant the situation tipped from unacceptable to dangerous. It was one of the hardest things he had ever done, standing back when every part of him wanted to step in. But respect, Mason had learned, sometimes meant restraint. And so… he waited.

      [image: ]Flannery stood there a heartbeat too long, staring at Lainee with naked fury. His face twisted, his jaw clenched so tightly the muscles jumped beneath his skin. Every ounce of humiliation burned hot and wild inside him. Then he charged. Lainee reacted without hesitation. Always alert. Always ready. She pivoted smoothly and fired again, this time aiming with deadly intent for his arm. The shot cracked through the air, precise and controlled, striking exactly where she intended and grazing his upper arm.
Flannery screamed. Pain tore through him like fire, his momentum faltering as he staggered, clutching his arm. Blood seeped through his sleeve. The wound wasn’t fatal, but it was enough to shatter what little pride he had left. And that made him more dangerous. With a snarl, he lunged again, driven now by rage rather than reason.
Mason moved. He crossed the distance in a blur, boots pounding the dirt as he intercepted him mid-charge. His shoulder slammed into Flannery’s chest, knocking him off balance before he could reach her. Before the man could recover, Mason’s fist connected with brutal force. Flannery went down like a felled tree. He hit the ground hard and didn’t move.
Silence followed. Heavy. Charged. Only then did Mason draw a slow, steadying breath, the tension draining from his shoulders as he turned toward Lainee. She still stood with her revolver raised, eyes blazing, her chest rising and falling fast. For a moment… neither of them moved. Her gaze locked onto his. Steady. Assessing, as if measuring him the same way he had just measured the threat.
Mason held her gaze without flinching. There was no condescension in it. No attempt to take control of what she had already handled. Only acknowledgment. Respect. And something quieter beneath it… something neither of them named. 
Lainee became aware, if only for a fleeting second, of the way he held himself. Solid. Grounded. Not reckless. Not overbearing. The kind of strength that did not demand but simply was. Reliable. The thought came and went just as quickly, tucked away before it could take root.
Then, slowly, deliberately, she lowered the revolver. The moment broke, but not entirely.
When the reality of what had just happened settled in, that Mason had stepped in only when the danger turned real, Lainee’s composure wavered. Just slightly. Enough that Mason noticed. She looked shaken, though she worked hard to hide it. 
She hadn’t wanted to hurt Flannery. That truth sat heavy in her chest. But he had left her no choice. If she hadn’t defended herself, he would not have stopped at words or threats. Rage would have spilled out of him unchecked, and there were far worse things he could have done than charge at her.
Her shoulders sagged as the rush of adrenaline drained away, leaving exhaustion in its wake. The fire in her eyes dimmed, replaced by something older. Harder. Mason stepped closer, his movements careful now, as though he feared startling her.
“You all right?” he asked quietly. Concern etched his features, but beneath it lay something sharper, a protectiveness that made her throat tighten. She swallowed and nodded once. 
“Has he done this before?” Mason asked. His voice was steady, but tight. 
Lainee drew in a slow breath.
“Not like this,” she admitted. “But yes. He’s been after me ever since he was hired.”
Mason shook his head, his jaw hardening. 
“You told anyone ’bout this?” he asked, his voice roughening. “’Cause that man needs run outta here. Permanent.”
She let out a weary sigh. 
“I’ve tried to keep my distance. He’s a good worker, well, most days, and right now we need every hand we’ve got. Pa and Butch would lose it completely if they knew. I don’t want this to escalate.”
Mason let out a sharp breath, unable to hold it back. 
“Escalate?” He gestured toward Flannery’s unconscious form. “Lainee, he’d’ve come at you again sure as dawn if I hadn’t stepped in.”
“I know,” she said softly. “Today was… extreme.” She hesitated, then added, “and I didn’t help matters. I pushed him harder than before.” 
Her gaze drifted briefly to Flannery, her lips pressing into a thin, resolute line. Mason’s brow lifted.
“You stood your ground,” he said firmly. “Don’t go twistin’ that into somethin’ it ain’t. You got no call to blame yourself.”
She didn’t answer right away. 
“Please,” she said finally, lowering her voice. “Don’t tell Pa or Butch. Not yet.” She looked back at him, her eyes earnest. “I’ll be more careful. I truly thought all of you were out with the horses. If I’d known otherwise, I wouldn’t have come out here alone.” 
She dropped her gaze, unable to meet his expression any longer. Mason closed the remaining distance between them and gently lifted her chin, forcing her to look at him. His touch was careful. Respectful. But firm.
“You can’t just let this slide,” he said, urgency threading through his words. “Least we can do is haul it straight to the sheriff. Man needs a proper warnin’ from the law, somethin’ that’ll stick. An’ I still say Flannery oughta be run off. Or better yet… coolin’ his heels in a cell.”
Lainee sighed again, the sound tired, but thoughtful. 
“I hear you. Truly. And we will tell the sheriff.” She met his gaze steadily. “But not Pa. Not Butch. Not yet. If Flannery doesn’t leave me be after this… then I’ll speak to my father myself.”
Mason studied her for a long moment. He didn’t like it, that much was clear, but he understood something just as important: Lainee James was not reckless. She was measured, and she had lived with Flannery’s presence far longer than he had. At last, he nodded.
“All right,” he said slowly. “But I’ll be keepin’ a sharper eye on things… an’ on him.”
A faint smile touched the corner of her mouth, small, but sincere. 
“That,” she said quietly, “I won’t argue with.” 
For a moment, they just looked at each other, then Mason seemed to remember himself. His hand was still beneath her chin. He released her at once, slowly, deliberately, but not before both became aware of it. The absence of his touch lingered. Lainee drew in a quiet breath, her fingers tightening slightly at her sides before she stilled them. Mason’s hand fell back to his side, his expression shifting, subtle, controlled, but not untouched. Neither spoke of it, but something had changed.






  
  two
No Safe Distance


The conversation with the sheriff helped, for a time. Flannery received a stern, unmistakable warning, the kind that left no room for misinterpretation. For the first time since his arrival on the ranch, his confidence seemed shaken. He even sought Lainee out afterward, his tone subdued as he offered an apology. He claimed he had received troubling news the day before, that it had left him angry and unbalanced, and that he had lost control because of it. 
Lainee accepted the apology. She believed in fairness, even when it cost her comfort. But she did not forget. She kept her distance, polite, but guarded, and, to her relief, Flannery did the same. For several months, he left her alone entirely. No lingering looks. No veiled remarks. No attempts to corner her or assert himself. It was almost as though a line had finally been drawn, and, for once, respected.
Then everything shifted. A new sheriff was appointed, and Kade was hired as his deputy. Around the same time, Mason left the ranch due to a family emergency. Lainee did not pretend his absence did not affect her. She missed his steady presence. His watchful calm. But she understood. Life rarely unfolded the way one wished it would. 
Unfortunately, Mason’s departure marked the beginning of a change she felt almost immediately. At first, it was Orin and Elmer, Flannery’s companions, who began acting up. Lingering too close. Appearing where they should not. Finding reasons to block her path or force conversation. Nothing overt enough to warrant immediate complaint. Nothing that could not be brushed off as coincidence… at first.
Then Flannery began again. Subtle, at first. Too subtle, perhaps. A look held a moment too long. A comment laced with implication rather than threat. A presence that seemed to materialize whenever she was briefly alone.
But the shift from restraint to intrusion came faster than she expected. As though he had been waiting… for something, or someone, to be gone. The truth settled cold and heavy in Lainee’s chest. Mason. She began to suspect the only reason Flannery had kept his distance at all was because Mason had been watching, quietly, consistently, without ever making a show of it. With that silent protection removed, Flannery’s patience had worn thin.
Lainee straightened her spine, her resolve hardening. The time was coming. She could feel it. Soon, she would have to put her foot down once and for all, because Flannery was pushing harder now, testing her limits with deliberate intent. And Lainee James had learned long ago that men like him understood only one thing: A line that could not be crossed… without consequence.

      [image: ]“She turned me down like I was nothin’,” Wallace Flannery snarled, his jaw grinding as though he were chewing nails. His eyes flicked restlessly, a mean, fevered light burning in them. 
“Two years I been watchin’ her. Two years of her smilin’, passin’ close, givin’ a man ideas. She knew full well what she was doin’.” 
His fists flexed at his sides, tendons standing out as he scanned the store, clearly savoring the attention. A few customers lingered near the counters, newcomers to Georgetown, folks who didn’t know Lainee well enough to see through him.
“That little wench got my blood up on purpose,” he went on, louder now. “Pulled her tricks more’n once, too, don’t you go doubtin’ it. Then the minute I aim to make it proper, offer her my name an’ a roof over her head, she casts me aside like spoiled meat.” 
He gave a harsh scoff, spitting the sound like a dare.
“An’ what’s worse, she goes runnin’ to her pa, claimin’ I crossed a line, an’ gets me turned out on account of it.” His lip curled. “That girl thinks she’s too high an’ mighty for the likes of me. We’ll see how proud she stands once she learns what it costs to turn a man like me away.”
That was when Mrs. Jennings slowly lifted her head from the ledger she’d been keeping. Her gaze locked onto Wallace, sharp and deadly as a blade. But Flannery didn’t notice. He was too busy performing for his audience, his two cronies and the curious townsfolk leaning in to listen.
Reuben McCrae, second-in-line ranch hand, had been standing near the supply shelves, gathering what he needed for the cattle drive. He turned now, slow and deliberate, his expression darkening as though a storm had rolled in behind his eyes. He wiped his hands on his jeans and shook his head.
“You’re still spreadin’ that rotten tale?” he said flatly. “Hellfire, Flannery, you’ve got more gall than sense. That girl never once chased you. Not once. She told you plain as fence posts she weren’t interested.” His voice hardened. “You just kept crowdin’ her like a mangy dog that won’t take a kick.”
A low murmur rippled through the store. Flannery narrowed his eyes, his jaw tightening with venom.
“You weren’t there, McCrae,” he sneered. “That one knows how to slither an’ tempt, slick as a snake. I’ll be teachin’ little miss her place soon enough, and you best keep your nose outta my business… ’less you fancy gettin’ knocked flat.”
The scratch of Mrs. Jennings’s pen ceased. Sharp. Final. She didn’t speak right away. She didn’t have to. Slowly, deliberately, she lifted her head again. Her eyes found Wallace and stayed there. Calm. Steady. Utterly unimpressed. 
Mrs. Jennings had lived in Georgetown longer than most of the men in the room. She had buried two children, outlived a hard man, balanced books through droughts and bad winters, and watched more than one bully swagger through her store thinking noise made him powerful. Wallace Flannery was nothing new.
“You best mind your tongue, Mr. Flannery,” she said at last, before Reuben could take another step. Her voice was even, quiet enough that folks leaned in without realizing it. “This is my store.”
Wallace scoffed, but the sound rang hollow now.
“I won’t have threats spoken under my roof,” she continued, setting the pen down with care. “Not against a decent girl. Not against anyone.” Her gaze flicked, brief but pointed, to Wallace’s two companions. Neither of them met her eyes.
“You bring trouble into this place,” she went on, “and you won’t be doin’ business here again. Nor will any man who stands beside you.” A beat. “You want to tell lies,” she added coolly, “you can do it somewhere else. Georgetown’s already heard enough from you.”
The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was heavy. Judging. Wallace’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t answer her. He couldn’t. The room had shifted. And he knew it.
Reuben stepped closer, his voice dropping, thick with contempt. 
“Mrs. Jennings is right, Flannery. This town, and the decent folks in it, have heard enough outta you. You got fired ’cause you laid hands on Lainee James.” His eyes flashed. “She’s a respectable woman. She don’t toy with men. She tells ’em to get lost when they step outta line.” 
His voice lowered further, edged with anger.
“You’re damn lucky all that happened was you got sent packin’. When Butch an’ her pa heard what you’d done to her months back, that you’d near physically attacked her, they both near put a bullet in you right then an’ there.”
Gasps spread through the store. Mrs. Jennings’s expression hardened further. Flannery’s fist twitched, but he held himself back.
“That girl shot me,” he snapped. “Near killed me dead.”
Reuben barked a short, humorless laugh. 
“She nicked you. Nothin’ more. An’ she pulled iron ’cause you wouldn’t leave her alone. You were indecent, and then you got dangerous.”
“You weren’t there,” Wallace snapped. “You don’t know nothin’ ’bout it.”
“Mason Scott was,” Reuben shot back. “An’ he stepped right between you an’ that girl ’fore you could lay a hand on her.”
Flannery sneered. “Scott wanted her for himself. Lied bold as brass to cover for her.”
Reuben shook his head slowly. 
“Scott weren’t the only one who saw what went down. Kade Barrett was there too. You an’ Lainee didn’t even know he was close.” 
He stepped in, voice low and sharp as a blade.
“Scott told the sheriff. Came to me after. That’s when Barrett owned up to seein’ it with his own eyes. Scott had us swear we wouldn’t breathe a word to Butch or her pa, on account of Lainee askin’ him to keep quiet… unless you tried somethin’ again.” A beat. “And you did, with that so-called proposal.” 
Reuben leaned in just enough to make it clear.
“Truth is, you ain’t got the stomach for bein’ told no. An’ it gnaws at you somethin’ fierce that a woman don’t see you as the prize you reckon yourself to be.”
Wallace’s lip curled. “You best shut that trap, McCrae, ’fore I shut it for you.”
Reuben snorted. 
“Or what?” he drawled. “You gonna puff up an’ bluster like you always do? You ain’t fearsome, Flannery, you’re just loud. An’ lazy, to boot.” He tipped his head. “Why don’t you go find yourself honest work? Someplace a long ways off from here.”
Flannery lunged a step forward, fists clenching. 
“You keep runnin’ that mouth,” he hissed, low and ugly, “and I’ll knock you flat. I’ll enjoy it, too.”
Reuben didn’t move. He stood his ground, broad, solid, unmoving. 
“You’re welcome to try,” he said coldly. “But I reckon you’ll be eatin’ dirt long before I am.”
“Enough of this blasted nonsense!” 
The voice cracked through the store like a rifle shot. Every head turned. Butch Cutter strode in, his presence filling the room without effort. No one had even heard him enter. His eyes were hard, his jaw set like stone as he took in Wallace’s balled fists and simmering glare. He shook his head once. Slow. Final.
“Flannery,” he snapped, his voice sharp as a whip, “you, Jones, an’ Roberts, pack your gear an’ clear outta Georgetown ’fore my boss rides back.” His gaze turned cold as winter. “You ain’t welcome here no more.” A beat. “An’ if you so much as set foot on that ranch again…” his voice dropped, deadly quiet, “…we’ll put a bullet in you for trespassin’.”

      [image: ]Flannery and his friends stepped out of the store just as Butch and Reuben strode toward their horses, swung into the saddle, and rode out of town. Wallace caught Jones and Roberts by the arm, dragging them into a corner behind the general store. His grip was tight, his eyes burning with a dangerous shine.
“They think I’ll let that wench make a fool of me?” he muttered, voice low and venomous. “Not in this lifetime, or the next. She’s gonna pay for it. Every bit.” He paced a tight circle, boots grinding into the dirt. “She’s already put us back on them marshals’ radar. Now we’ll be hunted like deer again.” 
His jaw tightened. 
“Got a wire from Stetson earlier. Says he finished the job but found no code.” A cruel smile twisted across his mouth. “Well, if I ain’t gettin’ her, or that ranch, then she sure as hell ain’t keepin’ it either.” 
He leaned in, voice dropping to a rough whisper. 
“I’ll burn that place clear to the ground. Kill her folks… then watch it all go up in smoke.” His eyes gleamed. “Let her feel what it’s like to lose everything.” He straightened. “Then I’ll take what’s left, their stock, their best head, and drive ’em north to my land in Montana.” 
A low chuckle rumbled out of his chest.
“Got a girl waitin’ for me up there already. I’ll start over clean. New place. New life. Like none of this ever happened.” He fixed the two men with a hard look. “You in?” he asked. “Stick with me, and I’ll hire you on proper. Steady work. Better pay than you’ll ever see here.”
Jones and Roberts exchanged a glance. Then nodded. Slow. Certain.
“Good,” Wallace said, satisfaction curling through his voice. “Then keep your mouths shut and your eyes open.” A pause. “I already have a plan.”
Moments later, the three of them slipped back into the bustle of men and horses, as if nothing had been said at all.

      [image: ]Lainee stood hidden behind a cluster of thick bushes near the post office beside the general store, scarcely daring to breathe. Every word had reached her. Every threat. Every ugly promise whispered in the dirt. Her temper simmered, hot and furious, even as a cold wave of mortification washed over her.
For two long years, that man had plagued her. He had cornered her whenever he could, forever trying to steal kisses she never gave, smothering her with false sweetness and honeyed words meant to wear her down. When charm failed, his advances had grown bolder, rougher, his hands lingering where they had no right to be. And when even that had not broken her, he had finally asked for her hand in marriage, his so-called proposal laced with a threat so vile it still made her stomach turn. If she refused him, he had promised, he would make her his all the same, marriage or no.
Not once, not for a single heartbeat, had she been drawn to him. She had never encouraged his fixation. Never played the coy flirt he now painted her to be. She had told him plain as glass what she thought of him and had made it just as clear she would never marry him. She had known rejection would anger him. But she had not expected the poison that followed.
For two weeks, he had done nothing but run his mouth, spreading lies, twisting the truth, whispering rumors meant to ruin her name. Worse, he had urged his friends to join in, emboldening them to leer, and harass her as though she were fair game. Every glance now felt dangerous. Every footstep set her nerves on edge. 
Her heart hammered in her chest, fear rising, sharp and suffocating. It wasn’t herself she feared for most. It was her family. Her father was in Colorado Springs, meeting with his attorney, and though he was expected back later that day, he was hours away. Her older sisters were happily married and lived too far to help. Here, now, there were only her mother and her aging grandparents. All of them, vulnerable.
Lainee pressed a hand to her ribs, steadying her breath. She didn’t know when Wallace Flannery would strike, but she had no doubt he meant every word he had spoken. Waiting would be foolish. Waiting could be fatal. She couldn’t afford hesitation.
Without another moment’s delay, she straightened and moved with practiced efficiency. Her hands were steady now, her resolve hard as iron. She waited until she saw Flannery and his friends ride out of town. Whatever Wallace Flannery was planning, she intended to stop it, before he ever had the chance.

      [image: ]Georgetown bustled as it always did, wagons rattling over packed dirt, voices rising from storefronts, the steady rhythm of a town going about its business. Lainee barely noticed any of it. Her focus was fixed, her thoughts too heavy for distraction. She reined in her horse in front of the sheriff’s office, swung down from the saddle, and pushed through the door without hesitation.
Sheriff Elias Flannery looked up from behind his desk, his deputy, Kade Barrett, straightening beside him. Both men nodded as she entered, watching her closely as she crossed the room.
“Lainee,” Elias greeted, his dark eyes sharpening as they settled on her. He gestured toward the chair opposite his desk. “Have a seat. What can I do for you?”
She shook her head and remained standing. 
“I’m here because of your brother.”
The shift was immediate. Elias’s posture stiffened almost imperceptibly, but he said nothing as she continued. Lainee told him everything, two years of harassment, the unwanted advances, the so-called proposal, and finally the threat she had overheard only minutes earlier. As she spoke, Kade’s expression changed. Not dramatically. But his attention sharpened, his gaze steadying on her in a way that suggested he wasn’t merely listening. He was weighing every word and believing it. 
When she finished, silence fell heavy between them. Elias exchanged a glance with his deputy, his jaw tightening before he spoke.
“You expect me to swallow that my brother’s been pressin’ you hard these past two years,” he said slowly, eyes narrowing, “an’ you never once thought to bring it to me till now?”
“Yes,” she answered without flinching. “Believe it or not, I fight my own battles. I did tell Sheriff Wayne, and your brother received a firm warning. Then he acted up again some months later. Since it was only against me, I didn’t see a reason to involve the law. But today he threatened my family. That changes everything.” 
Elias’s gaze hardened. 
“Wallace spins it a mite different. Goin’ an’ leadin’ a ranch hand on ain’t too wise, Lainee. Most men’ll hit their breakin’ point if you push ’em long enough.”
For a heartbeat, she simply stared at him, stunned. Then her blue eyes flashed.
“Are you serious?” she demanded. “You’re excusing his behavior and blaming me? Have you ever watched your brother around women? Have you seen the way he corners them, the way he talks to them, even touches them?”
Kade’s jaw tightened slightly, but he said nothing. He did not look at Elias. His attention remained on Lainee. Elias scoffed, but before he could answer, she cut him off, her fists clenched at her sides.
“I’m not here to argue about this or the past. I’m here because he made a threat, against me and my family, and I want you to do something about it before someone gets hurt.”
“My brother ain’t the sort to go that far,” Elias said, his voice flat as hardpan. Lainee’s jaw set.
“I heard him, Elias. I heard the words, and I heard the cruelty behind them. This isn’t something you shrug off.”
The sheriff leaned back, unimpressed. 
“An’ what is it you expect me to do?” he drawled. “Haul a man in on nothin’ but words you claim you heard? Angry talk don’t always turn into action.”
“But sometimes it does,” she shot back. “And when it does, it’s too late. Is that what you want on your conscience? Knowing you were warned and did nothing?”
He gave a slow shake of his head. 
“You’re bein’ plumb ridiculous. Don’t go puffin’ yourself up, thinkin’ a turned-down proposal leads straight to murder.”
Lainee drew a steadying breath. She had expected resistance, defensiveness even, but this? This was willful blindness.
“You’re sworn to uphold the law,” she said firmly. “If you can’t do that because Wallace is your brother, then you shouldn’t be sheriff of Georgetown.”
The air in the room shifted. Elias straightened, his expression turning hard. Almost threatening.
“Mind your tongue, Lainee James,” he warned, his voice sharpening. “I’m the law in this town. I can haul you in if I reckon you’re stirrin’ up trouble.”
“I am not threatening you or causing trouble,” she said evenly. “I’m reminding you of your oath. I’m scared for my family, and I’m asking you to take this seriously.”
Before Elias could respond, Kade Barrett stepped forward, his tone measured, but firm.
“Wallace got himself fired, didn’t he?” he said. “Was told plain as day not to set foot on the ranch again, or he’d be hauled in for trespassin’?”
“Yes,” Lainee answered. “But I don’t trust him. I just watched him ride out of town. What if he changes direction and goes straight to our ranch? What if he never leaves at all? What if he decides revenge matters more than leaving and finding a new job?”
Kade’s gaze flicked briefly to Elias. Then back to Lainee. 
“Did you catch which way he rode off when he lit out?” he asked. 
Elias shot him a sharp look, but Kade did not acknowledge it. Lainee nodded.
“Yes.”
Elias let out a derisive breath. 
“You’re soundin’ like you got a persecution streak a mile wide,” he said, his drawl thick as molasses. “What is it you reckon’s gonna happen, anyhow? You’re the daughter of a well-to-do rancher, used to folks jumpin’ when you so much as crook a finger.” 
His eyes narrowed.
“We got better things to do than go chasin’ every wild tale someone spins when they’re riled up. An’ truth be told, I ain’t even buyin’ that any such threat was made. Sounds to me like you’re conjurin’ it up… maybe hopin’ your pa’ll run him clean outta town.”
Kade remained silent now, but his silence was no longer neutral. Lainee fixed Elias with a withering glare. She had tried to keep her temper in check, but his dismissal snapped the last fragile thread of restraint.
“I see the town hired you prematurely when you arrived here a few months ago, Sheriff Flannery,” she said coldly. “Perhaps the council should have tested your mettle before handing you a badge. A man who won’t take criminal threats seriously, especially when they come from his own kin, is no man at all.”
His hands curled into fists at his sides, knuckles whitening as his expression darkened to something near murderous. But there was something else there too. Something sharper. Something personal. He loomed over her, clearly expecting her to falter. She didn’t. Petite though she was, Lainee stepped closer, lifting her chin, her eyes hard with steel and resolve.
“Let me make something crystal clear, Sheriff,” she said, her voice low and unyielding. “If any harm comes to my family because you let your pride cloud your judgment, because you chose to shield your precious brother, I will see you held accountable for it.” Her gaze never left his. “I know you want to believe in him. I know he’s blood. But that doesn’t excuse willful blindness.”
“Get out,” Elias ground out through clenched teeth. She shook her head once.
“I’m not finished.”
His gaze dropped, just for a moment. Not to her face. Lower. Brief. Assessing. Then it snapped back up, harder than before. There wasn’t a flicker of fear in her stance or her gaze.
“Since you’re clearly unwilling to act, and seem more inclined to blame me instead, I’ll take this straight to the U.S. Marshals and let men who aren’t tangled in family loyalties deal with it. I have no doubt they’ll take Wallace’s threats seriously. And while they’re at it, they’ll take a hard look at your failure to do your duty.” 
She paused, letting the weight of her words settle.
“I’ll also bring this before the town council,” she continued evenly. “Georgetown deserves better than a sheriff who looks the other way when a crime is committed simply because the culprit shares his blood.” She held his glare for one last heartbeat, then turned sharply and strode for the door. 
Kade Barrett watched her go, a faint, reluctant smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. It faded quickly. Because Elias wasn’t watching her leave like a man insulted. He was watching her like a man measuring something he intended to control.






  
  three
When Warnings Fail


Lainee’s fingers had barely brushed the door handle when she heard heavy, angry footsteps closing in behind her. She had just enough time to turn. A hand seized her arm, yanked her back, and spun her around. The world lurched, and suddenly she was lifted clean off her feet and thrown over a broad shoulder. A sharp gasp tore from her throat. Fury followed fast on its heels. She lashed out at once, fists pounding against his back, heels kicking as hard as she could. 
“Put me down!” she shouted. “Let me go, Sheriff! You have no right to do this!”
He scoffed, unmoved by her struggle. 
“I got every right,” he snapped, his voice sharp as a whip. “You don’t come stormin’ in here makin’ threats, an’ you sure as hell don’t go questionin’ my authority.” His grip tightened just slightly. “Reckon I oughta give you a few hours in a cell, let that temper of yours cool off some.” 
He carried her down the short corridor and dropped her onto the narrow cot inside one of the cells. The moment her boots hit the floor, she tried to spring up, but he was faster. His arm locked around her slender waist, pinning her in place, while his other hand came up to grip her chin, firm enough to force her still.
“You might be easy on the eyes, Lainee,” he said, his voice dropping low, “but you don’t get to boss me ’round.” His thumb shifted just slightly, not gentle, not restrained. “An’ you sure as hell don’t get to run your mouth ’bout my brother.”
She glared at him, disgust blazing in her eyes. 
“You let me go this instant, Sheriff Flannery,” she said through clenched teeth. “You are abusing your badge. Being bigger and stronger does not give you the right to lay hands on me. I’ve committed no crime, and last I checked, speaking the truth isn’t against the law.”
When he still didn’t release her, she twisted hard, shoved against his chest, and drove her heel into his shin. His grip tightened, not painful, but utterly unyielding, forcing her to meet his gaze.
“I’d advise you to settle yourself,” he warned, his voice low and edged like a drawn blade. “I won’t think twice ’bout slappin’ irons on you.” A beat. Then, quieter still. Meaner. “An’ if you keep on pushin’ me…” His gaze slid over her, slow and deliberate. “I’ll haul you over my knee an’ tan your backside proper.”
The words made her blood run cold. Then his expression shifted, something sharp and unsettling flickering behind his eyes. She tried again to wrench free, but before she could, he leaned down and pressed his mouth to hers. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t invited. It was a violation.
Lainee froze in shock for half a heartbeat. Then he pulled away, released her, and strode out of the cell as if nothing had happened. The door slammed shut behind him, the lock clicking into place with finality. Lainee was on her feet within seconds. She rushed to the bars and thrust her arm through, her fingers curling into the front of Elias’s shirt before he had taken more than two steps.
“You are going to regret this, Sheriff,” she snapped, her temper surging past restraint. “You are no sheriff. You’re a coward and a blackguard. How dare you abuse your authority like that? You should be the one locked in this cell.” Her blue eyes burned with fury.
He turned back sharply, his expression darkening, as if her words had struck deeper than they should have. Without hesitation, he stepped closer. Too close. His hand shot through the bars, seizing her chin once more and yanking her forward. Before she could draw breath, he pressed his mouth to hers again.
This time, she didn’t freeze. Lainee exploded. Her hand flew, striking his cheek with a sharp crack that echoed through the corridor. Before Elias could react, Kade Barrett moved fast, planting himself between the sheriff and the cell. His broad frame blocked the bars entirely, one hand coming up in warning.
“That’s enough, Flannery,” Kade said sharply. “Enough.”
Elias glared at him, something dangerous flickering behind his eyes, but Kade didn’t budge.
“She’s right,” Kade continued, his voice steady but hard. “You’re abusin’ that badge of yours. Don’t give you no right to lay hands on a woman or force yourself on her. She’s got every right to stand her ground, ’specially against a man who’s done crossed the line.” He shifted slightly, angling his body to shield Lainee completely. “I’m lettin’ her out. Now.”
Kade reached for the keys at Elias’s belt, but Elias jerked back, his face twisting, not only with anger, but with something tighter. More possessive.
“No,” he barked, sharp as a gunshot. “She stays right where she is till I say she’s cooled off enough.”
Lainee stepped forward again, gripping the bars, her voice fierce despite the tremor of urgency beneath it.
“I need to warn my family. You can’t keep me in here.”
Elias didn’t even look at her this time. “I can,” he said coldly. “And I will.” He turned on his heel and strode back toward the office, the sound of his boots sharp against the floorboards. After a moment’s hesitation, Kade followed, casting one last troubled glance over his shoulder at Lainee before disappearing inside.

      [image: ]“What in tarnation was that, Flannery?” Kade demanded the second the back door slammed shut behind them. He rounded on the sheriff, voice low but cutting sharp. “That weren’t like you none. You’re usually the first fella to step in when a woman needs defendin’. You done gone an’ lost what little sense you had left?”
Elias dragged a hand through his dark hair and let out a long, unsteady breath.
“I dunno,” he admitted, frustration etched across his face. “She done got under my hide, worse’n she ever has afore.” His jaw tightened. “I know Lainee. I know that temper of hers. Havin’ her go an’ throw accusations ’bout my brother right in my face…” 
He shook his head, pacing the length of the room, boots scuffing against the floor.
“An’ when she kept on pushin’, spoutin’ threats, jawin’ ’bout marshals an’ the council, I done snapped. Felt like I had to lay down the law. Show her she couldn’t just come stormin’ in here an’ square off with me.”
He paused, his gaze drifting, unfocused for a moment, as though replaying it all. 
“I figured…” he muttered. “Hell, I figured I oughta teach her a lesson. Show her not to go stirrin’ up men.” The words hung heavily in the air. “I know I had no call to do it,” he added, quieter now. But there was still something beneath it. Not quite regret. Justification. 
Kade’s jaw tightened.
“No,” he said, flat as a board. “You sure as hell shouldn’t have. An’ you’re mighty lucky it was Lainee sittin’ in that cell an’ not some other woman. Most any other gal would’ve been in tears, shakin’ like a leaf, scared clean outta her wits.”
Elias frowned. “But no other woman would’ve pushed me like that, not by a long shot.”
Kade spun on him. “That don’t mean a hill of beans,” he snapped. “She’s got every right to speak her piece. Pushin’ back ain’t no crime. What you done, that was.”
Silence stretched between them.
“You best go an’ make it right with her,” Kade said at last. “An’ you best let her outta that cell.”
Elias exhaled again, slower this time, some of the tension easing from his shoulders, but not all of it. He nodded.
“I know,” he said. “I do. But let’s give it a couple hours,” he added. “Let her cool her heels… an’ me too. Then I’ll have a word with her. I’ll set it right, an’ turn her loose.”
Kade studied him, unconvinced, a grim look settling in his eyes. “For her sake,” he said quietly, “you’d better.”

      [image: ]Lainee paced the length of the small cell, her boots striking the floor in sharp, restless turns. Two hours later, she heard footsteps approaching. She stopped, but didn’t turn, as Elias came into view. He took in her rigid posture, the tension drawn tight across her shoulders, and something about it seemed to weigh on him.
“Listen, Lainee,” he began, his voice lower than before, stripped of authority and edged with something that sounded like guilt. “I owe you an apology.”
She remained silent, her gaze fixed on the far wall. 
“I was plumb wrong,” he went on. “Wrong for lashin’ out at you. Wrong for makin’ you think I didn’t give a damn ’bout your fears, or that I’d turn a blind eye just ’cause Wallace is my own blood. Hearin’ them accusations took me off guard, an’ instead of handlin’ it like a lawman ought, I went an’ took it personal.”
He paused, choosing his words carefully.
“I’ll have a talk with him. An’ if there’s so much as a whiff he aims to bring harm to you or yours, he’ll answer for it, sure as shootin’. You got my word on that.”
The key turned in the lock. The cell door creaked open. Elias stepped closer, then stopped himself short, as though reconsidering.
“An’ I’m right sorry,” he added, his voice gone low and rough, “for stealin’ them kisses from you. I lost my reins. Crossed a line I had no call to cross. None. Ain’t no excuse fer that.”
Lainee let out a slow breath and finally turned to face him. Her blue eyes searched his, not soft, not yielding, but measured, weighing his words against what she had already seen.
“Thank you for saying that, Elias,” she said at last. “Your behavior caught me off guard too. I expected you might get defensive when I spoke about your brother, but I didn’t expect you to lash out the way you did.” She hesitated, then added honestly, “I’ve never seen you like that before. And I won’t lie, it worried me.”
He nodded once. 
“I understand.” After a moment, he opened his arms, not demanding, not assuming, offering the gesture as a peace offering rather than a claim. Lainee studied him for another long heartbeat before stepping forward. He drew her into a brief, careful embrace, holding her as though mindful of how easily trust could be broken.
“You’re a regular firecracker, Lainee,” he murmured, regret weighing his voice. “An’ somehow today, you went an’ lit a fuse in me I didn’t even know I was carryin’. I’m right sorry for it.”
She pulled back, her expression still guarded, but steadier now. Forgiveness, she knew, did not mean forgetting. And trust would have to be earned again. Slowly. Properly. For all his words, for all the apology he had made, something in her chest refused to settle. A quiet instinct, steady and insistent, warned her not to lower her guard too soon. She stepped back fully then, putting a deliberate inch of space between them. Just in case.

      [image: ]When they stepped back into the office, Kade turned instinctively, wanting to be certain some measure of peace had truly been reached between them. Before he could speak, the door burst open with a sharp crack against the wall. A farmer stormed inside, hat clutched in his hand, his face flushed and tight with alarm.
“Flannery, Barrett!” he blurted. “There’s a blaze brewin’ yonder. Black smoke’s boilin’ up over them trees to the east. Reckon it’s comin’ from the James place.”
The words seemed to hang in the air. Only then did the man notice Lainee standing near the doorway. Elias and Kade both turned toward her at the same instant. The color drained from her face, leaving it ashen. Her lips parted as though she couldn’t quite draw breath.
“No,” she whispered, the word breaking from her as tears sprang instantly to her eyes. She blinked hard, forcing them back, refusing to give in. Without another word, she bolted. She shoved past them, burst out the door, and was in the saddle moments later, urging her horse forward with desperate urgency. 
Hooves thundered beneath her as she tore down the street and out of town, dust flying in her wake. She heard horses behind her, Elias and Kade riding hard, but she didn’t slow. Couldn’t. Had Wallace acted already? Had he truly carried out his threat so swiftly?
The ride to the ranch usually took close to forty-five minutes. Today, it felt endless. Her heart pounded wildly, each beat echoing with fear and disbelief. Smoke curled dark and ugly against the sky ahead, growing thicker with every mile. It couldn’t be. Not her home. Not her family. She leaned low over her horse’s neck, urging it faster, praying with every breath that she was wrong, even as dread wrapped tight around her chest and refused to let go.

      [image: ]Lainee saw the flames cresting above the tree line before the ranch house itself came into view. Fire leapt and twisted against the darkening sky. Smoke rolled thick and black, choking the air. A broken cry tore from her throat as she drove her horse forward, urging her mare closer despite the heat and falling ash.
The horse screamed and reared, terror overtaking training. In the next instant, Lainee was thrown hard to the ground. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs. For one terrible heartbeat, she couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Then a sharp, choking gasp tore free as air rushed back into her chest, and with it came the full, brutal reality of what stood before her.
“No…” The word came out ragged, barely a sound at all. Then she was moving. Pain didn’t stop her. Shock didn’t stop her. She scrambled to her feet, stumbled once, caught herself, and ran, calling for her mother, for her grandparents, her voice breaking, rising, turning frantic as the heat beat against her skin and smoke burned her lungs.
“Ma! Grandpa! Grandma!”
Sparks rained down, snapping and hissing around her. Every instinct screamed at her to turn back. But panic drowned out reason. She was nearly to the door when strong arms locked around her waist and yanked her back. Lainee screamed and fought wildly, clawing and striking, trying to break free.
“No! Let me go!” she cried, struggling with everything she had. “They’re in there!”
“Easy, Lainee, easy,” Kade said urgently, his voice close to her ear as he tightened his grip, bracing his feet in the dirt to keep her from charging the flames. His heart was breaking even as guilt gnawed at him like a living thing. 
She had warned them. She had begged them to take her seriously. He should have listened. Should have acted. Should have done something, even if Elias had stood against it. This devastation was on them. And yet another cruel thought pressed in, unwanted but insistent: If she had ridden out alone… if Wallace had been waiting for her instead of striking the ranch…
The thought made him sick. It explained nothing. It fixed nothing. Lainee screamed again, the sound raw and broken, and Kade held on, refusing to let her run headlong into the inferno. Flames roared. Windows burst outward with sharp cracks as the fire devoured everything in its path. Nearby, Elias and the farmer fought the blaze with desperate determination, hauling buckets and shouting orders as more men from town and the surrounding area joined them, but it was hopeless. The fire had taken too strong a hold.
For a moment, just a moment, Elias stilled. The bucket hung forgotten in his hand. His gaze fixed on the house as the flames climbed higher, devouring beam after beam. It wasn’t shock. It wasn’t grief. It was something else. Something darker. His jaw tightened, but there was no urgency in him, no frantic push forward the way the others moved.
Then, as if catching himself, he shifted, flinging the water with force and barking out orders, his voice sharp once more. No one seemed to notice. Except Kade. Kade’s gaze flicked toward him, something tightening in his chest. But Lainee cried out again in his arms, and his focus snapped back to her.
Lainee fought. She struck and twisted, sobbing and screaming, her voice breaking raw against the roar of the flames. She clawed at Kade’s arms, drove her fists against his chest, fought him with everything she had left, as though sheer will alone might carry her through the fire and into the home she refused to believe was already lost.
“No—no! Let me go!” she cried, her voice cracking, desperate and wild. “They’re in there, please!”
But Kade held fast. Her strength began to fail. The fight drained from her in uneven bursts, first her blows weakening, then her struggles slowing, until at last her body simply gave out. Her knees buckled. Kade caught her fully as she collapsed against him, gathering her close before she could hit the ground. The sound that broke from her then was no longer anger. It was grief. Raw. Shattering.
Her sobs tore free, deep and uncontrollable, racking through her as though they might break her apart from the inside. Her hands clutched at his shirt, fisting the fabric tightly, as though he were the only thing anchoring her to the world still standing.
“Lainee…” he murmured, his voice rough, though he had no words strong enough to reach her. Around them, the fire roared on, merciless and unrelenting. Heat pressed in from every side. Smoke stung their eyes and choked the air. The crack and collapse of timber echoed like distant thunder as the house, her home, gave way piece by piece.
Everything she loved, her home, her safety, her family’s legacy, was being devoured before her eyes. And there was nothing she could do to stop it. Kade tightened his hold on her, one hand braced protectively at her back, the other steadying her as her full weight leaned into him. He could feel the tremor running through her, the way her strength had given way to something far more fragile beneath it.
As he held her there, amid the heat, the smoke, and the destruction, watching the James ranch burn to ash, Kade knew with crushing certainty nothing would ever be the same again.
“Lainee!”
She turned at the sound of her name, her vision blurred by smoke and tears, and saw two riders tearing toward them through the haze. Even before they drew close, she recognized them, Butch Cutter and Reuben McCrae, riding hard, their faces grim and drawn. Kade still had an arm around her, but the instant the horses skidded to a halt, Lainee wrenched free. She ran straight into Butch’s arms, burying her face against his chest as sobs broke loose all over again.
He caught her without a word, holding her close, one broad hand settling protectively between her shoulders. She clung to him as though he were the only steady thing left in a world that had just shattered. Only when the storm of tears eased slightly did she lift her head, her voice hoarse.
“What are you two doing here?” she asked. “I thought you were already headed for Denver.”
Butch’s jaw tightened. 
“We was,” he said, grim as a storm rolling in. “But after Flannery’s little show at the general store, Reuben an’ me both got that feelin’ deep in our gut somethin’ weren’t sittin’ right. We rode out a ways, tried to shake it, but it stuck to us like burrs.”
Reuben nodded. “So, we swung ’round an’ come ridin’ straight back.”
Lainee’s breath hitched. 
“Wallace did this,” she said, her voice trembling but fierce. “He did it because I refused him. He took his revenge on my family, on innocent people, because I wouldn’t marry him.” 
Her blue eyes filled again, tears spilling over. This time, Reuben stepped forward and drew her into his arms. She sagged against his solid chest, exhaustion and grief crashing over her anew.
“Ain’t no way,” he said low, his brows drawn tight. “No man in his right mind burns a family out just ’cause a woman turned him down. There’s gotta be somethin’ more behind it.”
She shook her head weakly. 
“I heard him,” she whispered. “I heard him talkin’ about it. He wanted to hurt me… and he has.” 
Her knees nearly buckled. Reuben tightened his hold, steadying her.
“It weren’t just ’bout you turnin’ him down, Lainee,” he murmured, his voice thoughtful, steady. “I don’t doubt he meant to hurt you, but I’m reckonin’ there’s somethin’ else stirrin’ beneath it. Somethin’ we ain’t seein’ clear just yet.”
Butch met Reuben’s gaze over her head. A shared understanding passed between them. Whatever Wallace Flannery had set in motion, it was far darker, and far more deliberate, than wounded pride. And now, standing amid the smoking ruins of the James ranch, they all knew one thing for certain: This was only the beginning.

      [image: ]“Barrett, there’s something you need to see.” 
The words cut through the crackle of burning timber and the low murmur of voices. Kade turned as a lone rider approached the ranch at a measured, somber pace. As the man drew closer, recognition struck. Reverend Jordan Applegate. A body lay draped over the saddle, limp, unnatural. Kade’s breath caught as the horse came to a halt. He didn’t need to step closer to know. But he did anyway.
Dread settled like lead in his chest. Hiram James. The world seemed to tilt. Horror struck with brutal clarity. This wasn’t just arson. This wasn’t reckless revenge. Elias’s brother had gone far beyond threats, beyond reason. He had burned a family out of their home, and he had hunted Lainee’s father down and murdered him in cold blood.
Kade swallowed hard and reached up, his fingers pressing lightly at Hiram’s neck, already knowing what he would find. There was no warmth. No pulse. Nothing but stillness. He straightened slowly and looked over his shoulder. Butch and Reuben met his gaze at once. Kade shook his head. Reverend Applegate dismounted, his face drawn and pale.
“The stagecoach arrived just outside town,” he said quietly. “Hiram was already dead inside.” His eyes flicked uneasily toward Lainee’s position near the edge of the crowd. “The drivers said three young men stopped them on the road, guns drawn. At first, they thought it was a robbery. But the men didn’t demand money. They stepped closer… then opened fire.” 
He paused, his voice tightening.
“Afterward, they mounted up and rode off without a word. When one of the drivers checked on the passenger…” He shook his head. “They found him slumped in his seat. Dead.”
“Damn them all,” Kade snapped, rage and anguish tearing through his voice. Instinctively, he shifted, angling his body to shield the fallen rancher from view, one last, futile attempt to spare Lainee from what lay only a few steps away. 
Elias stepped forward. Not hurried. Not shaken. Measured. His gaze settled on Hiram’s body, and lingered. Too long. His expression didn’t change. No visible shock. No grief. Only a stillness that didn’t belong among men witnessing murder. Then, as if remembering himself, he drew in a slow breath and dragged a hand over his mouth.
“Heaven help
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