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        CAMERON

      

      

      

      I huffed out an irritated breath and glared at the plume of white that billowed out into the morning air.

      I didn’t know a single other twelve-year-old whose chores had her waking up before dawn and trudging over freezing, slick ground, with her eyes tearing up from the chill. Not one.

      Okay, I didn’t actually know any other twelve-year-olds, but that wasn’t really the issue. My problem was winter.

      Why did it always feel like getting up early to check the horses was more of a punishment for some imagined wrongdoing rather than a daily chore this time of year?

      The ranch was the only home I’d ever known. I adored it most days, but reminding myself of that didn’t ease the way my fingertips burned as I broke the ice out of the horse’s water troughs, or soothe my frustration over fighting for every bit of warmth from the stupid, ancient wood stoves in the stables.

      I’d been to town. I knew most of the homes there had electricity. And every one of them had the very basic luxury of running water.

      Dumping more oats in Ranger’s feeding bin, I continued to let myself wallow. Why? Because it was early, and I was tired, and even my own spoiled little sisters were still tucked up, nice and warm—

      A loud crack ruptured the air, shattering my sulking thoughts. At the second crack, I flinched so violently I dropped the half-full pail at Ranger’s hooves. The alarm shining in the young horse’s white-rimmed eyes mirrored my own and we both froze, staring silently at each other with the wooden pail rocking hollowly on the packed dirt floor.

      Three more shots tore through the icy morning in rapid succession. Too close. They were way too close.

      Move, Cammy. I jerked into action, kicking the pail out of my way and yanking the hoof knife off the wall as I darted toward the exit. A shock of wind caught the stable door the second I shoved through, whipping it out of my hand and slamming it against the outer wall.

      Icy wind bit at my skin and I skidded to a halt, squinting against the sting.

      Across the yard, less than twenty paces from our front porch, my mother was standing with her guns drawn, with both barrels leveled at a hooded figure perched calmly on a pristine Clydesdale.

      “I warned you, Jordan.” The man’s smooth voice rode along the waves of freezing air, sending a shiver across the back of my neck and, a sick, sinking sensation to my middle.

      “Mom!” Every sense in my body lit up with panic as I screamed into the wind.

      Her gaze followed the sound. Surprise rippled across her features at the sight of me, but a heartbeat later, that look was replaced by something else. Determination? Resolve maybe? She turned back to the figure on the horse and dropped to her knees, letting her pistols fall to the dirt beside her.

      What was she doing?

      “Mom, no!” I lunged forward to race across the yard, but a set of cold, muscled arms clamped tight around me, pinning my scrawny arms to my sides and hauling me backward before I’d made it two steps. Kicking and screaming, I clenched the hoof knife and drove it back with all my might.

      And missed.

      My assailant shifted his grip, anchoring me to his chest with one arm and wrenching the blade free with the other. “Cameron, stop.” Some part of my brain recognized that harshly whispered voice, but it sounded like it was miles away.

      “Let me go!” The cry ripped from my throat as I fought to get free. “Mom, get up!”

      Those arms tightened around me more, slowly squeezing until each breath I drew grew shallower. “Cammy, you have to stop!”

      Like hell.

      I fought with everything I had, bucking and twisting violently, but time slowed to a brutal crawl as he dragged me, inch by inch, back into the stables. The scene in front of me played on even as my own limbs moved sluggishly, like I was swimming through mud. My pulse thundered in my ears, but no matter how frantic and desperately I fought, my movements were no match for the big man holding me.

      My mind was racing, but all I could think was that I had to beat the hooded figure to my mom. Had to. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have a plan for what I would do when I got there, or for how I could convince her to get up off the ground.

      Gods, why was she on her knees?

      I couldn’t tell if I was still screaming. My throat burned and my lungs ached like I was, but the world had fallen silent as the man rode forward, bringing his monstrous horse just feet from her. He raised his left hand and pointed an ancient, long-barreled pistol at her head.

      Her lips moved, but the wind stole her words before the reached me.

      He nodded slowly, and she turned to look at me then. A heartbreaking smile ghosted her lips, filled with love, and sadness, and emotions I couldn’t even begin to understand.

      Her expression didn’t change when the gun went off. Not even a twitch of pain marred her beautiful face as the bullet tore through her dark brown hair and her body fell into the cold dirt.

      I went limp in my dad’s arms.

      None of this is real. It can’t be.

      The hooded man turned slowly toward me, pinning me with his gaze. All I could see of his face was the faint outline of a masculine jaw and two silver-rimmed irises glowing in the morning light.

      My breath caught at the intensity in that stare, and I squeezed my eyes shut. It couldn’t have been long, little more than the space of a breath, but when I opened them, he was impossibly far away, riding like lightning toward the frosty horizon.

      A wave of sound crashed back into me. My screams pierced my own ears, and when my dad turned me to face him, I unleashed my fury. I pummeled his chest with numb fists, barely aware of the hot, angry tears coursing down my frozen cheeks.

      “Let me go!” I screamed hoarsely. “Let me go! Let me go!”

      Seconds that felt like hours ticked by, wearing down each demand until my knees buckled, and my dad’s strong arms lowered me carefully to the snow-dusted ground. The moment he finally released me, I lumbered back to my feet and scrambled forward.

      “Cameron.” I heard him call after me. His voice was strained, choked, but I wasn’t listening. Not to him.

      I stumbled twice as I ran and skidded hard on my knees beside her. “Mom?” My heart twisted. I reached out a shaky hand to touch her shoulder, daring to hope she was still there, still breathing.

      She didn’t respond.

      I shook her gently. Maybe it wasn’t that bad. Maybe I could wake her and bring her back to me. I shook her harder. When her head rolled and the long brown hair splayed across her face slid sideways, my heart leapt. Her eyes were open!

      Except she wasn’t looking at me.

      She wasn’t looking at anything. Those light gray eyes stared blankly out past the stables and across the frozen hayfield beyond.

      “No.” The denial came out on a whimper that felt like it started in my soul. “No, no, no.” I moved to cradle her head in my hands but yanked them back when something warm and wet spilled over my fingers.

      Blood.

      Tears blurred my vision. Bile filled the back of my throat.

      Oh gods.

      I wrenched sideways, twisting away from her body. This couldn’t be happening. I pinched my own arm as hard as I could. It was a feeble attempt to wake myself from the nightmare the morning had become, but I had to try something.

      Wincing at the sting, I looked down. Stupid, stupid girl.

      My fingers left a brilliant smear of red across my tan sleeve and my stomach rolled again. I slammed my eyes shut and braced myself against the sensation, swallowing hard, over and over, willing it to pass. Willing it all to pass.

      All I wanted to do was curl up next to her and make it all go away.

      And if that didn’t work, maybe I could follow her wherever she was going. I eyed the pistol laying in the dirt and reached for it. The handle was too big for my hand, and it was heavier than I remembered, but that was okay. I only needed one shot.

      One clean shot and I could go with her.

      I wiped my bloody sleeve across my nose, nearly smiling at how clever I was. Until I looked up at the rundown house and saw three frightened little faces peering out at me through the window.
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        CAMERON - FIFTEEN YEARS LATER

      

      

      

      The breeze shifted, blowing a few defiant strands of hair across my cheek. Leaves rustled softly all around, but it wasn’t the typical hum and whisper of the forest that drew me to a halt along the battered trail. There was something distinctly metallic in the mix.

      I waited, my right hand resting on the butt of my pistol, until that barely audible clink of metal on metal came again.

      My feet moved without thought, leading me closer to the sound while I let my training guide my senses, sifting through the melody of the forest, searching for anything else out of place. Every insect in the vicinity rose to the occasion, creating a wave of buzzing, whining, and chittering that filled the air.

      But even with their clatter I heard it, closer than before.

      I inhaled deeply, dismissing the ever-present spice of pine threaded with the sweet hint of decomposing leaves. That scent had surrounded me for weeks. Or possibly months. It was hard to tell. I’d lost track of time somewhere along the way.

      I tried again, finally picking up a new but familiar scent carrying over the morning breeze—warm and earthy. There was a horse nearby. I would bet my dinner on it. Not that I had enough food left in my pack to back up that wager.

      The problem was, where there were horses, there were people. I glanced ahead and behind, but the trail was empty, the same as it had been nearly every day since my mission drew me north, away from the soothing, salt-crusted shores of the lower territory.

      Movement in the distance caught my eye. It was little more than a shimmer of gray in a sea of towering trees, but once the shape was clear in my mind, there was no mistaking it.

      The creature was on the run and coming in fast, without a rider.

      A handful of questions shot through my mind. Where was it coming from? Why was it running? And last, but not least, could I stop it?

      I eased my hand away from my gun, leaving it nestled in the holster as I stepped to the middle of the path with the one-ton creature bearing down on me. The whites of its eyes shone bright, even in the shade of the woods.

      Running scared. That was something I could work with.

      I pressed my finger and thumb to my lips and let out a whistle that could have split eardrums. The horse’s gaze locked on mine, the sound giving the animal an instant point of focus, and it lowered its head without slowing.

      Okay, so, maybe that wasn’t the smartest move.

      My family ran a horse ranch. I’d spent my entire life around them. If I had to dive off the path because I’d lost the ability to deal with a frightened horse, of all creatures, I would be less than impressed.

      I held my ground but forced my features to soften. The animal was reading my body language as much as I was reading his. At this range it was clear he was big, and male, and I had precious few moments to convince him I wasn’t a threat.

      Anxious energy seeped into my limbs, but I tempered my elevating heart rate with slow, measured breaths.

      It was easy to calculate my options here because there were really only two. He would stop or he wouldn’t. I would move or I wouldn’t. I didn’t need to dig into my pathfinding magic to figure that out, thank the stars.

      Was it reckless of me to bet he would blink first?

      Probably.

      The closer he got, the more foolish I felt. My muscles tensed, preparing for the dive that would inevitably throw me into the thorny brambles. Of course I was having a showdown with a horse here, where my options were to get trampled or wind up tangled in the barbed brush lining the path. A meadow would have been too easy. Then again, in a meadow he would have steered clear.

      The narrow path and that vicious undergrowth were the only things funneling him my way.

      I held one hand out in front of me, palm out, a clear indication for the creature to stop. If he had any training at all, he would know the signal. I fought to keep my features soft, and to keep the tension in my shoulders from creeping up my neck and into my jaw. Zero threat. If he didn’t see me as friendly, I didn’t stand a chance in hell of catching him.

      He barreled forward until the last second and I did my best to still the tremble in my hand as he skidded to a stop in front of me, kicking up a cloud of dust. My body sagged with relief, but I knew better than to let the sound of it slip through my lips. He was still frightened, and any unexpected noise could set him off again.

      Instead, I blew out a long, slow breath through loose lips and simply stood there, letting the animal approach me at his own pace. For as powerful as he looked, he took his sweet time, his eyes still a little wild from running.

      I couldn’t really blame him for being weary of me. It wasn’t like I was all that fond of meeting new people these days.

      He was a handsome specimen though, quite a bit larger than a typical riding horse. Which explained the harness. I marked the aged, but well-maintained leather of the straps, and the broken chain dangling from his side, before turning my attention to the woods surrounding us. Just because he was on the run, it didn’t mean he was alone. Someone was bound to come looking for him, assuming they weren’t already hot on his trail.

      A work animal like that was a prized possession and worth a small fortune to the people who lived this far out from civilization.

      I inspected the steed’s rigging as best I could from where I stood, letting him catch my scent before he dared to venture closer. The broken heel chain was telling, fitting perfectly with the image of him tearing down the trail in terror.

      Something had spooked him, and not just a little. To break a chain like that, he would have had to rear and twist against a significant amount of weight. Otherwise, he would have been dragging whatever he was pulling along behind him.

      A sapling rustled to my left, and my hand dropped back to the butt of my pistol automatically. A pair of squirrels leapt playfully from its flimsy trunk and skittered along the ground, one pouncing on the other, sending them both tumbling through the dirt.

      I let out the breath that had caught in my chest. “That’s a good way to get shot,” I whispered, more to myself than anything.

      The playful rodents regained their footing, gave me a fleeting glance, and disappeared into the forest, chirping at each other as they went. Whether I’d scared them or not, I couldn’t tell, but my muttering did earn me a quizzical look from the steed.

      I offered him a slow nod, as if to say my comment wasn’t directed at him, and let my hand fall away from my gun. Horses were intelligent creatures for the most part, but they were rarely treated as such. Someone who was raised around them could often tell the difference between one that was brought up respectfully and one that wasn’t.

      The way that horse looked back at me now, with hope and budding trust in his big eyes, spoke of not just respect, but love. He was likely as much a pet as he was a work horse.

      “Hey boy,” I murmured, reaching slowly for his reins.

      He didn’t try to back away, but the flick of his ear told me he still had his doubts about me. That was fair. I kept my movements slow, easing forward and talking to him in my most soothing voice as I gathered the thin leather straps, letting them hang loose in my open hands.

      How things went between us hinged on what happened next, and it was all up to him. Would he deem me worthy and hold his ground or rear back and bolt?

      To my surprise, the big animal did one better and inched closer to me. It was a small victory, but I would absolutely take it. Victories had been few and far between for me as of late.

      “Hi, buddy,” I said, rewarding him with a soft smile for the vote of confidence. “Who do you belong to?” I ran a hand down his powerful neck, reveling in the slick feel of his short hair.

      He let out a gentle snort in response.

      “Well then, what do you say we take a walk, and we’ll see if we can find them along the way?”

      He swung his head around and nudged my shoulder like we were old friends.

      Why couldn’t people be that easy to deal with?
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        * * *

      

      A while later, off the side of a particularly rough patch of trail, we came upon a large, overturned wagon with dozens of freshly cut logs strewn around it. If I’d had to guess, I would say the chaos was entirely my new companion’s fault, but at least it didn’t look like there were any broken or mutilated bodies in the mix.

      “Hello?” I called, pitching my voice loud enough to project it far into the trees in case the horse’s owners were combing the woods in search of him. The second the word was out of my mouth, the wagon tilted up off its side, and I took a startled step back.

      “Stand clear!” a deep voice boomed.

      The thing creaked and groaned as the thick wooden panels and steel frame rose and teetered precariously on two wheels. I shuffled backward, urging the horse with me, almost too late. The racket the wagon would make as it came down might frighten the poor creature again and send it barreling back through the woods.

      After a moment of dancing on the edge, the wagon crashed onto its four wheels, but the horse only flicked his ears and huffed.

      Huh. Not the reaction I was expecting after the way I’d found him.

      I let the wagon settle for a beat before craning my neck, silently cursing the genes that left me not quite tall enough to see over the side panels. “Any chance this lovely steed here belongs to any of you folks back there?”

      “If he’s a big, gray dummy who bolts any time he thinks he’s laid eyes on a snake,” the same masculine voice said, “then yeah, he’s with me.”

      I couldn’t tell from the man’s tone if he was upset with the horse or if his words were intended to playfully mock the animal. The friendly smile he flashed as he moved into view, brushing dirt and leaves from his pants, answered my question.

      “Luke Kendrick,” he said, stretching out his hand in greeting.

      “Cameron,” I replied, hesitating for only a moment before stepping forward. I pulled in a bracing breath that lodged in my lungs the second his calloused hand enveloped mine in a warm grip. The contact lit little fires along my nerve endings, shooting a wave of heat up the length of my arm and shoulder, searing deep into the base of my skull. My vision wavered, replaced by a flash of flames dancing against the night sky. Those flames spread like lightning, scorching a path through me, until my body was twisted with agony and my heart felt like it was being ripped in two.

      One breath, one touch, and I knew . . . he would be the death of me.

      In the next heartbeat, that overwhelming sense of darkness faded, but my stumbling pulse was bound to take longer to recover.

      “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am.” His eyes never left my face, but I couldn’t tell if he’d noticed my internal reaction.

      “Yeah.” I released his hand, barely controlling the urge to yank it free of his grip and shake the lingering sensation out of it. “Same to you.” That wasn’t quite a lie, but it was dangerously close.

      He offered me an alarmingly charming smile and tipped his head toward the horse. “Thank you for bringing Dante back to me. I had big plans to go searching for him after I got this contraption right side up.”

      It took effort to drag my attention away from his strong features, especially the way the cords in his neck pulled when he turned to look at the animal.

      “My pleasure.” I probably should have said more, but it had been over a week since I’d spoken to another soul. Months had passed since I’d had a conversation that was about anything other than bartering for food or looking for leads on my current target.

      The only target in the world that truly mattered to me.

      “It was nice to have company for a bit,” I finally added, running my hand down the horse’s strong shoulder.

      Luke’s lips quirked up on one side, like he wasn’t sure if I was joking. I wasn’t, but why had I felt the need to add anything? I tucked an errant strand from my messy braid behind my ear and offered him a stiff smile.

      He didn’t need to know that I spent the bulk of my waking hours ignoring the ache of homesickness growing in my chest, or that sharing a few minutes with his handsome horse was the closest I’d come to feeling like anything other than an outsider in recent months.

      I shoved away my discomfort and leaned to the side, peering around Luke toward the back of the wagon. “Are your helpers too shy to introduce themselves?”

      “My what?” He turned to follow my gaze and understanding lit his handsome face. “No helpers on that little project, unless you count leverage and gravity.”

      There was that smile again.

      I looked at the sturdy wagon and back at Luke. Roughly six feet tall, with the perfect combination of broad shoulders and defined arms. He broadcast strength through the thin fabric of his shirt, but even a well-built man couldn’t lift a wagon that big on his own.

      I cocked an eyebrow as I handed him Dante’s reins, careful not to let our hands touch again. “Surely you don’t expect me to . . .” The words died in my throat as I rounded the far side of the wagon.

      There was no one there. Instead, I was greeted with a deliberate lattice of overlapping logs, positioned in a way that would give the person lifting the two primary timbers a good amount of leverage. It was a clever set up, but it still would have taken considerable effort to do it alone.

      A warm chuckle drifted from the other side, and I did my best to ignore it, focusing my attention on the boot prints in the dirt around me. Sure enough, there were only two sets, mine and his.

      Well, damn.

      I’d been underestimated my entire life. It was an expectation I could usually use to my advantage, but there were times when the constant assumption that I was less capable, simply because I was a woman, frustrated me beyond reason. Yet there I was, jumping to a similar conclusion about a total stranger.

      I knew better.

      Rolling my shoulders back, I yanked down the bottom of my leather vest and walked around the wagon to face Luke. “That’s an impressive task for one person.”

      He let out a low, seemingly amused grunt and shrugged. “When a thing needs doing, I can usually work out a way to get it done.”

      “A handy skill to have this far out in the world.” I studied the remaining lengths of scattered wood, deliberately avoiding meeting his curious gaze. Felling, limbing, and loading that many trees was easily two to three day’s work for an ordinary person. “This must have taken you a while out here by yourself,” I said, waving toward the lengths of tree trunks.

      “It hasn’t been too bad. This beast and I have been out here since early yesterday.” He scratched the top of Dante’s head gently.

      Luke’s clothes were wrinkled, but not too dirty, and the shadow of a beard on his face couldn’t have been more than two days old. There was no reason for me to think he was lying, but after my body’s unwelcome reaction to him, I felt the need to pry a little deeper. “It’s a touch early in the year for gathering wood, isn’t it?”

      “It’s never too early. Besides, coming out here gives me some much-needed quiet time.”

      That was something I could understand.

      Before my mother’s death, I’d dreamed of growing up to take my place as head of the family, of becoming the fearless leader of the Hale gunslingers. In that dream, my sisters and I would spend our days hunting down criminals and working tirelessly to bring some semblance of justice to the world.

      After that wretched day, after cradling my mom’s lifeless, bloody head in my young lap, I’d envisioned killing her murderer almost as often as I’d imagined running away from home.

      I scanned the surrounding woods again, running through memories in my mind. “When I was younger, I used to sneak out of the house at night and climb into the loft in the barn just to get away from my sisters for a little while.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized it, and I bit down hard on my tongue to stop myself.

      What the hell was I doing? I didn’t talk about my sisters to strangers.

      Ever.

      As if he could sense my discomfort, Luke let the comment go. “How about you? Why are you out traveling this trail on your own?” The concern in his voice sounded genuine enough, but what the question implied grated on me. On your own.

      I pointed to the pistol on my hip. “Bounty hunter.”

      “Oh?” His infectious smile was back. “You don’t see that every day. What bounty are you hunting?”

      I studied his steady gaze for a minute, weighing how much to tell. My so-called bounty already knew I was after him, at least I’d assumed as much, because he’d been dodging me for months. “He goes by Declan.”

      “And just what did this Declan character do to get a striking woman like yourself to chase after him?”

      “He’s a murderer.” I lifted my chin the tiniest bit, fully intending to leave it at that, but my mouth just kept right on going. “And he killed my mother.”

      How the hell was this happening? Why did words want to spill out of me around this guy?

      I took a half step back on instinct, and Luke’s expression fell. “I’m sorry.” He said it softly, like he really meant it, and it took me two full seconds to realize he was sympathizing with me about my mom’s death and not actually apologizing for causing me to verbally vomit my life story in his direction.

      Come on, Cammy. The guy is just trying to be friendly.

      Ah, right on cue. I could often count on my inner narrator to come to me in the voice of one of my sisters. When I was being too cold or standoffish, it was Jaq’s voice my brain chose to channel.

      Ignoring my youngest sister’s imagined tone in my head, I waved away his apology. “It’s not like it happened yesterday. I just had to wait a few years before I could hunt him down.”

      Fourteen, to be exact. I’d waited fourteen years to hunt down the bastard who’d killed my mom, thanks to a single promise I’d made when I was too young to truly understand the weight of it.

      “Years?” Luke asked. “How do you even know where to look after that much time has passed?”

      More questions, great. Tension crawled through my shoulders and up my neck, anchoring itself there. I wasn’t normally the chatty type. Gossip and small talk and sharing my feelings? Yeah, no thanks. But something about Luke was different. It was taking some serious, conscious effort to keep my answers simple and vague because some foolish part of me was quietly urging me to tell him anything he wanted to know.

      “You pick things up here and there,” I said flatly. See, I could do vague.

      “Is that what made you want to become a bounty hunter?” He took a step closer and slid a hand across Dante’s neck, tracing his strong fingers along the edges of the harness.

      I looked up at the gray draft horse as I spoke, using the animal’s shiny coat as a distraction to keep my gaze from lingering on him. “Something like that.”

      He tugged at the buckle closest to him, then kept his hands moving, testing each connection on the harness. “How long have you been in the bounty hunting game?”

      I stepped back further, giving him ample space to work. I’d already checked the rigging, but any horse owner worth his salt wouldn’t take the word of a stranger on something like that.

      “My whole life. At least, that’s how it feels some days.” That was close enough to the truth to satisfy my conscience.

      I’d been hunting worthless, cruel, violent criminals on my own since I was a teenager. When people looked at me now, most saw a twenty-seven-year-old woman with a gun strapped to her hip and a chip on her shoulder. What they didn’t see—the truth of who I really was—that was the important bit.

      “Even as a kid?” It was his turn to study me, and he didn’t make any attempt to hide what he was thinking. “That’s pretty young to be chasing bad guys, isn’t it?”

      Not in my world.

      I offered him a weak shrug that could have meant anything. “It was a learning experience.”

      “If you’re a bounty hunter, what do your sisters do?” he asked, moving around Dante, and checking the straps and buckles on the other side.

      I had to give him credit, the man was good. He paid just enough attention to keep me engaged, to let me know he was interested, but he didn’t focus on me in a way that made me squirm. Well, it shouldn’t have made me squirm. Any normal person would have considered this a quality conversation with an admittedly attractive man who had a knack for asking questions that required real answers. It wasn’t his fault that something about him kept urging me to answer them, but it was a problem.

      So, why was I letting him lead the conversation?

      I pressed the heel of my hand to my chin, tilting my head until a little of the tension in my neck gave with a satisfying pop. “We’re a family of ranchers, primarily. We raise and train working horses.”

      “Rancher and bounty hunter? I imagine that combination keeps you plenty busy.”

      “It does.” Again, that was vague enough, but I still needed to redirect the conversation and get us talking about anything other than my life.

      Except, from the quirk of his lips and the gleam in his eye, it was clear Luke was enjoying himself. Could he tell every question he asked made me twitch inside?

      “How many sisters do you have?”

      I chewed on the inside of my lip for a beat. “Three.” Short and sweet. “How about you, any siblings?”

      “I’ve heard rumors that the population is finally on the upswing again, but four girls in one family?” He let out a low whistle.

      The rumors were true enough, at least from what I’d seen during my time on the road. More and more couples were managing to procreate, but that wasn’t the only way to build a family.

      “Yep, it’s something. And you?” I asked, shooting him a look that said we weren’t moving on until he gave me something in return.

      His eyes crinkled at the edges, and he ran a hand over his shaved head. “Yeah. I have an older brother, haven’t seen him in ages, and then there’s my baby sister.”

      No follow up question. Perfect.

      “Baby sister? Is she still a child?”

      Luke laughed. It was a warm, deep sound, infectious in a way that had my chest lightening and the corners of my own lips threatening to curve up.

      “Not at all. Has a girl of her own, in fact, but it frustrates the heck out of her when I call her that, so . . .” He turned his palms up with a mischievous smirk.

      “So, you torment her with it?”

      “It’s written right there in the big brother’s job description. Just doing my part.”

      I moved toward the scattered logs, debating my options. Part of me was itching to get back on the trail and leave him to his task. Hell, just to get away from him in general. But the other part, the gunslinger part, demanded I offer to help. “I can lend a hand reloading, if you like.” The words were out of my mouth before I could yank them back, so I followed them up with a few mental curses.

      If he heard the reluctance in my voice, he didn’t let it show. He surveyed the mess of logs from the wagon’s tumble as he smoothed the edge of the cheery yellow ribbon tied around his wrist. “I’d be much obliged, ma’am.”

      “Call me Cameron.” The request came out as a command, and I forced myself to ease back. What was it about this guy that had me on edge? In a softer tone, I followed up with, “Unless you prefer I call you ‘sir’ from here on out?”

      A teasing smile quirked his lips and he gave me a slight nod. “Yes, ma’am—Cameron.” When I narrowed my eyes at the obvious taunt, he pressed his lips together as if the squash the grin growing there.

      I didn’t know whether to be amused or irritated with the big man’s sense of humor, but there was no denying his appeal. He had a pleasing balance about him, strong features offset by a series of fine lines around his mouth and eyes that hinted at a man who laughed far more often than he frowned.

      I smiled back, and miracle of miracles, it felt almost genuine. “Can I ask, Luke, what’s with the ribbon?”

      He looked down at the canary strip of fabric like he wasn’t even aware he’d been fiddling with it. “My niece was very proud of her new dress yesterday, and she wanted to share some of her pretty with me.”

      “Does that make you the doting uncle who bends to a little girl’s will?” I teased.

      “Guilty as charged.” He held up his hands like a man surrendering. “But in my defense, for a six-year-old, she is mighty persuasive.”

      An unexpected laugh bubbled up from my chest, and I froze for a split second. Good gods, how long had it been since I’d heard that sound spill from my lips?
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      It took us less than an hour to reload the logs. Luke had been careful to cut down only standing dead trees, so the lengths of wood were easy enough to handle.

      “Where are you headed with this?” I asked.

      “I’m dropping it off in Fallbrook, about two hours from here. Then it’s another two miles or so to where I live in Carrick. Dante and the wagon belong to a family friend. Her bond passed away last spring, and she doesn’t have anyone else to help her gather firewood for the winter. At least, not this part of it.” He motioned to the wagon.

      “Bond? I haven’t heard that term in a while.” Not in years, actually. My own parents had taken part in the ancient ceremony before I was born, binding themselves together until the end of time, but that kind of commitment was rare these days.

      He nodded like he was expecting my reaction. “Some folks around here still cling to the old ways. She and I worked out a deal where I get to borrow this big guy here any time I want, so long as I bring her enough firewood to last through the cold months.” He patted Dante’s side.

      My mind went back to what he’d said earlier. Two hours. I didn’t know if I could handle two hours with the guy if he kept up a steady stream of questions. “Are there any other roads that intersect between here and there?”

      “Nope. This trail is the only one that leads anywhere until you hit Dumas. That’s at least a two-day walk. Are you headed up that way?”

      I blew a strand of hair out of my face. “It looks like I am.” Great.

      “Would you care for a little company along the way?” he asked.

      I tilted my head and gave him an assessing look. It wasn’t ideal, but if nothing else, I might be able to talk a meal out of him, and possibly a barn or loft to sleep in for the night. Even a musty old pile of hay would be an improvement over sleeping on the ground in the middle of the forest.

      “Sure. Why not?” I said, sounding far more casual than I felt. “But only if you tell me more about this arrangement with your neighbor. Am I to understand all you have to do is fetch a little firewood, and in return, you get to hang out with this handsome devil?” I stroked Dante’s gray neck, and he let out a low wuffle of approval.

      “That’s the gist of it, yeah.”

      I patted the horse on his side and flashed Luke a wry look. “It sounds like you made out on that deal.”

      He let out a dramatic groan, leaning his head back. “Don’t go giving that brute any more reason to have a big ego. He already thinks he’s king of these woods.”

      “Except when it comes to snakes?”

      Dante responded to the question by stamping his front hoof and letting out a snort.

      “Yep. As big as he is, one little garter snake will send him fleeing through the forest like a frightened puppy.” A note of affection softened his voice. “And the arrangement with Mrs. Callenbaugh was actually more of a compromise. She refused to let me help her for free. I couldn’t see taking payment for something I would gladly do for a friend at no charge. So I proposed an exchange of services.”

      “So, you tricked an old widow into letting you help her? How devious.”

      His expression was full of the kind of warmth a person couldn’t fake. “Life is usually easier when people at least try to help each other out.”

      “Truer words,” I said. I was raised to offer help when it was needed, but gods how I loathed asking for it. Maybe it was an unfortunate side effect of being the oldest of four. Or maybe I was just stubborn.

      It was really anybody’s guess.

      My family was tight-knit, thanks in no small part to the secret we all shared, but we were far from perfect. We bickered and argued like other families. Our dad did the best he could with us growing up, but it was a hell of a struggle learning how to live in a world without our mom.

      Then there was learning how to balance conflicting lives. Trying to behave like respectable young women while training to live up to our gunslinger heritage made for a challenging childhood at the best of times. Some days were rougher than others, for sure, but when the four of us girls pulled together, it felt like we were unstoppable.

      “Where did you go just then?” Luke asked, tapping his temple.

      Crap. Was it that obvious? I’d clearly been out in the woods by myself for too long.

      I shook my head and tried for a loose shrug. “Got lost in the past for a second. Are you ready to head out?”

      He watched me for a long moment, almost like he was trying to solve a puzzle, then he flashed that damn smile of his again. “Ready.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fallbrook was tiny. Calling it a town was generous at best. The handful of homes and small farms were mostly hidden from the trail, camouflaged behind a thick grove of fragrant cedar trees. It was picturesque in the way so many things in the territory were, from a distance. The closer we drew, the easier it was to spot the wear and tear.

      The entire world seemed to be weathered and worn.

      Luke tipped his head in the direction of a small, but decent looking barn, guiding Dante toward the open door. “I need to get this rig off him and brush him down.” He didn’t give me a second glance as he set to work disconnecting the harness from the wagon. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      I should have taken the time to examine Fallbrook and take the measure of the town, but I didn’t want to. It was the same story everywhere I went, communities and families so deeply entrenched in the never-ending pit of poverty that many had stopped even dreaming of a way out.

      I didn’t need to see the bare wood of the house, with the last remnants of paint little more than shadows in the eaves, to tell me it was no different here.

      They had a horse, at least. That was something.

      “Mind if I help?” I asked, giving into the need to find anything to do that wasn’t analyzing the lives of the people who lived in that place. “I can get him some oats while you groom him.”

      “Sure thing.” His hands didn’t pause in their work as he answered. “I think Dante prefers the company of a lady, anyway.”

      His playful tone tugged a smile to my lips. “I knew he looked like a smart horse.”

      Dappled sunlight peeked through the cracks in the old barn, creating luminous streaks that cut through the darkness. It was a small place, cozy despite years of neglect. Or maybe because of it.

      I grabbed a wooden pail from the bench, filled it half full of oats, and hung it on the feeding hook in the stall. The interior of the barn was in slightly better shape than the exterior, but not by much. Mrs. Callenbaugh was fortunate to have a barn and a horse, but from the state of things, she likely had little else in the way of wealth.

      A gust of warm wind stirred the air, catching the frayed ends of a sun-bleached lariat hanging on the wall. It was an innocuous thing, perfectly at home in that little barn, but my stomach twisted at the sight of it. The whisper of an old memory scratched at the edge of my awareness.

      A flash of ivory rope and growing panic.

      I slammed my eyes shut, refusing to let the past resurface even as my heart jerked painfully against my ribs.

      I can breathe.

      Clenching my hands into fists, I inhaled sharply, forcing air in through the vise tightening around my throat.

      Shut it down.

      It was nothing. Just an old rope hanging on a wall. I had a coil of rope packed in my bag for crying out loud. I’d used the damn thing a thousand times and never once had the sight of it tried to drag me back to the past.

      I sucked in another shaky breath.

      Don’t give it space.

      It took two more solid breaths to convince myself to pry my eyes open. The weak part of me wanted to avoid looking at that menacing coil of rope. The instant my eyes focused, I stared it down, rolling my shoulders back and willing my fists not to shake at my sides.

      “Not today,” I whispered, feeling a tendril of triumph work its way through me for shoving that old nightmare away.

      “What did you say?”

      I flinched at the sound of Luke’s deep voice, flexing my right hand toward the butt of my pistol before my brain fully acknowledged who was talking. I let the cool, calm mask of my training smooth my features, but he saw right through it.

      He scanned the barn, now suddenly on alert. “Is everything okay?” His voice was threaded with concern and his gaze raked down my body until it landed on my revolver.

      I moved my hand away from the gun and shook it out as casually as I could manage. Maybe he would think I’d had a muscle spasm? That was plausible, right?

      I tried to force my shoulders to relax—because everyone knew forcing relaxation always looked natural. “I’m fine.” To say I was thankful for the strength in my voice was an understatement, regardless of how brittle it felt. “Just jumping at shadows.”

      I’d been through too many villages and towns where disgusting oafs dressed in grimy clothes thought the way to win a woman’s attention was to sling innuendos at her as she passed by. Most men knew enough to steer clear of me, but whether that had to do with the gun on my hip or the back-the-hell-up vibe that bled from my pores anytime one of them dared to step too close, it was hard to say.

      Every now and then, some idiot would be bold enough, or drunk enough, to ignore the look on my face and the scar on my jaw.

      Those conversations rarely ended well.

      Luke, however, was not one of those rabble rousers or cat callers. The warmth in his eyes softened his rugged appearance. Even the deep scars that carved jagged lines across the backs of hands didn’t come off as menacing. And the way his clothes clung to his heavy limbs, highlighting the lines and ridges of muscle underneath, offered me a peek at a body that was built for more than hard labor and violence.

      “You sure?” he asked with a slight tilt of his head. His lips curled at the edges, and it was only then that I realized I’d been staring at him for entirely too long.

      Oh for Pete’s sake.

      Heat rushed up my neck, filling my cheeks as I nodded. “I’m sure, just a little hungry.”

      What? Why was that the excuse that came out of my mouth? I almost rushed to correct myself, to say I was hungry for food and clearly not the big, muscled man watching me with those rich, brown eyes.

      He paused for a beat, then another, until finally he flashed me a tentative smile. “Me too. Honestly, I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.” He patted his stomach and winked at Dante. The horse snorted loudly, and Luke’s laughter filled the small barn. “You’re safe, buddy. It was only a joke.”

      He slid a gentling hand along the animal’s back, then turned his attention back to me as if I hadn’t nearly drooled over him a moment earlier. “I’m headed home after this. Would you care to join me for dinner? It’s a bit of a hike, half an hour or so, but I can guarantee food when we get there. My way of thanking you for your help today.”

      Despite my earlier hesitation, I’d actually enjoyed the few hours we’d spent together, but that wasn’t the reason I intended to take him up on his offer. I was on a mission and keeping myself fed was an important part of it. With how low my supplies were running, a solid meal would let me stretch my remaining dried goods an extra day, maybe two.

      “Dinner sounds wonderful,” I said, heading for the door. “I’ll go chock the wheels on the wagon while you finish up here.”

      I stepped out into the sunlight and pulled in a deep breath, reveling in the fresh, open air. A breeze riffled through the tall grass at the edge of the path leading to the house, but my relief lasted only a few steps before the tiny hairs on the back of my neck came alive.

      Someone was watching.

      The knowledge crawled up my spine, but I knew better than to let it show. Whoever was out there needed to go on thinking they were succeeding at being stealthy.

      I kicked aside a broken crate and crouched next to the wagon, forcing myself to act as though my gunslinger sense wasn’t tingling madly.

      It could be anyone.

      I scanned the area subtly, unleashing a thread of my pathfinding magic and running through scenarios while I wedged a rotten piece of firewood between the ground and the wagon’s wheel.

      The feeling might have stemmed from Mrs. Callenbaugh checking on her horse through a window, or a cautious neighbor keeping an eye on things from a distance. Neither was necessarily a threat, but my hand still drifted toward my pistol when I stood.

      My trained ears barely registered the sound of quick footsteps pelting the dirt as an enormous wolf rounded the house. It moved like black lightening, swift and terrifying. It was so far from what I expected to see, a possibility that hadn’t even registered in my mind, that I hesitated for a split second too long.

      I didn’t have time to draw my gun fully from its holster before the animal launched itself at me, hitting me square in the chest with its front paws.

      The wolf’s weight and momentum drove me backward, knocking me off my feet and sending me skidding hard into the dirt. My head bounced off the packed earth with a sickening thump, and a burst of brilliant white streaks filled my vision as my body ground to a stop.

      My pulse took off, pumping adrenaline through my muscles, honing my focus down to the threat from the wolf’s powerful jaws. I threw my left arm over my face, desperately trying not to envision what would happen when the wolf latched onto it.

      I reached for my gun but all I found was an empty holster. I patted the ground near me frantically, swallowing back the lump of panic rising in my throat, but came up empty-handed.

      Naturally.

      I couldn’t say how long that whole heart-stopping encounter lasted, but Luke’s voice cut through the heavy thrum of blood rushing through my ears. He’d yelled something, I was sure of it, but I couldn’t for the life of me make out the words.

      My fingers found the hilt of the skeleton blade tucked in the hidden slit in my holster. I pulled it free and flipped it, ready to gut the creature, but Luke’s words finally cut through the chorus of bells ringing in my ears.

      “Wait!”

      It was that one word that stilled my hand. Maybe it was instinct. Maybe it was the thread of alarm I might have imagined in Luke’s voice. If I was wrong, it wouldn’t matter. I was fast, but I held no illusions about my ability to outmaneuver the wild creature that was staring down at me.

      The ability to recognize when I was on the losing end of a fight was probably my least favorite part of my magic, and that single moment of hesitation in the beginning had turned the tide in the wolf’s favor. With my knuckles aching around the dagger’s handle, and gruesome images of the animal’s deadly jaws ripping into my sensitive flesh filling my mind, I braced for the worst.

      But then the damn thing licked me. I flinched so hard I almost dropped my blade.

      Seriously?

      I peeked over my arm at the menacing mass of black fur and glistening white teeth. It tilted its head to the side, then sat down, right there on top of me, and let out a little whine.

      The blow I’d taken to the back of the head must have been playing games with my vision, because the animal looked almost pleased with itself. It just sat there, with its pink and black tongue lolling, while it panted above me.

      A drop of warm saliva flicked off the end of the wolf’s tongue onto my arm, and I fought the urge to wince at the feel of it sliding down my skin.

      “Kinley, off!” Luke’s baritone echoed through the trees. He was closer from the sound of it, and coming fast, but I wasn’t about to tip my head back to check the distance.

      No, I kept my hand firmly on the hilt of my dagger with my other arm held protectively over my neck and face. When the animal bent to give my arm a perfunctory sniff, I stiffened.

      Hold, Cammy. I anchored myself in the thought, despite the way my hand was vibrating from the death grip I had on the blade.

      After another quick sniff and another lick, the wolf leapt off me and made a beeline for Luke. I rolled to my side and propped myself on my elbow, but all I could do was stare like an idiot as he stopped and opened his arms to the wild creature.

      What in the hell was he doing?

      The wolf launched itself at him, much the way it had at me, but instead of knocking the big man to the ground, he caught the animal in mid-leap and pulled it into a tight hug, swinging them both in a circle.

      “Hey, girl,” he murmured. His voice was soft and sweet, filled with unabashed affection for the wild canine.

      My heart hiccupped in my chest, then slowed, bit by bit, as I watched the curious display, using the distraction to let my body recover from the rush of excitement. I’d never in my life seen any dog, even the most well-trained family pet, jump up and hug its master.

      Luke turned to me and gently set the wolf on the ground. “Kinley, sit.” She spun to face me and obeyed his command, her gold-rimmed eyes locking on mine and holding my gaze.

      Was that creature challenging me?

      He reached down and scratched behind her ear. “That’s a good pup.”

      I struggled to reconcile the animal’s friendly and obedient behavior with the straight out-of-the-wild look of her. When the two refused to match up, I shook my head and instantly regretted it. Pain ricocheted through my skull.

      “She looks more wolf than pup to me,” I said, pushing carefully to my knees and standing, brushing the dirt and paw prints from my clothes as I moved.

      “Oh, this girl is all wolf, but she only looks wild. In her mind, she’s a furry human.”

      I nodded, wincing as the movement made my vision swim. I pressed a hand gently to the back of my head. Yep, there was already a nice little goose egg forming back there.

      “Are you okay?” The concern in his voice warmed me in an unexpected way. He took a step toward me, but I edged back and waved him off.

      There was nothing to be gained by letting myself daydream about the man. Nothing to gain and everything to lose.

      I lowered my hand and straightened, shoving the throb of a potential concussion out of my mind. “Fine, just bumped my head.” I shifted my gaze to Kinley. “What’s her story? Where did you get your hands on a tame wolf?”

      He paused, studying me openly before answering. “I found her, about a year ago. She was just a scrawny little cub.”

      “Was she abandoned by her pack?”

      “Don’t really know. Maybe abandoned, maybe they were all killed off.” He held his hand down and Kinley sidled up, nudging his palm with her snout. “I thought she was dead at first. There wasn’t much to her besides skin and bones. When I saw that she was breathing, I picked her up, tucked her cold little body inside my shirt, and brought her home.” Luke scratched gently behind her ears and down her neck while he spoke, and the big wolf leaned affectionately against his leg. “She was so small and helpless, there was no way I could just leave her. I spent the next few months nursing her to health, and she hasn’t left my side since.”

      I spotted my pistol lying on the packed dirt and bent slowly to pick it up, brushing a few specks of dust off it before sliding it neatly in its holster. “She clearly adores you.”

      Kinley tilted her head back and looked up at him.

      “The feeling is mutual,” he said, smiling down at her.

      Images of the ranch dogs we’d had growing up flickered through my mind. I’d cared about each of them, but distantly. They were working dogs, not really pets, and I’d never had a connection with any of them like the one Luke clearly shared with Kinley.

      “You don’t take her with you to cut wood? Does she spook the horse?” It wouldn’t surprise me. Just the sight of her, even in that relaxed state, still had my hackles at half-mast.

      “She was with me until Dante took off. I sent her back to town to fetch my brother-in-law for help.” His brow creased. “Speaking of—Kinley, where’s Carl?”

      Kinley’s ears perked up at the last word and she rose to her feet. She tipped her head up to look at Luke, let out a deep bark, and took off down the road.

      His voice dropped and all that warm humor fell away. “Something’s wrong.”
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      Stale smoke hung heavy in the air as we rounded the corner into Luke’s village. He was leading the charge, his long legs eating up the ground in a way that left me racing to keep up, at until he skidded to stop in front of me.

      His eyes were locked on something a few yards off the path, and I moved around him to see the blackened, skeletal remnants of a small house.

      Not again, I thought, dropping my hand to the butt of my revolver. A twinge of anger snaked over my scalp, smothering my fatigue and sharpening my senses.

      I followed the path into the center of the village, feeling the weight of every step as overlapping scents of scorched wood and roasting meat assaulted my senses. My stomach twisted violently at the familiar bouquet.

      Smoking heaps of wood, grass, and personal belongings engulfed charred human remains that stood lashed together on makeshift pyres. Small, bloody bodies littered the dirt around the vile displays. They reminded me of discarded dolls—macabre miniatures of the still smoldering townsfolk.

      Did he make them watch?

      I stepped carefully between the bodies, examining the scene. My grip tightened on my pistol, still anchored in its holster, until my knuckles ached.

      Please tell me he didn’t make the children watch.

      I tried to block my magic from rolling backward and filling in the blanks, but visions of young children crying and screaming while their parents, and aunts, and neighbors were burned alive flooded my mind. My stomach churned in on itself as the images invaded my sanity.

      The loss was unthinkable.

      No one in their right mind killed children in my world.

      I stepped around one of the pyres on suddenly unsteady feet and only narrowly avoided tripping over the body of a small girl. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in an intricate braid and tied with a canary yellow ribbon. She wore a matching yellow dress with petite white flowers dotting the fabric, a stark contrast to the obscene rust-colored stain that muddied her chest and the ground beneath her.

      Judging by the trail of blood blackened dirt, the poor child had dragged herself toward the pyre after the attack. She was sprawled on her side, face upturned, with her lifeless, milky eyes staring blankly, and one tiny, heat-blistered hand stretched out toward the blackened corpses.

      Kneeling, I pressed the back of my hand to my lips and swallowed hard. I reached out with my other hand, fighting to control the tremor in it, and closed the girl’s eyes. I could handle the sight of dead bodies. I’d seen hundreds and created more than a few in my many violent years, but my internal walls weren’t built to withstand this.

      “No.” Luke’s strangled voice forced me out of my own head.

      He walked haltingly toward the girl and fell to his knees in the dirt beside her tiny body. The yellow ribbon around his wrist was a perfect match to the one holding her braid, but even without that marker, even in death, the family resemblance was unmistakable.

      My heart lurched. I knew Declan was a monster, but the brutality of this attack was without parallel. He’d never injured the children before, not that I knew of. They were left homeless and hopeless, no doubt scarred for life by the loss of their families, but they were always left alive.

      It was the one line I thought he wouldn’t cross.

      I’d clearly thought wrong.

      The first few pieces of a plan started to come together in my mind, and I latched onto the distraction. I needed to search the rest of the village. It was unlikely I would find anyone who was still breathing, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t at least look. After that, I would help Luke gather the bodies for a proper burial.

      I did a quick mental count of the corpses I’d already come across and cursed silently. Digging that many graves would be a lot of work for just two people, a couple of days at least. Part of me—the selfish, vengeful, and now impossibly angry part—hated the idea of sacrificing that kind of time to burying lifeless bodies. Not when I could be finding and gutting the bastard responsible.

      But the part of me that still clung to the good in the world knew the right thing to do.

      My fight with Declan had already waited years. A few more days wouldn’t make a difference. Besides, no one with an ounce of compassion would feel right about leaving the herculean task of putting an entire town to rest to its only surviving resident.

      I might not have much left in the way of humanity, but I wouldn’t lose what little remained by turning my back on Luke. Not yet anyway.

      I searched what I could of the ruined buildings, giving the man space to process his new reality. There was no way he would come to terms with that kind of loss in a matter of hours. Or days. Hell, maybe not ever.

      After a while, I had no idea how long, he trudged up to me, scanning the decimated buildings along the path.

      I waved a hand at the debris and remnants of small homes. “I’ve checked everything over here.” I shook my head. “Did you find anything?”

      Or anyone, I thought, though I already knew the answer.

      “No.” His face was an emotionless slate, like he was witnessing the horror around him from a distance. He turned his deep brown eyes to me, and they narrowed just a stitch. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

      The question hit me like a warning. A big, red, flashing warning. I fought the urge to take a step back, trying to think of a way to maintain honesty without giving him the whole, twisted truth of it.

      “I’ve heard rumors of attacks like this before,” I said.

      Luke’s gaze seared into me, assessing me in a way that left me with a host of new questions about the man. Then he turned back to the village center and squared his shoulders. “I know the stories too.”

      I drew in a deep breath and held it, sensing there was more to come. An empathetic wave rose inside me, a powerful pull to go to him, to wrap my arms around him and offer him whatever solace I could.

      But that wasn’t who I was.

      Before I could work through my hesitation, something in his stance shifted. It was a slight thing, but I took a step back all the same.

      When he spoke, his voice carried an edge, like he was balanced on a high wire between two warring emotions. “Why here?”

      I knew the answer, or part of it, at least. Declan thrived on violence and chaos, but he didn’t target communities on a whim. He was a hunter, and there was always a reason for the places he chose and the people he slaughtered.

      Magic.

      Someone in Luke’s community possessed magic, and somehow Declan had found out.

      I kept my eyes on Luke’s back, feeling trapped between the need to keep my secrets and the desire to give him answers, even as he visibly struggled to control the emotions roiling within.

      Would it be so bad to tell him the truth? To tell him I knew exactly who was responsible for ruining his life? And why?

      Yeah, it would be bad. It was quite possibly the worst idea in a sea of terrible ideas.

      Best case, he would follow me to find Declan in an effort to exact his own revenge. Worst case? He would blame me, or himself. I didn’t sense any magic in him, but I’d met so few people with it, it was impossible to be sure.

      And he might have every right to blame me.

      What if it was my chase that somehow put Declan on the path to Carrick? What if I was the reason that monster found Luke’s quiet little community in the first place?

      No, the whole truth definitely wasn’t an option.

      “Why here?” Luke shouted the question toward the town center, his voice rumbling in the eerie stillness. He scanned the torched structures around us, the muscles in his back pulsing and flexing through his shirt like each one had a mind of its own.

      He was looking but not really seeing, or so I thought, until his eyes landed on something that gave him pause. He stalked toward one of the homes and pulled what was left of a heavy wooden door from the ashes before hurling it into the ruins of the nearest building with a broken, guttural roar.

      A flicker of alarm skated through the back of my mind. He seemed like a nice enough guy, sure, but grief had a way of messing with people. Grief on that scale—the kind that came with losing everything you loved to senseless violence—there was no telling how a person might handle it. Yet, I didn’t feel the urge to run. In fact, part of me wanted to rail against the brutality of the attack alongside him.

      Kinley, showing not a hint of hesitation, walked straight up to Luke. He was clearly riding the edge, but the wolf didn’t let that stop her. She simply sat in front of him and raised one paw until he stared down at her. With his chest heaving and his broad shoulders shaking, he swayed a little, then fell to his knees in front of her. He placed his trembling hands on either side of her head and pressed his forehead against hers.

      “Why would someone do this to my family?” he groaned.

      I didn’t have an answer to that question. So, I did the only thing I could and let the expanding silence answer for me.

      Minutes passed like that, and the silence of it all was so thick I could barely breathe. When Luke finally stood, he walked over to the tiny girl in the yellow dress. “This is my niece, Emma.” His voice wavered on the girl’s name as his gaze moved up the pyre closest to us. “Up there . . .” His words fell away, and he looked for all the world like he might give up on living before he finished the sentence.

      Seconds ticked by.

      “Up there are my mother, my baby sister, and her partner.”

      I looked at the three bodies lashed together on the pyre, the cinders below them still smoldering. When I forced my attention back to Luke, he was turning slowly, taking in the whole brutal scene again.

      A violent storm of emotion rolled off his big frame in waves I could almost reach out and touch. For one fleeting second, I wondered what it would feel like to lay my hands on him just then. I had no real comfort to offer, but sometimes a person just needed to know they weren’t alone.

      When he came full circle to where his niece lay on the ground, he squeezed his eyes shut and sucked in a ragged breath. Then he shook his head like a man trying to shake off the memory of a bad dream.

      I wanted to offer condolence, to say anything that might ease his pain or soothe the rough edges of the emotions roiling inside him. It was a foreign feeling, that desire to comfort someone who wasn’t my kin. It was the only reason I reached inside myself to search for those reassuring words.

      Predictably, I came up empty-handed.

      I’d never been good with words.
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      I forced my legs into measured, steady steps as I drew closer to the carnage. Straightening my spine, I rolled my shoulders back and locked them in place. Every breath I drew was jagged, scratching down my tight throat and tearing tiny holes in my lungs.

      The torture I’d endured in the army in the name of “training” was nothing in comparison. And yet, the agony was my only defense against the tide of emotion threatening to pull me under.

      I held that barbed breath inside until every cell in my body was clamoring for oxygen, until my eyes pulsed and the ringing in my ears drowned out all but the loudest thoughts screaming through my mind.

      For the first time in a very long time, I wasn’t sure I wanted to draw another.

      I couldn’t say how long it took my body to override my will, but survival eventually won out over grief and my breath escaped on a sharp huff. The next one I sucked in was easier to manage, but that gaping emptiness inside me grew, hollowing out my chest until all that was left was an echo chamber of guilt.

      If I had only stayed in the village . . .

      “I’m so sorry, Luke.” Cameron’s words were a soft but startling reminder that I wasn’t alone.

      She reached out to me, her raw energy touching down all around me. I waited for the contact—a gentle touch of the shoulder, or her palm resting lightly on my forearm—but it never came. When I looked up, she was gone.

      Had I imagined it? Did it matter?

      I sank to the ground next to Emma, and Kinley joined me a moment later, settling down beside me and resting her head in my lap. Time stilled as we sat among the dead. Even the normal titter and chatter of wildlife in the area was missing, offering a strange silence in the wake of a mountain of loss.

      My mind was like water through a sieve; thoughts and memories moved through unencumbered, flowing together in a jumble of nonsense that did nothing to help me make sense of what had happened or what needed to happen.

      Minutes stretched into hours, and eventually the hollow feeling in my chest began to morph into a cold numbness. Before long, the logical part of my brain regained control of my thoughts, one clawing piece at a time. I would have the rest of my life to mourn everyone I’d lost, but the bodies wouldn’t hold together forever.

      Task number one was getting them in the ground, and the sooner the better.

      I patted Kinley gently. “Come on, girl,” I whispered. It felt wrong to speak any louder. “We have work to do.”

      She let out a low grumble but didn’t budge, so I moved her head gently and got to my feet, leaving her to lay beside the ghost of her favorite tiny human.

      It took me only a few minutes to find Cameron, covered in dirt with sweat dripping down her brow as she drove the shovel into the earth with her boot. She must have been working non-stop since I’d taken my respite among the dead. That or I’d been lost in my own head longer than I’d thought.

      When she spotted me watching her, she paused and wiped an arm across her forehead. “Hey,” she said softly. Her jaw worked like she wanted to say more, but nothing came out.

      I closed some of the distance between us. “You don’t have to do this.” I motioned to the large grave she’d already carved from the soft earth of the meadow. “I can take care of it.”

      Her amber eyes studied me for a long moment, taking me in slowly, seeming to catalogue every inch of me from head to toe. The examination left me feeling dangerously exposed, as though she could see the unease rising in me at the thought of having to deal with all of this on my own.

      Maybe she could see it. I’d only just met the woman, and I certainly didn’t want to burden her with what I needed to do, but there was no denying that a small, weak part of me was desperate for her to stay.

      Her honey-smooth voice filled the void between us. “I don’t doubt that.” She tilted her head toward the ruins of my life. “But this isn’t something anyone should have to do alone.”

      Again, I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. Instead, she bent, picked up another shovel and tossed it to me. I caught it in one hand and stared, working through the powerful wave of relief that washed over me. A lethargic snail probably moved faster than my muddled thought process. Fortunately, she didn’t wait for me to respond. She just turned back to the grave she was working on and kept digging.
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        * * *

      

      Moving the children should have been the hardest part. Every moment was a struggle to keep my temper in check with every small body we lifted from the dirt. Those girls and boys, from toddlers to teenagers, all with blood-soaked clothes and dead eyes staring up at us, would haunt my dreams for the rest of my days.

      When we laid Emma beside one of the open graves, Kinley sniffed her small body and let out a deep, sorrowful howl that tore my heart to shreds.

      “I know, girl,” I whispered, crouching beside her. “I need you to guard them. Can you do that?”

      She looked up at me and her golden eyes reflected the pain and loss that weighed like a block of ice lodged deep in my chest. Kinley stretched her neck forward and buried her head under my chin.

      “That’s my girl,” I murmured, blinking back stinging tears.

      My sweet wolf laid at Emma’s tiny feet and didn’t move a muscle until we returned with more bodies. After that, she kept diligent watch over the growing number of corpses at the gravesite, pacing a perimeter around the meadow and chasing off any wildlife that ventured too close in search of an easy meal.

      Cutting the adults down from the pyres turned out to be a whole different kind of nightmare. Cameron handled it surprisingly well, but I didn’t miss the way she bit back a yelp as delicate layers of blackened, crackling flesh slid off in her fingers when we tried to move the first burned body. I was a seasoned soldier and no stranger to the carnage of violence, but even my stomach churned when we both lost our grip on what was left of my mother’s slight frame and sent her body tumbling into the ash.

      We scavenged sheets and tarps from a few cellars and small sheds that were spared from the worst of the fires. After some cringe-worthy trial and error, we finally devised a way of using the swaths of fabric to wrap the bodies so we could lift and carry them without touching the fragile layers of blistered and burned flesh.

      We buried my family that first night.

      I didn’t bother trying to hide the silent tears streaming down my face as I laid the tiny body of my niece in the grave with my mother and sister. But after that, I detached from my emotions, approaching the burials like any other job; tackle one task and move on to the next. There was no use in getting hung up on the details.

      I didn’t look at their contorted faces if I didn’t have to. Those bodies weren’t deceased friends and neighbors. They were empty vessels.

      We didn’t stop working, didn’t stop moving, until darkness snuffed out the last bit of sunlight. The only exception was when Kinley made her way over to me and leaned her big body against my leg until I stopped what I was doing and reached down to pet her. She’d had many admirers in our little community, and I wondered if she searched me out to comfort her almost as much as she sensed my own need for solace.
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        * * *

      

      It took us two more full days to bury all the bodies. We shared small meals we gathered from the few remaining gardens, eating in companionable silence for the most part.

      What was there to talk about anyway? I didn’t want to discuss my family, or my town, or my life. So I ate mechanically, knowing I needed the sustenance but taking no pleasure in the act. Despite the nip in the air at night that became more of a bite by first light, neither of us suggested starting a campfire.

      At sunrise on the third day, Cameron packed her gear and prepared to set out.

      “Where will you go?” I asked.

      “North.” She glanced toward the path out of town.

      “That’ll take you to Dumas. I can be of use. I know people there,” I said. The conviction in my voice was laced with the knowledge that she would turn me down. She was looking to move on. I could see it in the way her gaze kept wandering back to the trail, even though she was graciously trying to hide her growing impatience.

      We’d finally had a real conversation the night before. At least, I thought we had, but as I stood watching her pack to leave, I realized I’d learned next to nothing about her.

      “You need to find your brother and fill him in on what happened here first. If the two of you want to track down whoever was responsible for your town after that . . .” She put her hands up with a little shrug as if to say it was none of her business. Her tone was kind, but the woman’s resolve was absolute.

      She was right about Rowan. He had a right to know what had happened, but she didn’t need to know I had no intention of tracking down my irresponsible, wandering older brother just to tell him our whole family had been slaughtered on my watch. Not yet. Telling him wouldn’t bring any of them back.

      The only task I wanted to set my mind to was tracking down the malevolent creature that had massacred dozens of good people.

      My brother could wait.

      I ran a hand over the growing scruff on my head. “Just be careful, please? Dumas . . . isn’t as friendly as it looks from the outside. It can be a dangerous place.”

      “That’s true of all places.” There was no sarcasm or condescension in her voice, just cold, experienced truth.

      What had she seen in her life that had given her such a stark outlook?

      My own darkness came from years of service to the Marchon family, years of seeing exactly the kind of evil people were capable of.

      Cameron turned away and loaded the rest of her gear into her pack, which was full to the brim with the dried foods and fresh vegetables we’d scavenged from root cellars and nearby gardens that morning. She pulled the thick leather cords to cinch the pack closed, set it at her feet, and reached out a hand. “Farewell, Luke. I hope peace finds you.”

      I took her outstretched hand in mine and pulled her into a hug. “Same to you, Cameron.”

      She tensed when I pulled her close, and though she wrapped stiff arms around me after a beat, her body never relaxed. When I released her, feeling like I’d stumbled across some invisible tripwire, she stepped back quickly. She picked up her pack, shrugged it onto her shoulders, then gave me a look I couldn’t quite read before turning on her heel and walking away.

      That was it? Really?

      “Hey, wait!” I felt like a boy trying to get his first crush to stay for just a few more minutes. “You never told me your last name.”

      She paused to look over her shoulder, gave her head a little shake, and turned back to the trail. Was that disappointment marring her beautiful face? Or regret?

      I wanted to call out to her again, but what good would it do? Despite the kindness she’d shown me, she hadn’t wanted me to know who she was or who she was hunting. The woman was full of secrets. She might not know anything about the monster responsible for the attack on my village, but every fiber of my being told me she was hiding something important.

      I let out a sigh and looked down at Kinley who only tilted her wolfish head at me.

      “Don’t give me that look.”

      She scratched at the ground with one paw.

      “I know you want to go, but you heard her.” I knelt beside her, leaning in conspiratorially. “So, now we let her put some distance between us, then we follow.”
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      Based on the few stories Cameron had shared about the bounties she’d hunted, she was a great tracker. But I was confident I could keep up with her. I’d grown up hunting and tracking with my dad and Rowan, and my skills landed me a coveted position running personal security for the Marchon family after barely a year of military service.

      Taking down would-be assassins and eliminating threats to the territory’s ruling family were part of my everyday life for many years. After that much time spent tracking, hunting, and protecting, I knew the more space I put between us while I tailed her, the better.

      I marched toward what remained of my mom’s home, letting the inevitable sense of dread wash over me. My mom made that little cottage feel like the safest place in the world. It had always felt like home, even when it was crowded and noisy.

      I stepped carefully over scorched wooden beams and ash covered trinkets as I moved toward what used to be the kitchen area, bouncing gently on the floor when I got to the right spot. It felt solid enough, but the damage and structural weakness fire left behind wasn’t always visible.

      Kicking aside the rubble, I located the heavy hardwood door built into the kitchen floor and pulled it open. The smell of cool, damp earth filled my senses and an involuntary sigh of relief rushed out of me. The fire hadn’t touched the cellar. Thank the stars.

      I had packed all the remaining edible foods I could find and sent them with Cameron, but I hadn’t dared to venture into my mom’s cellar while she was around.

      Fishing my battered old lighter out of my pocket, I descended the stairs with a little more confidence, despite the rising tide of grief inside me. My father had built the cottage and dug out the cellar underneath years before I was born, and being a big man himself, he’d dug it deep, leaving enough room inside to stand up straight and move around without the fear of cracking his head on the beams above.

      I moved with the memory of someone who had been in a place and done a thing a thousand and one times, finding the small lantern hanging on the wall and setting the wick alight. A pang of loss stole my breath at the sight of the glass jars filled with jam, beans, and pickled vegetables. My mom and sister were always finding new things to preserve for the long winter months when fresh food was hard to come by.

      I ran my fingers across one of the long shelves, lingering on a cloth tag with mom’s handwriting on it. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here,” I said to the empty room.

      My chest squeezed painfully, and I turned away from the shelves, searching the dark corners for the reason I’d braved the trip down there. Tucked back in the far corner sat a timeworn metal chest. It was probably some shade of green once, long before I’d ever laid eyes on it, but the paint was so faded I couldn’t say for sure. A thick layer of dust and soot coated the top, but when I flipped the latch and opened the lid, the hinges moved as smoothly and quietly as if they’d been greased just the day before.

      A familiar aroma seeped out into the dark space, cedar and oiled metal. Those two scents mingled together always reminded me of my father.

      I dug through the contents, careful not to jostle the small desiccant bags filled with salt and rice, until I found the wooden cases I was looking for. Both were engraved with the Kendrick family crest. The larger one housed twin revolvers that were handed down to me on the eve of my first departure from Carrick, thirteen years earlier.

      The guns should have gone to my brother. Rowan was older than me by a couple years, but he’d left home in a fit of adolescent rage and had never been back. So, when I’d joined the Marchon Army at eighteen, my father had passed them down to me.

      I reached deeper into the chest, pushing aside various cleaning implements and target cloths, until my hand landed on a pair of holsters. Memories of quick draw contests with Rowan flooded my thoughts as I laid the rich brown leather out on the workbench and moved the lantern closer.

      As young boys, we had spent endless hours practicing throwing knives and quick drawing our dummy wooden guns. We weren’t allowed to use the real guns when we practiced our handling skills, but the wooden dummies didn’t make the game any less fun or the competition any less fierce.

      A quick inspection of the leather revealed a little wear on the thigh strap of the left holster, but when I pulled, it held strong. I looped the belt around my waist and adjusted the straps and buckles, cinching everything down to a comfortable fit. There was a fine line between maintaining full range of movement and having your weapons flop about. I couldn’t afford to have the holster restrict blood flow, or worse, snap altogether during a fight. And it was just as useless to have the damn thing too loose if I had to run.

      I repeated the process with the right holster, running my fingers over the soft, oiled leather as I did. Once they were both properly adjusted, I released the latches on the delicately carved oak case and removed one of the sturdy snakewood-handled revolvers.

      My mom had forbidden my sister from handling the guns. She’d believed women and girls were meant to be protected by the men in the family, and therefore had no need for defensive skills. Despite our many arguments on that particular view, I took no satisfaction in just how wrong she’d been in the end.

      I shook my head at the utter foolishness of some of our disagreements. Trying to argue with her when she was sure she was right was like boxing with a brick wall; there was nothing I could throw at her that would sway her, but I’d cut myself up plenty in the process.

      At least the guns were in good shape. I’d never failed to clean and oil them, and I knew for a fact I’d done just that before grudgingly storing them down here. Even so, only a fool pulled a tool like that out of storage without inspecting it. A person could take steps to slow deterioration, to limit wear and tear, but time was a merciless harpy that would eventually lay its destructive claim on everything.

      The cylinder spun in liquid smooth silence, and I let out a heavy breath. With that one little win, the first bud of hope began to bloom somewhere inside me. I still had a lot of grieving to do, a lifetime’s worth and then some, but that little pulse of optimism made the future feel a little less dreary.

      I pulled bullets from a small, felt-lined compartment inside the case, inspecting each one before dropping them into the cylinder and snapping it gently back in place. Six rounds per gun. Twelve shots total without reloading. I tested the weight of the revolver in my hand, and an old, familiar calm settled over me.

      This is better.

      I slid the guns into their holsters, reveling in the deep sense of relief that rolled over me as I fastened the weapons in place. I’d worn them nearly every day for eleven years, and the practice of checking the cylinders, strapping on the holsters, and securing the revolvers came as naturally to me as breathing.

      Even after two years without them.

      It was hard to believe it had been that long.

      When I’d received word of my father’s death, returning to Carrick to help my mom was a no-brainer. By then, my sister had fallen in love with a local boy, and their daughter was growing fast. Carl, her partner, was a kind person and a loving father, but his pacifist way of thinking clashed with the world I knew.

      Carl thought violence had no place in human society, the naively optimistic notion of a soul that had never witnessed real evil. But he was well-spoken and intelligent. Even I could appreciate how his sermons about building a peaceful society could be mesmerizing. At least until he got to the part where he condemned weapons of any kind.

      If I could just go back and beat some sense into him . . .

      Guilt churned inside me, twisting my insides like a bitter old maid wringing out a wet cloth. The man had used his conviction and flowery words to convince most of the town to do away with their guns, and he’d died for that belief. They all had.

      The village wasn’t isolated, but few travelers ventured down the narrow path from the main road to Carrick, even in the best of weather. Still, the rampant belief that the rest of the world had achieved any semblance of peace was unsettling.

      I’d seen the chaos. I had fought against the forces wreaking havoc outside those serene woods for most of my adult life. Yet there, in the tiny town where I grew up, the idealistic fools chose to disarm themselves.

      I’d tried to talk to them. I’d told them stories of the evils I’d faced while I was away serving the Marchons—some of them horribly graphic tales—but they wouldn’t listen. They didn’t understand how uncommon it was to live in the kind of serenity they’d created. They didn’t believe, or they didn’t want to believe, how quickly it could all be destroyed.

      After months of pleading from my mom, and well-meaning badgering from other townsfolk, I’d finally given in and put my guns in storage. Making that sacrifice to keep the peace was important to my family, so I’d gone along. I’d rationalized my decision to put my weapons in the cellar by telling myself that I could still protect them without them.

      Months had passed before my hands stopped automatically reaching for the smooth grips, but I never completely lost that sense of emptiness when my hand brushed my hip and touched nothing but heavy denim and air.

      I embraced the weight of the pistols strapped to my hips now, letting them anchor me. “Never again.”

      I tucked spare ammunition in the loops on each holster before carefully placing the remaining rounds in a small leather pouch. Then I cinched it closed and tucked it deep inside my gear bag. Next, I retrieved three sleeved knives from the other case on the workbench. The hunting knife and one small dagger dropped into my pack before I lashed the other dagger to my boot. A person could never have too many weapons.

      Looking over the edible contents of the cellar, I grabbed two small sacks from the neatly folded stack on the shelf and filled them with potatoes, dried fruits, and venison jerky. When I’d gathered all I could carry, I closed up the gear bag, gave the cellar one last look, and snuffed out the lantern.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I whispered into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Cool water rushed over my hands as I filled my canteens and splashed my scruffy face from the stream just outside of town. The fresh air and crisp water were cleansing in a heartbreaking way. Maybe it was because leaving wasn’t as hard as I’d expected. A sense of loss pulled at me, but some part of my brain knew it always would.

      I stood, scanning the now empty, burned-down village from a distance, and let out a sigh. I honestly didn’t care if I never stepped foot in the area again. There was nothing there for me anymore.

      Kinley slipped quietly beside me and leaned against my leg. “Come on, girl,” I said, reaching down to give her neck a quick scratch. “It’s time to move forward.”

      I had intended to give Cameron a half-hour head start, give or take, but I’d spent more time gathering supplies and retrieving the guns than I’d planned. Which meant I would have to be on the lookout for her campfire that night so I could make up some ground before sunrise.

      I didn’t think she was trying to hide her trail, necessarily, but the woman didn’t leave me much to work with beyond a brief glimpse of her boot prints in the soft, damp soil every now and then.
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        * * *

      

      The early autumn sun winked out behind the wooded hills a few minutes after I stopped for the night. The spot wasn’t ideal. It left me uncomfortably exposed to the trail ahead, but pushing further meant running the risk of Cameron spotting me. That conversation probably wouldn’t go well.

      I managed to scrounge enough fuel for a small campfire before the night faded completely to black. The apple-sized pile of brown grass and fallen pine needles I’d collected caught fire the moment I struck the wheel on my old lighter. Flames leapt to the three pinecones stacked on top, weaving through the seeds and causing the sap inside to crackle wildly.

      Kinley, ever the guard wolf, moved a few feet away from the flickering warmth to keep watch on the trail ahead.

      Once the small fire was going strong, I set to work dicing up two of the large potatoes with my hunting knife, tossing the small chunks of starchy goodness on my tin plate. The distinctive sound drew Kinley’s attention and she watched intently. When I had them cooking over the coals, she trotted over to my bag and nudged it with her nose.

      “I know, girl. It’ll be just a bit.”

      She was hungry too, and she knew she could always count on me to share my food. I got up and dug through my pack until I found the stash of jerky I’d tucked in there. It would be a small meal split between the two of us, but if it was enough to ensure rumbling stomachs didn’t keep us up all night, that was all that mattered.
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      I didn’t always enjoy being right, especially when it came to that fleeting sense of being followed that had gnawed at me through the afternoon. The dim flicker of firelight shining back the way I’d come was all I needed to confirm my suspicions. I’d gotten the impression Luke was the tenacious sort from the few days we’d spent together, but now he’d gone and removed any doubt.

      Settling back against the boulder, I let the captured warmth of the day melt out of the dark stone and into my tired back. The heat helped pull some of the pain and tension from my muscles, but it did little to sooth my irritation with the big man following me.

      What the hell was Luke thinking?

      I was absolutely clear about continuing on my own. Declan was not the kind of predictable, somewhat manageable danger a person often found in blustering hotheads and self-proclaimed bad boys. He was more sinister. The kind of evil that made those other idiots quiver with fear and perverse envy.

      Every time I felt like I was getting close enough to corner him, he would do something to slow me down or trip me up. Like dropping a village full of dead bodies in my path.

      Was he testing me with that wretched nightmare, to see how I would react? Or was the slaughter in Carrick just a calculating monster amusing himself at the expense of good people?

      I’d spent too much of my day questioning Declan’s motives, caught up in my own mind as I followed the trail through the thick woods. It wasn’t until I’d stopped late in the afternoon to refill my water that the telltale tingling sensation of being followed had crept into my awareness.

      Leaning deeper into the heat of the boulder, watching the glow of his fire dance in the darkness, I let my mind wander. The piece of jerky I was nibbling on sat like a brick in my stomach, but the warmth radiating from the stone lent me a bit of comfort. I silently wished that feeling would stay with me once my planning was done and sleep finally came.

      After a while, when the hardness of the boulder against my back overrode the healing effects of the warmth, I finished off the rest of my meal, unpacked my bedroll, and stretched out on my back, lacing my hands behind my head.

      The glints and glimmers of the clear night sky were magnificent without the competing light of a fire to pollute the view, but that big blanket of glittery darkness only seemed to amplify my frustration. I shifted restlessly, trying to find a comfortable position, but it was a futile effort at best. Why? Because my discomfort had nothing to do with sleeping on the ground and everything to do with Luke.

      Backtracking to confront him wasn’t an option, and I doubted it would do any good anyway. “I could always shoot him,” I said into the darkness, but my brain refused to envision that scenario. He’d done nothing wrong, aside from getting under my skin. And I didn’t want to waste the time. Declan’s lead was already growing again, and I needed to cover as much ground as possible.

      So, I settled on a compromise. I wouldn’t go out of my way to lose him, but if Luke managed to keep up with me for a few days, I would figure out what to do about him then. Of course, there was a chance he would find himself waylaid in the next town. If the stories he’d told me about Dumas were true, we were both likely to draw attention.

      Him more than me.

      The man carried himself with a confidence that made him nothing short of intimidating. His build didn’t hurt either. Solid muscle layered his strong legs, which were balanced perfectly by those broad shoulders.

      Then there was that smile. Warm and genuine, if not a little cocky.

      Without the smile, in those quick flashes when his anger clawed its way to the surface, he pulsed with potential danger.

      Both versions of the man sent a foreign ripple of excitement through me.

      I closed my eyes and indulged myself in a moment of fantasy, imagining what it would be like to meet him on the trail again. My body warmed as I pictured him walking toward me with that long, confident stride. I’d found it nearly impossible to ignore him that morning, watching those thick ropes of dense muscle flex and glide.

      When was the last time I’d been more than mildly attracted to a man?

      A wave of prickly ice washed through me, smothering the heat and making every muscle in my body tense in the space of a second. I reached an uneasy hand up and rested it gently on my tightening throat.

      It hadn’t ended well.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, I woke with a throbbing head and exactly zero sense of where I was or how I got there. I’d arrived in Dumas the night before, paid for a room at the little inn, and wasted good money on a barely passable meal at the tavern next door. I remembered going back to my room, but after that? Nothing.

      Now, it was pitch black, and it took me a few seconds to realize the darkness was courtesy of a strip of cloth bound around my head and covering my eyes. My arms were pulled back behind me, and when I tested my wrists, I felt the burn of the rope.

      Not good.

      Sounds sifted into my awareness, and I did my best to focus my foggy mind and listen. I had to get my bearings, despite the rising noise from a small crowd searing its way into the base of my pounding skull.

      I was outside. I could tell that much at least.

      “What should we do with her?” an old man asked. His voice was a strange mix of brittle and croak.

      “Find out what she knows.” The smoky male response hit me like a blow. A wave of gooseflesh tore across my skin. “You can play with her, a little, but don’t kill her until she talks.”

      Declan.

      I’d heard his voice only once, when I was a child. It was little more than a distant rumble at the time, scattered across the open yard by a freezing, swirling breeze, but I would never forget it.

      The old man mumbled something under his breath.

      “Merle, if she dies before you learn anything useful, I will come back here and pull you apart, piece by tiny little piece. There will be nothing left of you but bloody stumps and wails of agony.” He paused for a long beat, moving closer to me by the sound of it. “Understood?”

      “Yes, sir. I—I’m sorry,” Merle quailed.

      “Good.” Cold fingertips brushed across my cheek. It took every speck of my self-control to keep from flinching away from that touch. “This one is stubborn, just like her mother.”

      His warm breath buffeted my face and neck, driving panic through my body like a freight train.

      “I just wish I knew for sure if she had her mother’s magic. After that little misstep in Ojai, it’s so hard to tell.” His icy touch traced the line of my jaw, searing along my scar as a torrent of gooseflesh ripped across my skin.

      I burrowed deeper inside my mind, desperate to find any thread of calm I could latch onto. Desperate to find the will to not react. My mission in Ojai had turned into my own personal nightmare, and Eli Griffing, my target turned infatuation, was the worst mistake of my life. Trusting him—trusting my feelings for him—had cost me so more than blood and pain and scars.

      How the hell did Declan even know about that? Eli was seven—no, eight—years ago. Had he been keeping tabs on me all along?

      “What do we do if someone comes for her?” Merle asked.

      “No one will come. She’s all alone out here.” Another long pause stretched time, and I swear I could feel Declan examining me through the cloth over my eyes. “You took care of the people I told you about in Carrick, right?”

      “Yes, sir. We did. All of ‘em.”

      Another skin crawling silence. “All?” His question carried a razor-sharp edge, like the wrong answer might leave the sniveling old man bloody.

      The shuffle of feet on wooden planks grated on my raw nerves. “Y-yes, sir. Men, women, children. The whole lot, as ordered.”

      I didn’t need to know Declan to feel the anger pulsing from him, but I’d be damned if it felt like it was directed at Merle and not me. And even more confusing was the fact that he was leaving me in someone else’s hands. If he knew who I was and that I’d been following him, why hadn’t he already taken me out? Why bother learning what I knew if his plan was to have me killed?

      I wanted to rip the blindfold off, to stand up and end things with him right there, but I wasn’t in any position to take him on. I was stuck, bound to the chair I was slumped on, with my arms pulled behind the wooden back and tied at the wrists.

      “On second thought, Merle, get me answers. Then let her go. I want to see what she does next.” His voice faded on the last, carrying a hint of humor as it retreated, as if he knew he was sealing Merle’s fate. He had to know what would happen. The old man had just admitted he and his people were responsible for massacring Luke’s village.

      I couldn’t let that revelation go unanswered.

      The slide of fabric against leather was like thunder in my ears, a sound I would recognize anywhere. He was getting on a horse.

      He was getting away.

      I opened my mind and let my magic fan out, searching for any scenario that would get me out of my bindings and putting a bullet in Declan’s head, but there was nothing. My best move was to keep my body perfectly still and listen to the clop of hooves on packed dirt as he rode away.

      It was beyond infuriating. My skin crawled, hot and tight, and the throbbing in my head quickly became a stabbing pain. So much for my so-called ‘gift’. It was little more than a sliver of pathfinding magic passed down to me from my mom. There was a time, many years earlier, when it had been useful. Reliable. But ever since that night in Ojai, using it left me in agony.

      “Get me a bucket of water!” Merle yelled. “I’m tired of waiting for her to come to.”

      From a distance, Declan’s taunting voice carried over the rising din. “She’s awake, Merle.”

      The murmur of voices around me quieted for a beat, then rose again in a hissing wave.

      “What do you ‘spose he has planned for her?” a nasally voice asked. “She don’t seem like nothin’ special to me.”

      “His intentions ain’t none of our business, boy,” Merle said. He yanked the blindfold off my head, and I squinted against the sudden, painful brightness. “Mornin’, darlin’. It looks like you an’ me get to have ourselves a little chat.”
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      Something cold and wet bumped my face, wrenching me into consciousness.

      “Not cool, mutt,” I grumbled, as Kinley’s black nose nudged my cheek again. Her big pink tongue flicked out of her mouth and raked up my stubbled skin. “Yeah, thanks. I’m awake now.”

      Sleep usually came easily to me, but since I’d left Carrick, my dreams were filled with happy memories of my family mixed with the gruesome images of their scorched and gutted corpses. Each night, I tried to fill my head with only good thoughts, to not let the darkness get its hooks in me, but when sleep came, it just seemed to leave me feeling more drained than before.

      Kinley must have known because that nudging had pulled me from one of those recurring nightmares. In it, I saw my niece running through the tranquil spread of grass and wildflowers beyond my mother’s house. Thunder crashed from the clear, blue sky, and the ground shook violently. Then the earth opened beneath her, like the great, gluttonous maw of an enormous creature, and swallowed her whole.

      I raced toward her, blood roaring in my veins, putting every ounce of speed and power I had into it, but I could never move fast enough. When I finally arrived at the spot where she disappeared and dug frantically in the dirt for any sign of her, I always found Emma’s tiny, blistered hand reaching up through the freshly turned earth.

      I blinked against the morning light and scrubbed my hands over my face, trying to shake the memory of it. “What is it, girl?” I asked Kinley, sitting up and surveying our makeshift camp.

      We’d been on Cameron’s trail for two full days and had set up camp a half-mile outside of Dumas, out of sight of the main road. It was a safe enough distance. We easily could have made it to town the night before and bartered for a room at the little inn, but I wasn’t quite ready to face the woman who had somehow managed to consume my waking thoughts. I also had no desire to deal with the locals at night.

      It had been well over a year since I’d had a reason to visit the place, but I was pretty sure nothing had changed for the better. Things rarely did this far out from the cities.

      Dumas was larger than Carrick by about double, boasting a small church that was standing room only on Sundays, and one restaurant/tavern that served decent food, whenever the cook wasn’t skunk drunk. That was the full extent of the town’s charm.

      Many locals lived on a homebrewed concoction they called Tip, though I never bothered to find out if that was short for something. The overweight, rosy-cheeked tavern owner claimed it tasted like liquid bread and had the nutritional value of a hearty meal. The mind-numbing dose of alcohol likely played a big part in the drink’s popularity. That, and the fact that a mug of the stuff cost a fraction of what a real meal would set a worker back.

      I’d tried it once. It was definitely an acquired taste.

      But it was good for keeping the town’s laborers from starving. It also kept them happily tipsy, which meant they were mostly manageable and quick to sleep at night. The addictive combination also reduced the chances of workers skipping town, let alone rebelling against criminally low pay.

      The tenor of Dumas was worlds different from my tiny village. On the surface, it looked like any other out of the way place, struggling to get by in a world that had mostly forgotten it existed. But if a person looked closer—talked to the people after dark and scratched the paper-thin surface of the “quaint little town” mirage—the whole place seethed with veiled hostility, sickness, and despair.

      Just thinking about it made my skin crawl, and a thread of guilt slithered through me. Maybe I should have followed Cameron all the way there. I’d warned her about the place, and she seemed like a capable bounty hunter, but still.

      I slid on my boots and strapped my dagger around one ankle. Then I sat down on a boulder and took a long drink from my canteen, going through my mental checklist of things I needed to do before I ventured into town.

      Was it worth taking the time to shave? The softening stubble on my face itched like mad, and after over a decade of keeping everything clean-shaven for work, feeling that scruff was just one more reminder of how far my life had veered from the path I’d thought it would take.

      Then again, maybe that was a good thing.

      “What do you think, Kin, should I grow it out?” I asked, glancing over at her.

      She’d heard me, no doubt about that, but she was too focused toward town for it to matter. At some invisible signal, her whole body snapped to attention and her ears perked up straight. I turned my head, straining to listen for what she’d heard, but all I picked up were normal forest sounds, right up until the distant crack of a gunshot pierced the air.

      Kinley took off toward Dumas like a shadowy missile. A half-second later, I leapt to my feet and gave chase. It was hard not to marvel at Kinley’s ability to move, even as adrenaline coursed through me and every cell in my body went on high alert. I was fast on my feet, but my clumsy human frame was no match for a wolf’s speed and agility.

      A tiny pang of jealousy shot through me as I raced along the shaded forest floor, ducking and dodging the greedy outstretched limbs of twisted trees and vicious shrubs.

      Dumas came into view a couple long minutes later, and I slowed to a cautious walk. My gaze flicked over my surroundings. Drawing on my training, I made a mental note of every obstacle that could trip me up, marking every nook and crevice that might serve as a hiding place.

      But Kinley was nowhere to be seen. Where the hell had she run off to?

      As I approached the nearest building, a cacophony of cheering voices, hoots of approval, and stomping feet swelled in the air. The sound of a fist meeting flesh and a distinctly female “oomph” set my teeth on edge. I dropped my hand to my hip. Of course I’d left my guns back at camp. Genius. I threw a few colorful internal curses at myself before I remembered I had the knife.

      At least I wasn’t a total moron.

      I slid the compact blade from its sheath just before another gunshot ripped through the trees.

      “Gods dammit, Vern!” An old man’s angry voice rose above the noise, quieting the lecherous crowd.

      Based on where the sounds were coming from, it was a good bet they were all gathered in front of the rundown church.

      “I just told you not to mess with that devil stick. Shoot it again and you’ll get to learn how to walk with it lodged in your rear end.”

      The warning was met with laughter and a murmur of approval from the crowd.

      “Aw, c’mon, Merle,” a nasally male voice whined, “I was just playin’.”

      “Put it down. I’ll not be having our new friend here wind up gut-shot before we’ve finished our conversating,” Merle replied.

      I worked my way between the buildings, silently checking every window and door, on guard against any cleverly hidden townsfolk. On guard for just about anything, except for the anger that roiled inside me when I peeked around the corner of the little inn.

      Cameron sat on a thick wooden chair, center stage, and positioned so everyone on the ground in front of the gaudy green porch had a clear view of the spectacle. The left side of her face was swollen and red, and a trail of blood trickled down her chin from a cut on her upper lip. Her hands were tied behind her, and she kept a steady, rapid beat tapping her boot heel against the wooden porch.

      To an outsider, that heel tapping probably looked like nervous fidgeting. Like a tell she couldn’t hide. I saw it for what it really was: a distraction, meant to draw attention away from her wrists as she worked to loosen the ropes, twisting and turning them deliberately against the braided cords.

      “Now,” Merle said, “What say we try this again?” Cameron’s stoic features gave nothing away, and his voice took on a quiet, conspiratorial tone. “Sweetie, if you don’t tell me what I want to know real soon, I’m afraid I’m going to have to turn things over to those fine fellas over yonder.”

      She followed Merle’s gaze to the five men loitering on the steps of the building next door. That rhythmic tapping of her boot stalled for a second, and Merle jumped on the hint of weakness.

      “Those boys ain’t all bad, honey.” He was still speaking low enough that the men he was referencing couldn’t hear him, but I could. “They’re fans of all things female, if you get my meaning. Not a picky one in the bunch. And they take a special kind of pleasure in destroying things.” He dropped an impish wink that made me want to punch him in the throat.

      Despite only knowing the clever woman for a few days, I suspected that tiny pause in Cameron’s tapping heel wasn’t fear, and it wasn’t accidental. Her hands never stopped or slowed in their careful manipulation of the ropes, even as Merle spewed his vile threats.

      Her reactions were expert, calculated, and carefully executed to keep the depraved old man thinking he had her right where he wanted her. Which begged the question: Who the hell was she? A show like that was a skill that could be learned, but having the presence of mind to employ it? That took experience.

      Being a bounty hunter didn’t explain it all. Some of it, sure, but either she’d gotten herself into some pretty nasty scrapes in the past or she’d had some serious training.
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      Merle leaned his head in close to my face, probably to whisper more filth in my ear, and it was all I could do not to lean back away from him.

      He was too close.

      I had a very real problem with people invading my space—a violent fit of rage kind of problem. He didn’t know it yet, but even if he hadn’t had a hand in the attack on Carrick, he was a dead man.

      At the edge of my vision, I spotted a streak of shiny black coming in fast. I released the mental lock on my magic and set it loose for just a second, watching every new option play out in front of me at once before the slice of pain behind my eyes had me reining it back in.

      Even just that brief glimpse showed me that Kinley was a game changer, assuming she was there to help.

      Was Luke with her?

      She leapt onto the porch with the kind of agility only wolves possessed, her menacing growl snatching Merle’s attention. When a bewildered look twisted the man’s expression, I seized the moment.

      “Hey, asshole,” I whispered.

      He turned to face me, a snarl forming at the corner of his crusty mouth. I winced at the thought of getting even closer to the creep, but I whipped forward, smashing my forehead into his brittle nose as stars exploded in my vision.

      Blood gushed down his face and he flailed backward, wheeling one arm for balance while trying to cover his battered nose with his other. I flexed and twisted, wrenching my wrists until my joints screamed, but after a second, one hand popped free of the rope.

      Thank the stars.

      I would probably never be the kind of person who was good at talking, or relating, or being a good friend. But vengeance? That was definitely in my wheelhouse. I stood, snapping the chair out from underneath me as I did, and flipped it so I had a firm grip on the back. Swinging with everything I had, I smashed the solid wooden frame into Merle’s face. The force of the blow reverberated through my whole body in a deeply satisfying way as it sent him crashing into the wall of the church. The collision sent a shudder through the small building and he crumpled into a semiconscious heap.

      “If you have even half a brain, you’ll stay down,” I said in a low voice.

      It was in that moment that I caught sight of Kinley stalking toward me. The wolf’s head was low, level with her strong shoulders, and her sharp teeth glistened dangerously in silent warning.

      Holy hell, she was an intense creature. She posed the kind of imminent threat that would probably be enough to make a weaker woman soil herself. Goosebumps raced up my arms even after I realized her golden eyes were locked on something behind me.

      She was truly terrifying when she was like that, but the memory of what she was like back in Carrick was still fresh in my mind. For some reason, she saw fit to protect me.

      At least, I was pretty sure that’s what she was doing.

      I took a leap of faith and turned my back to her so I could face whatever threat she’d locked on to behind me, shifting my grip on the two wooden braces I still held as I moved.

      Vern, the idiot who had apparently stolen my pistol from my room at the inn, had worked his way up onto the porch and was pointing the gun at Kinley, using both of his bony hands to hold the weapon steady. It didn’t help much. The barrel still vibrated with the fear coming off the twerp.

      He seemed to think the aggressive-looking canine was a bigger threat than I was, and honestly, I couldn’t really blame him.

      The wolf’s distracting presence gave me enough time to spin to my right and strike his thin arm hard with one of those splintered pieces of chair. The bones beneath his mottled skin cracked under the blow and Vern let out a high-pitched squeal that sounded an awful lot like an angry pig. He cradled his broken arm, letting the pistol clatter to the wooden porch as he sneered up at me.

      “You stupid wh—”

      I drove the jagged brace into the soft spot beneath his chin before he could finish, impaling his head on the crude stake. His beady eyes flew wide, and his body went limp as rivulets of hot blood ran over my hand.

      With a disgusted grunt, I dropped the wood, letting his body fall to the worn planks in a lifeless pile.

      I didn’t normally squirm when it came to blood, but I couldn’t help imagining what kind of disease, or what combination of diseases, the guy must have had to give his skin that sickly look.

      Then again, maybe I didn’t want to know. I shook off the thought and knelt, wiping the blood off my hand with Vern’s shirt before retrieving my pistol. I checked the cylinder; five shots left. Which meant there were only three I was really willing to use. Those last two bullets were meant for Declan.

      A furious roar filled the air around me and I looked up just in time to see Luke, in all his muscled glory, slam an attacker to the ground a few paces away. Excitement and a hint of fear lit my nerve endings.

      Before Kinley had leapt onto the porch, I hadn’t seen any sign of man or wolf in over a day. I thought for sure I’d lost them on the trail. That was to be expected, since there weren’t many people who had any interest in keeping pace with me when I had somewhere to be. The disappointment I’d felt at that possibility was unexpected, but the relief that washed over me at being wrong was even more unnerving.

      I couldn’t tell if it helped that the man was apparently a machine in battle. My brain and body were instantly at odds watching him destroy another human being, one reading that strength as a threat, while the other coiled with a sudden heat that made my breath catch.

      The five men Merle had threatened to sic on me were all dead, dying, or unconscious, each dispatched by Luke. An old witch of a woman with a wild fray of dingy gray hair rushed toward him, screeching like an angry parrot, with a dagger clenched in her ashen knuckles. The blade glinted in the morning light.

      Her aged appearance disguised her unnatural speed, but he spotted her in time. She dodged his first attempt to deflect her attack, plunging the small dagger deep into the thick muscle of his upper arm with a victorious cackle.

      Would he be able to take out a threat even if it presented itself in the shape of an old woman?

      Luke shoved her hard with his uninjured arm, pulled the knife free from the other with a growl, and pitched the small blade at the woman as she fought for balance.

      The hilt of the knife danced a grisly jig nestled in the hollow of the old woman’s throat. She gurgled an incoherent accusation, blood bubbling from the corners of her wrinkled lips, and took one drunken step toward him before dropping at his feet.

      On the porch beside me, Kinley’s powerful jaws were locked around Merle’s throat. The vulture must have tried to get up after I clocked him with the chair. I’d warned him, though the scene in front of me wasn’t exactly what I’d imagined.

      The wolf wrenched her head to the side, and the life flowed out of the disgusting codger. She gave his neck one more hard shake, released her jaws, and shook her head again, letting his blood fly from her muzzle, slinging off the ends of her whiskers in tiny red droplets. She looked between me and Luke for a split second, then launched off the porch at a rotund man lumbering toward me.

      I focused my attention on a slender, young man slinking around the far side of the porch with a weathered, rusted axe held protectively in front of him. Leveling my pistol, I pulled the trigger, following the path of the bullet as it ripped through his chest and an explosion of blood and bone erupted from his back.

      Luke turned to see me make the shot, then his eyes narrowed. “Down!” he yelled as he knelt, yanking the blade from the old woman’s throat and hurling it through the air in one fluid movement.

      I dropped on instinct, my finger twitching on the trigger, but even as the blade sailed end over end toward me, I knew it wasn’t intended for me. It flew past with a barely audible whoosh that ended in a wet thud.

      A middle-aged man in stained coveralls stumbled and fell just a few short yards behind me, working desperately with shaky hands to pull the blade from his chest. He won the battle, but his victory was short lived when his blood spurted from the wound. He rolled to his side, curling his knees up to his chest as a thick red puddle formed beneath him.

      He must have been hiding in the house next to the church.

      A fresh wave of adrenaline spiked, flooding my system with renewed energy and honing my focus. Suddenly, my head didn’t hurt. My wrists didn’t ache. Even the horrors of my past that followed me everywhere, every day, fell away.

      A flash of glossy black caught my eye and I whipped around.

      Kinley’s body swung in a wide circle, with her sharp teeth buried deep in the rotund man’s fatty forearm. He howled, an ugly grimace twisting his expression as he whirled the wolf’s big body round and round, fighting to dislodge her powerful jaws from his tattered, blood-soaked arm.

      I lined up my sights to take him out, but it was no good. The risk of hitting the big wolf was too great. If he would just stop flailing long enough—crap.

      He shifted directions faster than I would have thought a man his size could and drove his meaty fist into her side, pulling a yelp from her. She finally let go and shuffled back.

      I wasn’t an expert when it came to animals, certainly not the way my sister Tanner was, but even I could tell she was injured. Her crouch was uneven, and she limped a little when she put weight on her left side. The only upside was I finally had a clear line on the asshole.

      “Kinley, run!” Luke yelled. He lurched toward her, stumbling over the old woman’s frail body and heading straight toward my line of sight.

      “Not helpful, big guy,” I muttered under my breath. I pulled the trigger before he made it another step, but there was no reaction from the fat man. I’d felt the recoil. It wasn’t a misfire, but he didn’t even jerk. Did I miss?

      Not possible. I never missed.

      The man swung his leg back to take another kick at Kinley and I pulled the trigger again, aiming for his head this time. His eye burst in a melange of milky, viscous fluid and blood, and he finally collapsed to the ground. His bulbous body twitched once or twice as the last signs of life drained from him, but I had to turn away after that.

      I hated taking head shots. They felt too personal, and when I took one, it never failed to dredge up memories of my mom. Every. Damn. Time.

      Luke made it the last few steps to Kinley, and I darted toward them, marking every villager in sight as I did. When I reached them, Luke was on one knee with the wolf’s chin cupped in his hand.

      “Are you okay, girl?” Kinley pressed her head into his palm as he ran his other hand down her side. It looked like an examination more than a soothing gesture and she stilled when his hand reached her lower ribs. She didn’t yelp or pull away, but it wasn’t hard to see the pain shining through those golden eyes.

      “How is she?” I asked, tearing my gaze away from them to keep an eye on the remaining townsfolk.

      “She’ll be fine so long as we can make it out of this town in one piece,” he said, his voice surprisingly soft given the situation. A quick glance over my shoulder showed me the concern creasing his brow, and it finally dawned on me that his gentle tone was meant to keep the wolf calm.

      I let that sink in as I scanned the area again.

      There was definitely something off about the villagers of Dumas. I’d seen a handful of them the night before and they’d seemed relatively normal. A little tipsy and loud, and hard as hell to understand through their thick, rustic accents, but normal enough that the people themselves didn’t raise any red flags. The town though, the actual physical space, was a different story. There was something strange hanging in the air, some unseen threat that had kept me on edge.

      I recognized two of the men on the ground from the restaurant the night before, but just barely. Their faces were contorted with madness, and a milky sheen clouded their bloodshot eyes, giving them an eerie appearance, as though they’d been dead for several hours and not just a few minutes.

      They all looked like that.

      A middle-aged woman wielding an axe that was far too large for her small frame ran at us screeching wildly. I hesitated. I didn’t want to take that shot. I was down to my last two bullets, and after the trouble I’d had to go through to make them, wasting even one felt like a betrayal of worst kind.

      I sorted through my options as quickly as I could, and bit back a vicious curse when the choice was clear. The woman never stood a chance. I quieted her lunacy with a bullet to the heart.

      One shot left. At least in the pistol. I still had three more of those custom bullets stashed in my bag, which should have been reassuring, but the knowledge didn’t ease the ache in my chest.

      A few of the remaining townies surrounding us still looked unnaturally angry, but others were frozen in place like startled animals, unsure whether to fight or flee. A handful of others shared similar dazed looks and toddled aimlessly, tripping over their fallen neighbors.

      “It looks like the urge to kill us is wearing off,” Luke said. The menace in his voice matched the dangerous expression darkening his face.

      For the second time in as many minutes, I was hit with dueling sensations. I shoved down the confusing mixture of arousal and fear and turned my eyes back to the villagers. “Looks like, but is there any reason we need to spend time testing that theory?”

      “Nothing comes to mind.”

      “Then we need to leave, now. We can figure out what the hell happened here after we’re clear of whatever madness possessed these people.”

      Luke nodded.

      “One thing first,” I said, holding my hand up when Luke stood. I looked at the bodies lying around us and shook my head. “These people are filthy. Have they never heard of bathing?” I muttered mostly to myself as I pulled my faded blue bandana from my back pocket. It wasn’t the cleanest thing in the world, but it was better than nothing. “Give me your arm.”

      He hesitated for a second, then held it out for me.

      I folded the soft fabric into a neat line and stretched it over the deep puncture in his upper arm. “Hold that there.”

      Our hands brushed when he moved to follow my command. It was the barest of contact, but the sensation sent a wave of heat through me so powerful it made my head swim and my thighs clench.

      Crap on a cracker. What the hell was this guy’s deal?

      I wrapped the bandana around the back of his arm and tied the makeshift bandage in place, careful not to let our skin touch again.

      My reaction was probably nothing anyway. A combination of a head injury and a residual shot of adrenaline from the fight. That’s what I was telling myself.

      I cinched the knot tight and dropped my hands, backing up a step. “I need to get my gear from the inn. At least, I think that’s where it is.” I pressed my palm to the side of my head, which was pounding like a sugared-up kid banging on kitchen pots with metal spoons. “I know I fell asleep there, but I woke up out here.”

      Luke tipped his head to the south. “I need to go back for my stuff too.”

      “Okay, to the inn first. We stick together. And Luke?”

      “Yeah?” The look he gave me nearly knocked me back a step, all fire and fury, delicious and hot.

      No. I shook my head. There was no way I was going down that road with him. I turned toward the inn and squared my shoulders. “Don’t make me regret this.”
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      “Any theories on what that was back there?” Luke’s question cut through my focus as we followed the small, less-traveled path out of town.

      “An ambush.” I stared at the trail ahead. “One I should have seen coming.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Call it a feeling.” The statement sounded almost as tired as I felt.

      He was silent for a long moment. So long, that I was sure he was taking his time trying to find the best way to push the issue. Instead, he asked, “What happened yesterday? That’s when you got here, right?”

      “Yeah, yesterday afternoon. Everyone I ran into seemed happy enough, you know, big smiles and friendly chatter, but something felt wrong. I knew it in my gut, and I didn’t listen.” I took a second to stretch, ignoring the bite of pain at the pull of my sore muscles. Tomorrow would undoubtedly be worse, but I would take it. Sore was always better than dead.

      “I ate a quick dinner at the restaurant,” I offered. “Didn’t really talk to anyone. When I got back to the room, I remember thinking it felt a little too warm. The bed though, it looked so comfortable. I took off my gun and laid down for a minute with every intention of getting back up and getting ready for bed properly. The next thing I knew, I was tied to that damn chair.” I rubbed gently at the abrasions on my wrists.

      Should I tell him the rest of it? If it were me in his shoes, I would want to know.

      “I heard that old bastard talking to Declan.”

      He stiffened. “Your bounty? He did this?”

      Oh, he’d done so many things. I nodded, trying to buy myself a little time while I worked up the nerve to tell him the truth. Well, more of the truth.

      “He wanted Merle to find out how much I knew about him, but he seemed to be in a rush to get out of town before the questioning started. He also made it clear it was the people of Dumas who attacked your village.”

      Luke paused on the trail next to me, looking back over his shoulder toward the trees that separated us from that miserable town. “And here I was debating whether I should feel guilty for killing so many of them. Maybe I should go back and finish the job.”

      “We can, if that’s what you want.” If killing the people who had murdered his family helped him sleep at night, I wouldn’t be the one to stop him or talk him down. Hell, with my gun reloaded and spare ammo at the ready, I could cleanse that wretched little town of all its remaining inhabitants in a matter of minutes. With Luke’s help, it would go even faster. But I still hadn’t told him the worst of it.

      If I did that, if I could get the words out of my mouth, I would have a hell of a time getting rid of him. He’d already followed me this far and he didn’t even know that Declan was the one who gave the order to raze his village.

      It was times like this when I really could have used my mom’s advice. My dad would say I needed to tell Luke the truth, but my mom was the gunslinger. I’d read her journals a dozen times, so I knew she lived and worked by a different set of rules. Rules my dad didn’t always agree with.

      We walked in silence for a long time after that. He never asked to turn around and go back, and I didn’t bother offering again. If it was something he was considering, that was a choice he was going to have to make on his own. The question was, was it fair to let him stew on that decision when he didn’t have all the facts?

      The answer was obvious.

      “I don’t know if this will help or hurt,” I said, glancing over my shoulder, “but from the way it sounded, Declan ordered them to do it.”

      “What?” So much venom laced the question that I had to shove my hand into my pocket to keep from reaching for my pistol. How could he be so appealing one minute and so threatening the next?

      I turned slowly, because, honestly, I didn’t even want to have this conversation, let alone deal with the fallout. Maybe, if I moved slow enough, I wouldn’t see him staring back at me with hate in his eyes.

      Luke stood on the trail a few paces behind me, clenching his big, rugged hands into fists before stretching them wide open. He repeated the move again and again, and with each cycle some of the tension seemed to drain from his neck and shoulders. His deep brown eyes regarded me with anger and something else—disappointment?

      What I didn’t see was hate. Not yet, anyway.

      “Why?” His expression was intense, but the question was laced with confusion.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What did he say, Cameron? I want to know every word.”

      Something warm and maddeningly out of place unfurled inside me at the sound of my name on his lips. Was my brain broken? I reached up and rubbed the back of my neck with my fingertips. My head was still pounding, so yeah, that strange reaction might have been nothing more than a slight mental malfunction.

      I filled him in on Declan’s conversation, as close to verbatim as I could remember, and it helped precisely as much as I suspected it would. Which was not at all.

      “What did Merle want to know exactly?”

      “We never got that far. He asked a few questions, and when I wouldn’t answer, he figured he could beat it out of me.”

      “Did you tell him anything?”

      I huffed out an insulted breath. “No. I figured keeping Merle distracted while I worked on the ropes was better use of my time.” I turned away from him, massaging the stiff muscles along the base of my skull as I walked. I didn’t want to stand there and do nothing and moving helped with the throbbing.

      Another long silence stretched on. Long enough that I started to wonder if he’d decided I wasn’t worth the trouble after all, but eventually I heard his footsteps coming up behind me.

      “Distracted?” He asked with a mixture of disbelief and annoyance. “Is that what you call aggravating him to the point where he used you as a punching bag while you tried to free yourself?”

      “It seemed like a decent idea at the time.” I looked down at the rings of raw, red flesh around my wrists. “Whoever tied me up didn’t do me any favors, but I was almost loose by the time you and Kinley intervened.”

      “I saw that. Is that standard bounty hunter training?” Unveiled suspicion laced the question, but could I really blame the guy for thinking the worst of me?

      “Not exactly standard, but I’ve had some experience in that area.”

      It might have been one minute or twenty that passed before either of us spoke again. I couldn’t tell. My brain was misfiring left and right, and my body . . . I wouldn’t use the word traitor to describe its involuntary reactions to Luke, but it wasn’t exactly cooperating.

      “How are you feeling now?” he asked.

      I pressed my palm to the back of my head. “Mostly fine.”

      “But you’re fighting a headache, right?”

      “Obviously.” I pulled my hand away and let it fall to my side.

      “Hold up for a minute.” The anger had disappeared from his voice, replaced with an air of authority that perked up my rebellious side.

      And yet, my feet stopped moving and I turned. “Why?”

      He pulled one of his canteens off over his head and held it out to me. “You need water.”

      “I’m fine.” The statement seemed convincing enough, right up until I licked my cracked lips.

      “It sounds like someone slipped something in your dinner to knock you out. If that’s the case, you need to flush your system.” He all but shoved the container in my hand. “It’s just water. Drink, but don’t gulp. It’ll help.”

      I glared at him for a good long minute before I pulled off the cap and took a few sips. The water was deliciously cold, and now I knew what had taken him so long to catch up with me earlier. He must have stopped at the stream to fill it.

      “If I told you I would have figured this out eventually, would you believe me?” I asked, trying to temper my irritation with myself.

      The man didn’t owe me anything. Another person might have put a bullet in my back just for being linked to the asshole who’d ruined his life. But here he was, trying to be helpful, despite everything.

      He nodded in an annoyingly patient way. “I believe you, but you were drugged, tied up, beaten, and in a decent fight. I’m guessing your system is still trying to catch up.”

      I barked out a very unladylike laugh and immediately regretted it when the throbbing in my head came roaring back. “Yeah, okay. Maybe you’re right, a little.” I took another slow drink of the cool water before handing it back to him.

      A tentative smile played on his lips. “What was the laugh for?”

      “You called it a decent fight. Decent? Really?”

      His chuckle lit up his face, erasing years from his handsome features. “I stand by my assessment.”

      “And what qualifies you to assess a fight like that in the first place? Are you prone to finding yourself in scrapes like the one back there?”

      “Like that? No. I’ve never seen anything like that. I’ve seen angry mobs, and been in a few skirmishes at the borders, but that whole scene back there was unreal.”

      All the budding lightheartedness died with that one phrase: skirmishes at the borders. I stared at his canteen and replayed the fight in Dumas in my mind. How could I be so blind? “Are you a soldier?”

      Luke ran a hand over his head. “Was. Left the service a couple years back.”

      The air leaked from my lungs. I turned back to the trail, fighting for just a single, steady breath, and started moving without giving any real thought to my next step.

      There was one thing my parents had always agreed on. One thing they’d warned me about so many times growing up that I could hear my dad’s voice in my head the minute Luke confirmed my suspicions.

      Run, Cammy. If you ever meet a soldier, I don’t care which territory he is from, you run like your life depends on it. And if a soldier ever steps foot on the ranch, you make damn sure he never leaves.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, jogging up behind me. I kept moving, swallowing down the panic rising in my throat. “Cameron, wait.” He reached out and grabbed me by the arm.

      It was a gentle touch, but it triggered a tidal wave of violent memories. I whirled around to face him, instantly confused by the concern in his eyes. Genuine concern. But even that couldn’t stop me from yanking my arm free and backing away.

      “I need a minute,” I said, stumbling backward, still trying to put distance between us.

      “What just happened?”

      “Nothing.” I held up my hands. “Just . . . a miscalculation.” I turned my back on him again, which should have been terrifying in itself, but then when my brain demanded that I run, my body refused to obey. I just stood there like a fool with my heart racing and every muscle in my body pulled taut.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Cameron, hey . . .” His voice faded as he drew closer, but he didn’t reach out for me again.

      Smart move. I was caught up in some mucked up version of fight or flight where my past demanded one thing and my present refused to act.

      “Which family did you work for?” It was the only question I could manage, and it sounded strangled to my own ears.

      “Marcus Marchon.”

      Of course, because life wasn’t already hard enough.

      “Listen, whatever has your hackles up, if you just talk to me, we can figure it out. I’m not a threat to you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      I wanted to believe him. Despite the alarms blaring in my head and my dad’s words playing through my mind on a loop, I didn’t want to see this big guy who had just come to my rescue as a bad person. He’d saved my life. He’d barged into a dangerous situation, armed with nothing more than a boot knife, and put his life on the line. For me.

      Stupid. That was the word I was looking for. I was probably being colossally stupid, but I made myself turn to face him. “I was raised not to trust soldiers. Any soldiers,” I said, letting the statement hang between us.

      He rocked back a step and held his hands up. “You heard the part where I said I was a soldier, right? Past tense.”

      It was then that I realized I had my hand on the butt of my pistol. It was instinctual, a purely defensive move. I hadn’t intended to threaten him, but if he’d done the same to me, he would have already been on the ground sucking air through a bloody hole in his torso. I moved slowly, pulling my hand away and folding my arms over my chest.

      I licked my lips and muttered, “Sorry.” It was the best I could do.

      Relief softened some of the tension around his eyes. “I really want to ask why your parents would teach you not to trust soldiers, but let’s put a pin in that for the moment. Right now, what I need to know, is what I can do to show you that you can trust me.” He lowered his hands slowly, clearly testing my response to the move.

      I pulled in a deep breath and let it out on a drawn-out count, trying to force my pulse to slow. Trust was not something I just handed out. It was hard won. Life experience demanded it. But so far, he’d earned more than I was giving him. “Logically, aside from what I was told growing up, I have no reason not to trust you.”

      “But . . .”

      I rolled my head, stretching my neck. “But I’m fighting years of conditioning even acknowledging that.” And why the hell was I even telling him that much?

      “What can I do?”

      “Why did you follow me?” I shot back.

      He glanced down at Kinley, then back at me. “I can’t really explain it.”

      “Try.”

      “I thought you could help me find out who attacked my village.” His eyes scoured my face, searching for something, but apparently not finding it.

      “I’ve done that. Now you know it was the people of Dumas. Why haven’t you turned around to take your revenge or exact justice?” I knew the answer, but I needed to know we were on the same page.

      “Unless you were lying about what you heard, they were just pawns.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t lie.”

      “Yeah? Well, you’re not exactly forthcoming either,” he said. A touch of that delicious softness left his face and when he scratched at the stubble on his neck, it was clear he was frustrated. “If you can’t lie, then tell me this: Did you know it was Declan when we were back in Carrick?”

      Pause. Breath. “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      If he really wanted honesty, I would give it to him. “Because I didn’t want you following me. I couldn’t imagine how horrible it must have been to lose so many people you cared about all at once. So, I stayed to help you because I felt like I needed to. It was the right thing to do. But my mission is exactly that, mine and mine alone. I don’t need some guy I barely know, who is amped up on grief and anger, getting in my way.”

      He recoiled from my words like I’d slapped him, and I instantly felt like a monster.

      “Luke, I—”

      He held up a hand. “Don’t start backpedaling now. I think that’s the most honest, open thing you’ve said to me since the moment we met.”

      “But—”

      “And you made the right call.”

      I what? Surely I hadn’t heard that right.

      “I don’t understand.”

      He nodded like he’d expected exactly those words from me. “I was in a bad place those first few days and you’re right; I would have just gotten in your way. I still might, unintentionally, but if you agree to let me tag along on your mission, to let us tag along,” he said, looking pointedly down at the big black wolf, “I promise I will do everything in my power to help you.”

      I let my arms fall to my sides and shook out my hands. “What do you get out of it?” And why did this feel so much like I was playing with fire?

      “Besides your company?” His mouth twitched at the corners. “I want justice for my family. If that means we get to kill him, then I’ll help you kill him. If it means we tie him up and drag him all the way to the capital to turn him in, then I’ll help with that. If you let me join you, I’ll follow your lead every step of the way.”

      Pretty words from a pretty man. That combination spelled trouble for me.

      “I’m still not ready to trust you,” I said, though it was only partially true. There was a part of me that desperately wanted to give him that trust. I reached up, tracing my fingertips over the jagged scar running down my jaw.

      That part of me had been wrong before.

      Luke’s gaze followed the move and his lips flattened into a thin line. “What if I give you my guns?”

      I shook my head, dropping my hand. “Keep your guns on you. We both have to sleep sometime, and if you’re only holding off on killing me because I have them, you can easily just wait until I’m asleep and take me out then.”

      “Ouch.” He pressed his hand to his chest. “You think so little of me?”

      “The opposite, actually.” I scrubbed my hands over my face. Was I really going to do this? Put my faith in a man who was everything I should be trying to avoid?

      I pulled in a steadying breath that only kind of worked. “You can join me, both of you.” I nodded to Kinley and did a double take when the wolf dipped her head in response. The day just kept getting weirder.

      Luke glanced between us and opened his mouth to say something, but I wasn’t done. “We should be fine as long as you don’t give me a reason to shoot you.”

      He laughed a little uneasily at that, like he wasn’t entirely sure I was kidding.

      Good. If he stuck around long enough, he’d figure out I wasn’t the kidding type.
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      I turned my face to the sky, checking the movement of the sun through the canopy for what must have been the fifteenth time. Cameron had disappeared into the trees well over an hour earlier, dead set on catching us something fresh to eat. I could have done it, and I’d offered, but she was a one-woman show.

      I’d met women like her in the city. Not exactly, not with the kind of fighting skills she had or as much hidden beneath that tough façade, but she was every bit as independent and stubborn, and she wore it like armor. The message was clear: No man needed, thank you very much.

      Though, I wasn’t sure if it was just men she didn’t need or people in general.

      The trail had pulled us steadily east for several days, out of the rolling hills thick with ancient trees, and straight toward the snow-capped mountains. We still had plenty of rations in our packs, several days’ worth if we played it right, but she wasn’t wrong about needing something fresh. Salted jerky and dehydrated preserves could only take a body so far and there was no denying how much my own body craved fresh food.

      I told myself it was just the food. Once I had something in my stomach that hadn’t been seasoned and sapped of its natural moisture, the other craving growing inside me would surely settle.

      “Who wants rabbit?” she asked, holding her catch high as she came through the brush. Her cheeks were pink from the windy day and the triumphant smile on her face gave her the look of a woman who wasn’t carrying a hundred-pound chip on her shoulder. Not that I knew what that chip was. I hadn’t been able to crack that barrier yet.

      Kinley perked up and her tail swished once, but she didn’t make a move toward the raw meat in Cameron’s hand. I patted her head gently. She was always such a good companion.

      “Nice work,” I said, stretching out my other hand toward Cameron’s catch. “Since you already took care of the killing and cleaning, I’ll take care of the cooking.”

      She pulled the rabbits just out of reach with a gleam in her eye. “You cook?”

      “I do, and I’m quite good at it, I’ll have you know.”

      She cocked an eyebrow, but tipped her head, as if she was silently saying she didn’t believe me for a second, but she’d let me make a fool of myself if I wanted to. “Before you get too excited, you and I are sharing one. Kinley gets her own. My way of saying thanks for her saving my life back in Dumas.”

      “That’s mighty generous of you.” I tried to temper the grin stretching across my face. The first meeting between Cam and Kinley hadn’t been the best, and the woman had regarded my loyal wolf with suspicion for a while. After Dumas though, the two really seemed to be warming up to each other.

      “It seems fitting for such a fearless warrior.” She cocked her head. “I know I’m a few days late with this, but I owe you a thank you as well. I’m not sure I would have made it out of there in one piece without your help.”

      I reached out and took the rabbits from her. “You’re welcome, though I have a feeling you would have been just fine.” Then I surprised myself by dropping her a quick wink before setting to work cooking the evening’s meal.

      Of course, I spent the entire time I was cooking stewing in silence, wondering why in the hell I’d winked at the woman. I couldn’t even bring myself to look at her until the food was done, but when I did, she seemed to be avoiding my gaze too.

      Great. Another silent, awkward meal with a woman who only let me tag along on her mission because she felt obligated to. That sounded like a lovely way to spend the evening.

      Except that wasn’t exactly how it went.

      For the first time since we’d met, she seemed to open up a little. Or rather, she showed more interest, and not just in me.

      The look on Kinley’s face when Cam set a tin plate full to the brim with shredded rabbit meat in front of her was priceless. She sat up straight and her big golden eyes glistened with hope, focused intently on the woman as she waited for permission to eat the feast set before her.

      She devoured the entire pile like a pro, then focused her attention on cleaning her paws, pausing occasionally to look between the two of us like she was following along with the conversation.

      Cameron and I laughed together like old friends, and she asked all the right questions to keep the conversation flowing effortlessly. It was the first time talking with her had actually felt . . . easy. At some point in the conversation, Kinley curled herself into a ball at the foot of my bedroll, and I caught myself stroking her fur absent-mindedly as I shared stories about my family and my life.

      It wasn’t until we said our good nights and I stretched out in the quiet, with Kinley tucked safely against my feet, that I realized how little I’d learned about the woman since we’d left Dumas.

      Not that I hadn’t tried. If there was one thing I was good at, it was learning people’s secrets. It was one of the many reasons I was so good at my job at the capital. But her skill for subtly redirecting the conversation away from her own life was something else.

      Hours of conversation about our families and our pasts. Yet, all she’d given me was that she had three sisters and grew up on a ranch somewhere east of the divide. And through it all, she’d managed to avoid mentioning even one of her sisters’ names.

      Cameron, last name withheld, was a mystery. She was a woman who was skilled with weapons, yet she still knew how to defend herself without them. She was also, apparently, quite good at keeping secrets, and miles away from trusting me with hers.

      I closed my eyes and smiled into the starry night. I always did enjoy a good challenge.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the next morning to Cameron’s muffled laughter. At first, my groggy mind couldn’t even identify the sound, but when my brain finally caught up, I found myself laying on the very edge of my bedroll with Kinley’s long, furry body stretched out in the middle of it, her back pressed against mine.

      The little shit had always been a bed hog. I should have known, but when I first let her sleep on the bed with me, she weighed all of a few pounds. Now that she was fully grown, she was probably pushing close to a hundred.

      My shoulder ached from the awkward position, and I rolled forward the tiniest bit to give it a break, leaving an opening of less than an inch between my back and hers. She didn’t waste a moment. She stretched her long limbs with a satisfied grumble and rolled into the space, filling the tiny gap.

      “Dammit, Kinley. You’re supposed to stay at the foot of the bed,” I said, reaching back to pat her furry side.

      Without a care in the world, she stretched again and let out a sleepy grumble as she rolled to her feet. I flopped into the now open spot and shook my head, looking up at Cameron. “She really does think she’s human. A short, furry, bed-hogging human.”

      She let out a laugh that sparked something inside me, her eyes crinkling at the edges before she turned to the fire with a little smirk.

      I sat up. I wanted to see that look in her eyes again. To hear her laugh again. “Would you like me to get the fire going? I’m sure I can find something to cook up for breakfast.”

      “No, but thank you,” she said, glancing at me over her shoulder. “I figured we would grab a quick bite to eat from the food we have packed and be on our way.”

      I slipped my boots on and hauled myself to my feet. “Sounds like as good a plan as any.”

      “Have you ever been out this far on this trail?”

      “No. I’ve always stuck to the main road after leaving Dumas.”

      She narrowed her eyes at the path. “I suppose it doesn’t make much of a difference. This feels like the right way for now.”

      And just like that, the playful woman whose laughter and smile had made my heart suddenly start beating again slipped away, and the closed off, mission-focused bounty hunter returned.
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      Nine days later, not that I was counting, Kinley was back to moving like a healthy wolf and the deep gouge in Luke’s upper arm was healing nicely. I set my pack on the ground and stretched my hands toward the sky, reveling in the sensation. The lingering aches and pains from the fight in Dumas had finally faded.

      I knelt beside the creek to refill my water skins and did a double take when I caught my reflection shimmering back at me from the calm pool along the bank. I’d never thought I looked much like my mom, no matter how many people in town commented on our resemblance when I was a kid, but when I saw myself in that water, for just a second, I could have sworn I was looking at her.

      Had I really changed that much since I’d left the ranch?

      My skin was a few shades darker, and my cheeks had lost a little of their plumpness. That was it. At least on the surface.

      I’d also seen a lot more of the world. There was good in it, here and there, but the longer I followed Declan’s trail, the less I noticed the good . . . even in myself.

      I’d lost track of time for a long while on my journey. When I’d left home, my focus was on finding Declan and stopping him from inflicting any more damage in my world. That’s what I told myself anyway. In truth, I was also running away from what my life had become.

      I hated myself for feeling that way. What kind of big sister just up and left her family for months at a time? I knew the answer to that question, and it made me cringe. I also knew if I didn’t get some distance, I would break.

      Just a little space, that was all. From the ranch, from my sisters. From the responsibilities that had choked the playful young girl out of me long before I reached adulthood.

      Space to find out who I was without everything else holding me back.

      Almost every person I’d ever met knew next to nothing about me. I’d always told myself it was because maintaining some level of anonymity was part of being a Hale gunslinger. There was some truth in that, to be sure.

      Most people who’d heard the legends surrounding my family believed our line of deadly gunslingers to be big, strong, ruthless men. It was a logical assumption, since women in our world were ushered toward domestic tasks and careers, whether by choice or custom.

      It frustrated me to no end how so many women simply accepted their lots in life. They didn’t just settle for being perceived as weaker. No, they were so convinced of their inherent inferiority, they never actually tried to see if they could be stronger or better. It grated against the very core of my being.

      As the oldest of four sisters, it was up to me to set the example. So, of course, frustration and irritation were my go-to reactions when anyone dared to treat me like I was weaker or less skilled for being born female.

      I hadn’t learned to see the bigger picture back then.

      I was born and raised a gunslinger. My mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother all carried the title. The Hale line stretched back centuries, and the legacy had always been carried forward by women. Powerful women who had long used the stereotype of the gentler, weaker female to their benefit.

      Even our names were carefully chosen to feed the fallacy.

      When stories of a new generation of Hale gunslingers spread, and Hale once again became a household name, it didn’t take me and my sisters long to see the hidden value in being underestimated. Letting the world believe the deadliest gunslingers in the land were men gave us one hell of an advantage.

      I’d fought more battles than I could remember in my life, and I had the scars to prove it. I was strong, capable, and deadly. My survival depended on it. Yet some days, I still felt as small and as lost as I did the morning my mom died.

      Today was one of those days. When I saw her face in the wavering features of my own reflection, judging me silently from beyond the grave, I couldn’t bear to look.

      Plunging my hands into the pool, I scattered the image. I splashed handfuls of that cool water over my face and hair, letting the chill of the liquid roll down my back and trickle between my shoulder blades, washing away some of my guilt. It was a temporary relief, but I would take what I could get.

      The sensation raised goosebumps across my arms, but it did little to quiet my mind. What I really needed was to clear my thoughts so I could figure out how to deal with the newest threat to my family secret.

      Luke.

      He’d been asking an awful lot of questions and dodging them was getting harder by the day. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, the time was coming for me to make a choice.
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      Our path rejoined the main route a few days later, running parallel to a pair of centuries-old train tracks. The road, a packed dirt swath wide enough for two carts to pass unimpeded, was an improvement in some ways. And yet, while we had walked for weeks without seeing another soul along the old narrow path, it took us less than a day to run into travelers on the new road.

      A quartet of villagers pulled to the far edge of the lane as we approached, each watching us with an unusual amount of suspicion. It was natural to be cautious, but those folks looked more like they were running from something than traveling, and that was before I saw that the group carried only one small gunny sack between the four of them. Whatever they were up to, they didn’t have enough supplies to make it far.

      When the man in the group spotted the holsters strapped to Luke’s hips, he motioned the other three behind him.

      I probably would have kept moving right on past them, but Luke raised a friendly hand as we approached.

      “No need to be fearful, friend,” he said. “We mean no harm to you and yours.” He nodded toward the two women and the teenage boy using the man as a shield.

      They were clearly frightened. More so than they should have been if I was reading their body language right.

      “Are you all okay?” I asked, studying the four strangers.

      The man ignored my question, keeping his eyes on Luke. “Are you a mercenary?”

      Luke shot me a glance. “No.”

      “A gunslinger then?”

      “No,” Luke shook his head. “Are you folks in some kind of trouble?”

      The man took half a step back, spreading his arms protectively in front of the others. “Why do you carry guns?”

      Luke held his hands up, showing them he meant no harm, even though he’d just said as much. “We’re hunting someone, a criminal.”

      “So, you’re bounty hunters then?” the boy in the group asked, peeking out from behind his man-shaped shield.

      When Luke shot me another look, this time with his eyebrows lifted, I stepped forward. “Something like that. What can we do for you?”

      The man smoothed the panels of his twill jacket and pushed his shoulders back. It was an unconscious move many people made when they wanted to build themselves up for something. “We need help.” He nodded toward Luke’s pistols. “That kind of help.”

      Luke glanced to me again, but I didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, I took two careful steps toward the group and motioned to the side of the road. “Why don’t we find a place to sit for a spell? You can tell us your story.”

      He hesitated, but eventually we all gathered as he shared their tale. The way the man, Brian, dismissed me when he started telling us of their situation made me want to laugh. Not that there was anything funny about their predicament.

      My humor came from the way he addressed only Luke when he spoke, and how, when I ventured a question, he acknowledged me with a quick glance but turned back to Luke with the answer.

      Luke, bless his heart, looked uncomfortable, bordering on embarrassed, with Brian’s blatant disregard for me.

      The younger woman, Emily, and the tall, scrawny boy who had introduced himself timidly as Rick, huddled together, keeping their distance from us.

      I knew villagers out in the sticks could be skittish, but their reaction felt a little too visceral.

      The other woman, Inda, looked to be in her early thirties, and she wasn’t the least bit shy about studying any of us, Kinley included. She did it quietly and respectfully, at least until we were a few minutes into Brian’s telling of their ordeal. Out of nowhere, her dark eyebrows winged up, and she stared openly at me.

      That was never a good sign.

      When she saw that I’d caught her, her expression morphed from astonishment to disbelief and back in the space of a few seconds. She nudged Brian with her elbow. When he ignored her, she jabbed him hard in the ribs.

      Irritation flitted across his face as he turned to her. “What is it, Inda?”

      She leaned close to his ear, never taking her eyes off me, and whispered, “You’re talking to the wrong one.”

      “Do you see another man with guns out here?” He motioned sarcastically to the empty road stretching out on either side of us.

      “No.” She lowered her voice until it was barely audible, at least it would have been to someone who hadn’t spent years honing their senses. “But he’s no gunslinger.”

      Frustration clouded Brian’s expression. “Of course not. Are you daft? We established that not five minutes ago.”

      She licked her lips nervously, her gaze darting from my eyes to my revolver and back. “But she is.”

      My heart sank.

      Brian’s brow scrunched in confusion, and he cast her a sideways glance. “We don’t have time for this, Inda.”

      If I was lucky, Luke would let that slide. Except the man had been fishing for information about me since the moment we’d met.

      And whatever I was in life, lucky was not it.

      He shot me a surprised look that lasted all of two seconds before understanding rearranged his features. He narrowed his eyes, his nostrils flaring ever so slightly before he turned back to Inda. “What makes you say that?”

      She jumped at the question, realizing too late that everyone in the group had heard her whispered words. I half expected her to shrink back into herself or huddle up close to the younger two and try to disappear. Instead, she pulled her shawl up and squared her shoulders.

      “Her gun. The insignia.” She pointed at my pistol. “I recognize it.”

      Yeah, definitely not lucky.

      My fingers wanted to drift to the revolver, to trace the insignia carefully carved into the baskwood handle, marking each of the seven notches in the outer circle. I knew better. The woman in front of me was putting on a brave face, but it was a mask, and a fragile one if I had to guess.

      I leaned forward, drawing in a careful breath to help steady my voice. “Where have you seen it?”

      “In my grand-poppa’s journal.” The next words rushed out of her before I could stop her. “You’re from the line of Hale, right?”

      Well, damn.

      That would have been a great time to just flat lie. Gods, it would have been so easy. Except that wasn’t the way it worked. I could bend the rules. I could skirt around them when the situation called for it. But I couldn’t break them. It wasn’t how I’d been raised.

      The look on Luke’s face told me Inda’s entirely accurate observation wouldn’t be easily dismissed.

      Of course not.

      The kicker was, I wasn’t upset with him. Or Inda, for that matter. I was upset because I should have been the one to tell him. I’d been dancing around it in my head for the better part of a week, but instead of speaking up, I did the same thing I’d always done—I kept my business to myself.

      Unfortunately, the cat was out of the bag, and there was no point in trying to stuff it back in. I balled my right hand into a fist and held it over the center of my chest, dipping my head in the traditional greeting. “Cameron Hale, at your service.”

      Inda stood gracefully and dropped into a deep curtsy, lowering her chin to her chest. It was a move I hadn’t seen in ages, not since my very first mission with my mom.

      I motioned for the exotic-looking woman to rise. “There’s no need to stand on ceremony this far out in the world. It sounds like you’re dealing with a tenuous situation. I’m inclined to lend a hand,” I offered, raising my index finger, “but I’d like to hear your take on things, if you don’t mind.”

      “You can’t be . . .” Brian shook his head. “But the Hale gunslingers are men. I mean, who in their right mind would name girls Tanner, Berkley, and . . .” His voice faded as he leaned back against the rock he’d been sitting on, with a look on his face like he hadn’t a clue what to think.

      “Cameron?” I finished for him. “My parents chose my name much the same as your parents chose yours, Brian.”

      It was a bit of a struggle to control the smile that threatened to curl the corners of my lips. I’d learned to mostly ignore that kind of reaction from people, or at least I thought I had, but for some reason seeing it from Brian struck a chord. A sense of pride I thought I’d lost years earlier welled inside me.

      Most people never discovered the true identities of anyone in my family, and those who did rarely lived long enough for it to matter. It shouldn’t have been as easy as it was to hide who we were, but once a person got an idea into his head about the way a thing should be, changing that perception was an uphill battle.

      To his credit, Luke seemed to be handling the news well, except he clearly had a whole new host of questions I wasn’t ready to answer. I locked eyes with him and shook my head once. His only response was a nod, but there was so much subtext wrapped up in that small dip of his head. And his gaze. It drilled into me, letting me know, in no uncertain terms, that I wasn’t off the hook.

      I shifted my attention to Inda. “Let’s get back to your problem. You have bandits in your village who managed to round everyone up and they’re holding them hostage in the train station. Is that correct?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “I’m assuming they’re armed.”

      “Yes. Guns, knives, swords. They have everything,” Brian chimed in.

      I nodded but kept my attention on Inda. “And they’re holding the villagers until the train comes through town?”

      Inda hesitated for a breath. “That’s what they said.”

      Interesting. She didn’t believe them. I couldn’t blame her, since bandits were inherently untrustworthy, but why not just come out and say it?

      “When is the train due?” Luke asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Tomorrow. It comes through the first Tuesday of the month, in the afternoon.” Inda said.

      “Early afternoon,” Brian added, his voice brimming with pride.

      “How many are there? How many bad guys?” I asked.

      Inda looked at Brian who only shrugged. “I counted four, maybe five.” She looked down at her hands. “I wish I could help more, but when I saw the chance to get away and get help, I ran. We all did.” Her shoulders drooped with the admission.

      “There’s a big difference between running away and running for help,” I said softly.

      “Did they see you get away?” Luke asked.

      “I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure,” Inda said.

      Luke lifted his chin toward the other three, silently asking them the same question. All three shook their heads.

      “Do any of you know how many hostages they have?” I asked.

      Inda gripped the edges of her shawl a little tighter. “There are sixty-seven of us in the village. With us out here that leaves sixty-three.”

      “How many children?”

      She counted off kids on her fingers. “Three little ones and four bigger kids, in their teens.” She motioned to Rick. “About his age.”

      “How many able-bodied adults?” Luke asked. “By that I mean men and women who would fight if they saw an opportunity.”

      The four exchanged questioning looks, and then all started talking at once. After a few minutes of debate, they narrowed it down to the most physically capable adults, but only a few of those would put up any kind of fight.

      “Did the robbers hurt anyone?” I asked. That would be the tell. Bandits weren’t the only threats roaming the territory, and they were a far cry from the worst.

      “One. They mostly just threatened everyone and rounded them up, but a couple of them roughed up one of the men pretty bad.”

      Damn.

      “Give us a moment,” I said, catching Luke’s eye and tipping my head toward the other side of the road.

      Inda and her trail mates nodded, their desperate gazes following us across the dirt swath with equal parts hope and unease.

      Kinley stayed close on our heels as we put enough distance between us to prevent anyone from overhearing our conversation.

      “Are you familiar with the kind of bandits who take hostages without demanding a reward or seriously harming any of them?” I asked, pitching my voice low despite the distance.

      Luke nodded solemnly. “Warrants.”

      “Have you dealt with them before or just heard stories?”

      “I’ve had a few run-ins with the sort. Enough to know the only good warrant is a dead one.”

      I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and rested my hand on the butt of my pistol. “Are you up for seeing if we can lend these folks a hand?”

      “I’m not saying no, but out of curiosity, what would happen if I did?” he asked. “Would you and I just move along and leave these people to sort out their own troubles?”

      The thought actually made me chuckle. “No.” I folded my arms over my chest and leveled him with a serious look. “If you aren’t game for lending a hand, then you can go on your way. No one will stop you.”

      “You’ve already made up your mind to help them? Just like that?”

      Not exactly, but I nodded anyway. “Just like that.” It was the wrong time to get into the rules and responsibilities I had to live up to. “Are you in or out?”

      “I’m in.” Luke held up his index finger. “On one condition.”

      “I bet I can guess, but go ahead, name your terms.”

      “After we sort this out,” he said, waving a hand toward the four frightened villagers, “You and I are going to sit down and have ourselves a little tête-à-tête, lay all our cards on the table.”

      No, we wouldn’t. We could lay some of those cards out, but I had secrets I had no intention of sharing with anyone. Ever.

      Besides, he probably just wanted an explanation as to why he was only now finding out about my title, when we’d been traveling together for weeks.

      Give or take a few tense moments, they’d been some of the best weeks of my adult life, despite the circumstances that brought us together. For a short, precious while, I’d had no title clouding his impression of me and no legendary family history shadowing my every move.

      With Luke and Kinley there was no pressure. No expectation. I just had to be myself, and it had been freeing to let my walls down, even if it was just for a few minutes here and there.

      I should have said something once we were out of Dumas, and I almost did. I’d come so close, but for the first time in my life, I didn’t want to be just a gunslinger. For once in my otherwise violent and mission-driven existence, I wanted to have someone know me without the reality of my family name coloring his view. But that wasn’t fair to him. He had a right to know more about me, especially when being linked to me put both him and Kinley at risk.

      I nodded once. “Deal. If we both come out on the other side of this next little adventure, I’ll tell you what I can.” I expected a serious, solemn response. The bark of laughter that escaped him caught me completely off guard.

      Luke smothered his unexpected outburst with a hand over his mouth, feigning a small coughing fit to cover the sound. “Little adventure?” he whispered through his fingers as he shook his head. “You call dealing with four or five potential warrants a ‘little adventure’? You never cease to amaze, Cam.”

      There was a part of me, some deep, hidden part, that responded to that pet name in a very primal way. Heat pulsed through my body, and I took a half step back, instinctively putting space between us. “We’re using nicknames now?”

      “It’s a purely tactical decision.” He flashed that damn charming smile of his. “Saves time.”

      “Of course. How perfectly sensible of you.” It took me two solid seconds of focus before I could trust my voice not to crack. I cleared my throat and motioned toward the four villagers. “Shall we?”

      “Lead the way, Gunslinger,” he said with a wink.
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      Threats in the territories came in many shapes and sizes, especially when a person pushed out closer to the borders, but warrants were some of the slimiest. They were ragtag bands of miscreants that stalked small communities on the edges of the civilized world, far from major cities, but close to train tracks or seaports.

      The method was always the same, at least from the accounts I’d read: ambush a small town under the guise of needing to keep the villagers out of the way for a robbery, then tell the victims that they would all be set free as soon as the ship or train arrived, and the “robbers” had their loot.

      The ruse usually kept the victims docile enough until the train or ship arrived. The vehicle for transporting the victims was always acquired in advance, but not so far ahead of time as to draw too much attention to the area. In some cases, no more than a few hours before it was needed. Every report I’d been able to get my hands on during my tenure with Marcus Marchon had indicated the warrants—the murderers and kidnappers, because that was what they really were—would always kill one or two of the strongest or most influential.

      A move like that was a show of force. Calculated executions could do a lot to mess with a person’s head, and it really wasn’t that difficult to drive mortal fear into a mind already on the edge of panic. I’d seen as much firsthand.

      In the case of the warrants, I imagined the survivors were often so afraid of suffering the same fate as their fallen friends that they just let themselves be herded onto the train or boat like a flock of terrified sheep. Then, all the warrants had to do was lock them up and send the whole lot straight to a prearranged rendezvous point.

      From there, the hostages were reportedly divided up based on their desirability and auctioned off to the highest bidder. The luckiest of the bunch, a rare few from the stories I’d heard, escaped their captors and keepers early on. But the sticky thing was, there were no “official” reports of escapees surviving. In fact, even the dispatches I’d read on the warrants were kept under lock and key. I’d had top-level clearance back then and I’d still had to sweet talk my way into the archives.

      What happened after the auction was hotly debated amongst those of us who believed the stories about the warrants. The popular theory, and the one I subscribed to, was that the unlucky bastards who didn’t make the cut at the auction were forced to spend the rest of their lives toiling in The Narrows, slowly dying of malnutrition and overexposure.

      I’d never witnessed the after-effects of a warrant raid, but according to Cam, she had. The way she described the emptiness left behind was heartbreaking. Warrants wiped out entire communities, leaving tiny ghost towns in their greedy wake. She said she’d never understood how so many people could let themselves be controlled by a handful of bullies.

      I understood it all too well because that was how the military worked. The few controlled the many.

      Warrants weren’t typically the overly intelligent sort, or even well-trained for that matter, if I could believe the stories. They were thugs who used misdirection and fear as weapons. An enemy like that could be defeated, but all too often, people weren’t willing to take the risk.

      I couldn’t help thinking that if the people in those lost communities had worked together and fought back, they might have been able to overrun the warrants. There would have been some collateral damage. Some innocents would have been injured, and a few killed. But most of them probably would have survived. Instead, they let a pointless fear of death drive them all to far more terrible fates.

      And it was happening again, in a quiet mountain village named Silva. The place was a little run down, but not as bad as some. The steeply peaked roofs of the hand-built homes blended inconspicuously with the dense pine and spruce trees deep in the narrow valley.

      As our group crested the last long hill that would lead us down into the heart of the trouble, I paused to look out over the expanse of forest and the ocean of color swelling around us. Swaths of pine trees carved deep green chasms through a riot of brilliant yellow aspen leaves. In less than two weeks’ time, the miles of quaking aspen would melt from the countless shades of yellow, to rich oranges, then to a final fiery red before the heart-shaped leaves floated to the ground, marking the turn of the season.

      I stood for a moment, enjoying the brisk breeze and the unique view of the world as it stretched out far beyond what my eyes could see, imagining the waves of rich red foliage that would overtake the hills as the temperatures continued to drop.

      Kinley backtracked and sat beside me. I didn’t hear her approach, which wasn’t uncommon. My wolf might be a big creature, but she was light on her feet. Her snout brushed my hand as she took her place. When I looked down, her golden eyes scanned the hills with a look of appreciation that mimicked mine.

      She glanced up and leaned her big head against my hip. “I know, girl,” I said, stroking her gorgeous black fur. “It is beautiful up here.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, the seven of us setup camp in a small rock shelter out of sight from the little village. The natural hollow in the stony mountainside was large enough to keep us all dry, and hopefully far enough away to disguise our presence.

      “We’re only asking for a small fire,” Brian insisted again, interrupting my train of thought. “Just enough to warm us all up a bit. It’s only going to get colder.”

      Cameron shook her head. “Despite the privacy of the hollow, we’re camped too close to town. If the warrants catch the scent of smoke, they might come looking for the source.”

      She and I had split our remaining food between the villagers, except for the small stash of jerky and apple slices I saved for Kinley. The wolf would have no problem hunting up her own meal, but I’d promised her a long time ago that I would never let her go hungry. It was a promise I meant to keep, even if I had to skip a few meals.

      Cameron saw what I was doing, but she only watched without commenting. As much as I wanted to explain, I thought it was better not to let the others know about the extra rations.

      With the villagers situated on the two bedrolls, eating their small dinner in silence, Cameron and I set off to scope out the town before the day’s light faded, leaving Kinley to stand guard over the hollow.

      The town of Silva was built around the train station, which was several times larger than the other buildings that made up the village. A couple dozen small homes were scattered haphazardly along the road that led to the station, but no sign of light or life shone from any of the dark windows.

      “Do you smell that?” she whispered.

      I nodded. Wood smoke.

      She paused as we edged around a building, pointing out the light of the warrants’ campfire bouncing off the glossy tin panels of the station’s walls. The whole building was out of place, a shock of sleek metal and heavy industry standing in contrast to the modest, rustic homes.

      “I count five,” she said quietly, holding up her hand with her fingers splayed.

      I’d seen them too, all men, all gathered around the growing bonfire in front of the station. They wore varying shades of denim and canvas pants with button-down shirts and thick leather vests. One donned a cowboy hat that looked impossibly clean and stiff, like he’d bought it just that morning. Compared to the worn and tattered clothes of the villagers, these guys were dressed to the nines.

      Firelight glinted off the ornate silver belt buckles as the men moved and shifted around the flames while they talked.

      We made a quick plan to split up. She would try to get a little closer to see what she could see. My job was to cover her from one of the rooftops. The plan was simple enough, and it made more sense than both of us sneaking about down there, but every time she slipped out of sight between two of those small homes, I caught myself holding my breath until she emerged from the shadows on the other side.

      I didn’t like leaving her down there to scout the situation by herself, no matter how logical the choice to send her in on her own was. It didn’t help that we were losing light. Or that we were already up to five warrants. They all seemed like pretty boys to me, sitting around the large fire, utterly oblivious to Cameron’s approach. They were too caught up in sharing stories and telling crude jokes that had them erupting in peals of laughter every few minutes.

      From my position, tucked behind the chimney on the roof of a small house, I had a clear line of sight on them. The house sat on a slight rise, and the added elevation offered me an unobstructed view of the station. It was the only reason I chose a position so far away, and it paid off, because it was the only way I could have spotted the sixth guy leaning against the corner of the metal building, keeping his distance from the fire and the rowdy fivesome.

      I was pretty sure Cameron hadn’t clocked him yet, but I couldn’t exactly call out to warn her without giving away my own position and putting her at risk. So, I did what any good lookout would do, and kept my gun trained on the sixth warrant and my eyes on her.

      A log in the fire popped so loud it sounded almost like the crack of a gunshot as it sent a shower of crackling orange sparks into the air. One of the men yelped and jumped at the sound, and the others erupted into great guffaws of laughter, turning on the jumpy one like hyenas with their prey backed into a corner.

      Their behavior reminded me so strongly of my first few weeks in training for the army. I could almost smell the acrid stench of fear, and sweat, and too much starch, that had always lingered in the barracks. It didn’t matter how many doors and windows were left open. That scent had soaked into the bones of that building.

      The warrant leaning against the station perked up and my own muscles went taut. He stood stock-still for one beat, then two, before turning his back to the other men. I had to squint to see it, but when he brought his right hand to his face, then flipped it in a quick circular motion with the index finger pointed toward the sky, there was no question what it meant.

      I would recognize that hand signal anywhere. The warrant had just told someone, a seventh someone, to check the perimeter of the station. And where Cameron was, moving stealthily closer to the men by the fire, she would be exposed to the new stranger making his way around the backside of the building.

      I wanted to yell at her to stop, to hide, to run, but if I drew attention now, the hostages were as good as dead. She might make it out though. If she really was the Cameron Hale.

      According to the lore, the Hale gunslingers were damn near invincible in a fight. But legends and myths were just stories. Fiction. They were entertaining to listen to, but most only held a kernel of truth.

      I’d seen Cameron in a fight. She was a force, there was no arguing that, but she bled and bruised and felt pain just like the rest of us mere mortals.

      My heart rate jumped at the sight of the sixth man closing in on Cam’s position, drawing a short sword from the scabbard on his belt.

      Something in the man’s movement must have caught her attention, because she froze in the near darkness. At least she had the shadows on her side. I watched helplessly as he advanced toward her, his head swiveling slowly from side to side, as though he knew something was out there but he couldn’t quite make it out.

      With my finger on the trigger, I drew in a steadying breath. If he got too close, I would take the shot. It would throw everything into chaos, but what choice did I have?

      One step, then another. Just as I started to squeeze, an eerie yipping sound pierced the falling dusk, coming from the west end of the small village. A melody of responding yips and barks echoed between the hillsides, volleying across the small town. I lifted my index finger from the cool metal and sucked in a shallow breath, even as the predatory calls sent sharp tingles over my scalp and down the back of my neck.

      It sounded like a pack of coyotes had taken up guard in the idyllic valley and were calling out to each other to check-in.

      The man froze, straightening and turning, clearly trying to identify where the sound was coming from. The moment he wasn’t focused in her direction, Cameron dashed across the little road, ducking into the shadows of the dark houses on the far side just as the seventh man rounded the corner.

      Lucky number seven wore a single long-barreled pistol on his right hip. It was the first gun I’d seen on the lot of them, but I doubted it would be the last.

      Seven moved cautiously along the side of the station, scanning the nearby woods. At the corner of the building, he stood and surveyed the town and trees in front of him again. His hand never left the butt of his gun.

      When he was satisfied nothing was out of place, he turned to Six and flashed him a thumbs up. The other man shrugged, slid his short sword back in its scabbard, and they moved together to join the others at the fire.

      A few interminable moments later, a low whistle sounded from the ground below, and I let out a ragged breath. My blood was running hot, racing through my veins as I made my way down from the peaked roof, but it was nothing compared to the way my hands were shaking.

      When I found my footing, Cam was less than two feet away, her cheeks flushed with excitement. Strands of her long brown hair had pulled free of her braid, and her eyes pulsed with a wild energy I’d never seen before, even in Dumas. It was like I was getting my first real look at the woman behind the walls, and she was . . . beyond breathtaking.

      Lush and untamed.

      Without a word, I closed the small distance between us. Her eyes flashed wide when I reached up and slid my hand around the back of her neck. She stiffened, and I sensed, more than felt, her hands fall to her sides.

      I should have pulled back. I should have heeded the warnings her body projected, but my irritation flared when I pulled her into my arms. Annoyance for the way she’d put herself at risk and anger with myself for taking up a position so far away from where she might have needed me. Amid that frustration, however, a river of relief flooded my senses, because she’d made it back to me unscathed.

      She smelled every bit as intense as she looked, a heady mix of forest and campfire laced with wildflowers. I leaned down and pressed a hard, heated kiss to her lips.

      I thought I felt her soften the slightest bit as she slid her hands up my chest. My lids slipped closed from the warmth in her palms soaking through my shirt, searing into my skin. The sensation sent a shudder of pleasure through me unlike anything I’d ever felt before.

      One touch and I was falling.

      Literally.

      She shoved me so hard I had to reel for balance, barely managing to keep myself upright. Then I caught the flash of icy rage in her eyes. She moved so quickly I didn’t even realize she’d drawn her gun until I saw the barrel of it aligned perfectly with my groin.

      Dread trickled through me, along with a whole host of other things, not the least of which was understanding. I’d screwed up. Big time.

      Cam was as still as death. Not even her chest rose and fell, but there was no mistaking the angry energy that roiled just below the surface.
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      The expression on Luke’s face soothed the sharpest edges of my fury, but just barely. I knew he meant no harm. Somewhere deep inside, I acknowledged that. I felt a pull toward him, a growing need to be closer, but even if he felt it too, it didn’t give him the right to take without asking.

      I’d learned the hard way that my best defense when I was off-balance was a ruthless offense, and it was one lesson I never intended to forget.

      I lowered the gun and shook my head with a tight sigh. “I like you, Luke.” More than I should. “But I’m particular about physical contact. I don’t tolerate it well.” I let the statement hang in the air, trying to decide how much to tell him. How much did Luke Kendrick really need to know?

      Caution won out over confession, and I finished in the matter-of-fact tone my sisters hated so much. “If any other man had grabbed me the way you just did, he’d be dead right now.”

      His hand crept up his chest, covering the very same spot where I’d shoved him away just seconds earlier. My palms still burned from the contact.

      “I was worried . . . and then you were here. I just . . .” He licked his lips. “Dammit.” Luke scrubbed his hands down his face. “I’m sorry, Cam. I wasn’t thinking.”

      When his gaze finally met mine, he looked ten years older and battle-worn. The pain and remorse in his rich irises hinted at deep wells of emotion hiding beneath all that muscle.

      “It won’t happen again,” he whispered. “You have my word.”

      His promise was a balm to my jagged temper. I wanted to talk to him, to reassure him that everything would be fine. I wanted to apologize and reach out to him. And part of me, a dark, secret part, desperately wanted to pull him close and kiss him with the same passion he’d shown me.

      But I couldn’t.

      “Can we talk later? After we deal with this mess?” I tipped my head toward the rowdy warrants.

      A sliver of hope softened his features, and he nodded.
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      We moved carefully down the road, silently hugging the edge of the smooth packed dirt in case we needed to duck into the trees. If we’d had more light to work with, we could have cut through the woods, but the cloud cover stole the last of the day’s light and we arrived back at the small rock shelter in darkness.

      Kinley loped into camp a few seconds after, panting as though she’d just returned from a hard run. I cocked an eyebrow at her, but she just plopped onto the ground with a low grumble, positioning herself so she could keep an eye on the villagers and the opening of the hollow.

      The size of the warrants’ fire meant we could start a small campfire of our own. Since the hollow was hidden from the view of anyone coming from Silva, there was little risk of the modest flames drawing attention. And the smell of smoke would be indistinguishable from the warrants’ inferno.

      I struck my lighter and dipped the flame into the grass and pine needles piled neatly in front of me. I’d always loved the ritual of starting a campfire. Gathering the kindling, striking the flame, and nurturing that tiny glimmer of heat into a warmth and light that could last through a bitterly cold night. It was also a much-needed distraction after my misstep with Cameron.

      When the yellow flames settled into a steady burn, I leaned back against the rock wall and watched Kinley with interest. I had a sneaking suspicion she had something to do with the yipping that had pulled the warrant’s attention from the gunslinger, though I had no way to prove it. Even thinking it made me feel a bit foolish, but the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

      If any of them men had spotted Cameron, I would have started shooting, and my shots would have rallied the other warrants to action. Even with our combined skill, a battle at dusk, on unfamiliar ground, with an unknown number of enemies, didn’t offer great odds of survival.

      Kinley got up, walked to the opening of the small shelter, stretched her long legs in front of her, and laid back down. With her head held high and one front paw crossed smoothly over the other, the big wolf scanned the forest. Her silver-tipped ears twitched toward Silva every few minutes, but I heard nothing of interest. Then again, I didn’t have wolf-like hearing. Who knew, maybe she could hear something. For as unruly as the men had been when we’d snuck out of town, their little party was probably just getting started.

      Kinley turned her golden eyes to me, holding my gaze without hesitation or challenge. She was damn smart, I knew that, but there were still times when she surprised me with her apparent understanding of the world. Not for the first time, I wished I could speak the young wolf’s language.
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      A little while later, Luke and I huddled near the flames, talking quietly as we used the flickering light to sketch a crude map of Silva in the soft dirt. Despite their repeated insistence that they weren’t the least bit tired, all four villagers were fast asleep on our bedrolls less than an hour after the fire warmed the hollow.

      Seven warrants. That was challenge number one. I didn’t have Berkley or Tanner to back me up this time, but I did have Luke. For now.

      Worry sat like a stone in my gut, both irritating me and stealing my focus. Worry that I’d ruined things with him before they ever got started. Worry that I might not be able to fix the damage I’d done when I pushed him away.

      Luke used the sharp tip of a broken twig to draw a path through his makeshift dirt town, explaining his idea for taking out the warrants. I reached down and covered his hand with one of mine, squeezing gently. It was a simple touch, nothing sensual about it, but it still made my heart skitter and my breath catch.

      “I owe you an apology for the way I reacted earlier,” I said, hoping the whisper would hide the way my throat tightened.

      He stared at my hand for a long moment before looking up. “No, you don’t. I had no right to kiss you like that.”

      “You didn’t, true, but that doesn’t excuse my overreaction. I just . . .” My mind stumbled trying to find the right words. “I hate surprises.”

      His gaze drifted to my lips and lingered before flicking back up. “There’s an easy fix for that.”

      I raised an eyebrow, because with the way he was looking at me, I couldn’t trust my voice.

      “Next time, assuming I don’t do something else that justifies you killing me on the spot, it’s up to you to make the first move.” He flashed me a boyish grin that managed to calm my nerves just a little.

      I smiled back, trying hard to ignore the wave of heat rolling through my body. “Fair enough.”

      Luke watched me, that grin slowly fading to a soft smile, then he dipped his head and turned his attention back to the map. He tapped the outline of the train station in the dirt. “Did you see any sign of the hostages?”

      That was challenge number two. With any luck, they would all be locked safely away in the station where we could simply set them free when all was said and done.

      As callous as it might have seemed to the four villagers, protection of the hostages was secondary to eliminating the threat of the warrants. I would do my best to keep the people of Silva safe, but if the warrants got the upper hand, we would all be in trouble. I was willing to help, but I had no intention of dying for strangers.

      I shook my head. “The light from the fire reflected off the windows, so I couldn’t see if anyone was looking out.”

      “I didn’t see anything either. And I counted seven warrants, not four.”

      “Yeah.” I exhaled, puffing out my cheeks as I did. “How many do you think will split off in the morning to hijack the train?”

      “How can we be sure part of the team isn’t already camped miles away getting ready for that part of it?”

      He was good.

      “We can’t.” I stared out into the darkness, keeping the part of my mind that longed to sift through every possibility and find the best route locked down tight. There were too many unknowns to deal with the pain of using it. “And we won’t get any answers on that point until morning.”

      Luke tapped the end of the stick on his dirt schematic again, blessedly oblivious to my inner struggle. “Brian mentioned a room here, the cargo room. If that door locks, that would be my first choice for holding hostages.”

      “The train isn’t due through town until early afternoon. We should have time to head back to Silva for a little more investigating in the morning.”

      “Are you thinking bright and early, before the sun comes up?” Luke asked.

      I smiled wryly. “Yep. I’ll keep watch for the first stretch and wake you when I get drowsy. Do you think you can sleep?” I really hoped the answer was yes because I was entirely too wired. Rest was a long way off for me.

      “Like the dead. Anytime, anywhere.”

      “That’s a neat trick.”

      Luke stood and started unbuttoning his shirt. “Just one of the skills I hung onto after my soldiering days. Wake me when you’re ready to switch?”

      “Will do.” I tried, and failed, to look away. The thin cotton tank he wore beneath his button up shirt left little to the imagination. In my mind, I could see myself tracing my fingers along the thick ropes of muscle rippling down his body as he laid the shirt on the ground.

      With his back still turned, he unbuckled his holsters and set them on the well-worn linen. He settled down next to the fire, inching the tiniest bit closer to the heat. When he laid back and stretched his long limbs, his muscled thighs vibrated with the move. My breath snagged in my chest, then vanished completely. I let my gaze wander up and up, as my lungs ached for the oxygen they weren’t getting, until it landed on his face.

      He was watching me watch him, again.

      Heat flushed up my neck until even my ears burned. Arousal and embarrassment were playing hell on my senses, but I didn’t miss the small wink he dropped when I turned my back to him.

      Good gods. I needed to get it together. I’d pulled a gun on the man not three hours earlier for daring to kiss me without asking. And now I was all but drooling over him?

      I shook out my shoulders and arms to try to release some of the tension. It didn’t help, in part because a warm, deep chuckle rolled in from behind me. Luke knew exactly what he was doing to me, and he was loving every moment of it.

      I turned back and glared at him. “Sleep. Now.” The order came out just as sharp as I’d intended, but he only smiled that delicious smile of his.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He tipped an imaginary hat in my direction, then rolled onto his side, turning his back to me.

      I didn’t let out a sigh of relief because I really didn’t need him thinking, well, anything. I was already struggling to focus on the plan with the heat building inside me. Every time I moved, little shocks of sensation lit a path from every tiny point where my clothes touched my skin straight to the core of me. It was like a storm was building, swirling and surging, while I tried desperately to will my body into submission.

      “Cam,” his warm voice drifted quietly through the night air. “If you try to slip away while I’m sleeping to go check things out on your own, I’ll come looking for you.”

      The unexpected promise sent a wave of hot tingles rolling down my body.
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      A warm, soft touch pulled me from a surprisingly deep sleep, and my heart did a little stutter-step against my ribcage when I blinked awake. Cam was kneeling beside me with her hand resting gently on my shoulder. The dying light of the fire lent her already gorgeous features a breathtaking glow, and I had to blink a few more times to make sure I wasn’t still dreaming.

      Her touch wasn’t outwardly sensual, but it stirred something in me, a longing that spread like liquid fire, spilling heat from that small point of contact across my chest and down.

      “Hey,” I whispered. She pulled away, taking all that delicious warmth with her. I stretched, shifting to hide my body’s reaction to that simple touch, and rubbed sleep from my eyes before glancing up at her again. “Decided against adventuring on your own, huh?”

      Casual. That was what I needed to be.

      “I couldn’t risk you getting hurt coming to save me,” she said playfully, though her voice was laced with exhaustion.

      Sitting up, I took a good look at her, marking the half-moon shadows under her tired eyes. Stubborn woman. She’d let me sleep too long.

      “Here.” I patted the indent in the dirt where my back had just been. “Lay down before the spot gets cold. I’ll put more wood on the fire.” I got to my feet, grabbing my shirt and guns as I moved.

      “Thanks.” She pulled her thick wool coat tight around her and laid down on the still warm earth next to the coals. “Wake me before sunrise.” Her voice was so quiet and heavy with fatigue that I could only guess at the last word.

      I opened my pack and pulled out my own jacket. Then I dug through my few remaining belongings and found the ivory, cable-knit sweater my mom had made for me the autumn before. Grief struck like a blow when I pulled it free from the tangle of gear.

      Gods, I missed her. I missed them all. Keeping company with Cameron had helped me get through the worst of it, but sometimes, in quiet moments like this, it felt like my heart was breaking all over again.

      I hugged the sweater to my chest, letting go of a tiny bit of that lost feeling. Then I carefully rolled the cushy material into a loose ball and waited. Minutes ticked by as Cam’s breathing slowed, eventually settling into the steady rhythm I’d grown familiar with in recent weeks.

      Was it strange that I listened to her sleep some nights? Staring was too creepy, I knew that much. But listening to her quiet breaths in the dead of night had become a comforting thing for me.

      I knelt beside her quietly. This was a risky move after the reckless stunt I’d pulled in Silva, but it didn’t feel right to let her sleep with her head in the dirt. When I was sure she was out cold, I gently, oh so carefully, lifted her head and slid my sweater underneath, all the while bracing for the possibility that she might come awake swinging.

      When she didn’t, I stepped back and watched. A soft sigh escaped her lips, and she nestled her cheek into the newfound softness, but she didn’t say a word.

      It wasn’t much, but it felt like something.

      I spent the next few hours deep in thought, dwelling too long on the way I’d kissed her. While I didn’t completely understand her reaction, I was clearly the asshole in that situation.

      Something had happened to her. Something in her past had made her cautious, defensive, and deadly protective of her space. It might have been one moment, or it might have stemmed from years of having to defend herself against lowlifes and perverts.

      I had no way of knowing because the woman never talked about herself. She gave next to nothing away. Hell, up until that very morning, I hadn’t even realized I was keeping company with an actual, bonafide, gunslinger.

      A gunslinger. I shook my head, still surprised by the revelation. She’d spoken fondly of her family, and clearly adored her sisters, but not once had she mentioned the legacy that made her family unique. She’d never even given me her last name.

      If she truly was a Hale, from the line of Hale, she was descended from some of the most notorious gunslingers our world had ever seen.

      When I’d worked for the Marchons, tales of the Hale family ran rampant through the army, with stories coming in from all over the territory. Some claimed the Hales were brothers who were seven feet tall and carried pistols with grips made from the bones of men who’d crossed them. Others swore they were vengeful ghosts that no one ever saw coming.

      According to some of the more reputable accounts, Cameron Hale was the man responsible for tracking down countless criminals, all ruthless in their own ways. One of the most memorable reports came from the city of Ojai, where he’d taken down a brutal serial rapist and murderer who had terrorized the communities west of the capital for over a year. It wasn’t so much the mission that had caught the attention of the higher ups in the capital though. No, it was the way he’d sent a message with that monster body’s, leaving his naked, mutilated corpse on the court steps. The debate on whether that display was a trophy or a warning had raged on for months after.

      Except he was a she, and now I had a million more questions about her.

      I’d met two gunslingers during my years with the Marchon family, but never one from the fabled Hale line. From those brief encounters, I’d learned a great deal more about what it was to be a gunslinger than the stories ever revealed. If her family was anything like the men I’d met, it wasn’t a job a person chose after exhausting more lucrative options, and it wasn’t a path one settled for or stumbled upon.

      Gunslinger was a title passed down through generations. It was a birthright, a responsibility, and an identity unto itself.

      The hours passed excruciatingly slowly as I worked through what I knew about her. When that puzzle left me frustrated, I turned my attention to the plan for dealing with the warrants.

      Her concern about the villagers and their potential for momentary fits of heroism was sound. A miscalculation on one overzealous villager’s part could cost us all our lives. On the other hand, tasking the four villagers in our midst with freeing the hostages might give us an advantage the warrants would never see coming.

      And yet, something told me she was going to hate my plan.
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        * * *

      

      “So, you want to send four villagers, the same villagers who ran for help yesterday, back into Silva to set the hostages free?” She gave me a look raw with skepticism.

      Yep, she hated it.

      “Yes.”

      “And you think this will work because?”

      “Yesterday, when we first met everyone, Inda said nothing. She was silent, obedient, downright submissive.”

      Dwindling firelight reflected off her irises as Cam raised an eyebrow. We were both sitting on the ground, talking over the low pops and crackles of the small flames.

      “Right up until she recognized the insignia on your pistol. When she realized who you were and that her grandfather’s stories were true, that knowledge seemed to embolden her. She spoke up and took charge of the group. She stepped into the role of leading and speaking for the four of them like she was born to do it.”

      Cam leaned back on her hands. “I see. So, because they have a gunslinger on their side, you think they’ll jump in and help get the other villagers out of there?”

      That was a bit of an oversimplification, but it was close enough. “Yes. These four know they have you backing them up. With that comes the help of a former soldier and a pretty remarkable wolf.”

      Kinley perked up at the last statement and Cameron couldn’t hide the tiny smile that twitched her lips. “Yeah, girl, he’s saying nice things about you.”

      My clever wolf trotted over and rubbed the side of her face along my pant leg before plopping her furry rear end on the ground at my feet.

      “If they agree to help us,” I went on, “I think we’ll stand a better chance of saving everyone. Your part of the plan doesn’t change. You and I will head back to Silva to keep an eye on the warrants. If any of them split off to hijack the train, one of us will follow. We’ll talk everything through with these four and figure out the best place to stash them until they can get into the station.”

      She listened to what I was saying, but it felt like she’d already considered and dismissed the idea before I even finished voicing it.

      “It’s no good,” she said, shaking her head.

      “I got that from the look on your face. Is it really that bad?” I asked, feeling a bit defensive. I’d spent years in the military running operations and missions. I knew a decent plan when I saw it. Granted, the one I’d come up with wasn’t ideal, but it was better than nothing.

      Her gaze shifted past me, out into the trees, and as I watched, her eyes flicked lightning-fast across the landscape, like she was seeing something I couldn’t. Then she winced, pinching her eyes shut.

      “Cam?” I could feel the tension rolling off her and kept my voice gentle. “What’s going on?”

      “This isn’t going to end well.” She sat up and pressed her palms to the sides of her head like she was in physical pain.

      “Look at me, Cam.”

      She rolled her head up slowly and finally met my gaze. “There are too many ways this can go wrong.” She tapped her temple and squinted. “I can see what happens if we go to Silva this morning. The outcome of every scenario I can imagine. Whether we take these four villagers or not, it makes no difference. Too many will end up dead.”

      That stopped me in my tracks.

      “You can see it?” I lowered my voice even further and leaned in. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      She pressed her fingers to her temples and massaged the points in small, slow circles. “When I want to, I can sort of calculate the outcome of a situation, given a certain number of variables. When something along the way changes, the path changes with it. Sometimes the impact is small, sometimes it’s not.” She paused, drawing in a slow breath. “With what we’re facing today, every path I see leads to death for far too many people.”

      She was a pathfinder? My body broke out in a cold sweat. I swallowed hard and thought how to word my next question. From the way she talked about it, she was clearly trying to play down the ability.

      “So, you’re running what-if scenarios, over and over, trying to find the one that ends with the least bloodshed?” That could be an acquired skill, meaning not magical.

      “Sort of.” She eyed me warily. “Except it’s all at once.”

      Damn.

      I could count on one hand the number of people I’d met who I knew for sure possessed even a flicker of magic, but I’d read up extensively on the different kinds that were known about, at least, what I could find in the files and reports in the Marchon archives.

      Pathfinding wasn’t the rarest form of magic, but it was close, and it was one of only a few that was passed down from parent to child. If she had that ability, and if the wrong people ever found out about it, she would disappear in the blink of an eye.

      My blood chilled just thinking about it.

      “Can you tell me how it works?” I asked, trying to smother the dread creeping into my gut.

      Suspicion flashed in her eyes, and she leaned back. Silence stretched as we stared at each other, neither one of us willing to back down, until finally, she let out a little huff. “I don’t know. I just . . . open my mind, I guess. That’s how my mom described it, anyway. For me, it starts off as one moment, one line, then it fans out like a river delta, dividing and re-dividing into a thousand different individual streams. Most of them dry up before they get to where they’re going, but there’s usually one that will take me where I need to go.”

      She closed her eyes again and it was clear from the crease in her brow and the lines around her tight lips that she was in pain.

      I’d never heard of a magical ability causing the possessor pain.

      “Are you okay?” I asked softly.

      “Just a headache. It always happens when I . . .” she twirled her hand tiredly. “It’ll fade in a bit.”

      “How bad is it?”

      She looked up and dropped her hands to her lap, her expression smoothing back into that unreadable mask. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      I studied her for a long moment, saying nothing because we both knew she wasn’t giving me the whole truth. Or maybe she was. The woman was tough, she could handle pain, but that still didn’t mean she was okay.

      She pasted on the most unconvincing smile I’d seen yet. “Do you have any other ideas?”

      Apparently, that was the end of that. I’d never had anyone, woman or man, shut me down so easily. It was beyond frustrating.

      I already knew silence wasn’t any way to draw things out of her. I was pretty sure quiet was her preference ninety-nine percent of the time. So, where did that leave me?

      Focus on the mission. That was what I needed to do. The rest could wait.

      “Nothing goes well if we take these four?” I asked, motioning to the still sleeping villagers.

      “Right.”

      “And if we don’t take them?”

      “Similar outcome. If we leave without helping, they all die as slaves.” Something dark flickered across her features and she turned away, staring back out through the forest. “If we stay and do this on our own, half the hostages will die. If we bring these four to the fight, they’ll die too.”

      She neglected to mention what happened to her, or me, or Kinley in any of that, but I didn’t miss the way her chest hitched a little. She didn’t want me to know.

      Cam got to her feet, brushing the dirt from her pants.

      Unease coiled in my middle as I followed her up. “Are these outcomes guaranteed?”

      “No. Nothing is absolute, especially since I can’t see all the moving pieces. A seemingly inconsequential shift of some tiny thing can change everything.”

      I sat in silence trying to imagine every little factor that could have an impact on the battle. “What if we can figure out a way to arm them?”

      She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, her jaw clenched so tight I could see a muscle jump even in the dim light of the fire. “That might work,” she whispered. Then her lips twisted into a grimace, and she wavered on her feet.

      My arms shot out on instinct to catch her in case she stumbled. A half-second later, I remembered her words from the night before. I felt like the biggest jerk in the world doing it, but I pulled my hands back and just watched. I wasn’t sure where the line was with her, but I sure as hell wanted to figure it out.

      “If we can sneak those four into the station with weapons before the warrants realize what’s happening, we’ll at least have a chance. We’ll still be looking at some casualties, but almost everyone will survive.” When she finally looked back at me, her eyes were so blood shot they glowed nearly crimson in the firelight.
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      We woke Inda first to fill her in on the plan. The woman was less than thrilled about the prospect of going up against the warrants, but with the lives of her family and friends hanging in the balance, she would fight. The good ones usually did. She also proved helpful when she sketched a path for us, showing us where we could find weapons and tools the villagers could use to defend themselves.

      The morning sun was still hiding behind the mountains as we made our way quietly back to Silva, though the sky was lightening and the wilderness around us was filled with the chatter and chirp of at least a dozen different kinds of birds.

      Luke scaled one of the empty homes closer to the station. This had been a non-negotiable part of his plan. After what had happened the day before, he didn’t want to take any chances if things went sideways with the warrants.

      I understood where he was coming from, but it wasn’t me I was worried about. I’d seen a glimpse of my last moments in this world, and it was all fire, and blood, and an agony I couldn’t describe. It was coming, but I knew those final, painful breaths were still a ways off.

      Luke and Kinley, on the other hand, that was a different story.

      Our little planning session had been an exercise in torture with every scenario that had played through my mind. And once I’d opened the gates and let that power bleed out, even when I’d tried to stem the flow, the possibilities smashed into my mind with the brutality of a physical assault.

      In every battle, I killed the warrants. That never changed because that was the one thing I’d been raised to do: kill to protect.

      But the cost of that victory was too high. The hostages didn’t always die. In fact, before we’d made the decision to arm Inda and her crew, there were a few options that ended with an acceptable body count, save for two details: Luke and Kinley.

      I’d traced countless paths for them, all leading to varying levels of horror. Their bloody bodies would fade away and reappear, uninjured and trying a different tactic. I watched them both die horrible, gruesome deaths so many times that the ache in my chest had begun to spread up into my shoulders and neck.

      I’d come dangerously close to walking away.

      If I’d thought, for even a moment, that he would come with me, that he would be okay leaving these people to their own fate, I might have. It wouldn’t have been a guilt-free choice. I probably would have beat myself up for the rest of my life for being so selfish, but the would-haves didn’t matter. Leaving wouldn’t do any good. I’d chased that path too. If I left, he would stay behind and try to help, because that was who he was—a good man with a strong, fully intact moral compass.

      I worked my way closer to the station, clinging to the shadows as best I could in the rising light. A few of the rowdy warrants had apparently passed out outside, because one was still snoring heavily, sprawled in front of the fire. Two others were groggy but sitting upright, nursing metal cups filled with steaming liquid.

      It was Six and Seven from the night before who captured my attention. They were up and moving several yards from the others, talking in hushed voices while they packed two small gear bags.

      So, those were my guys to deal with. It was nice to know that part of the plan was on point.

      I’d tasked myself with tracking and taking down the hijacking warrants on my own. For our plan to succeed, we needed Luke and the other four positioned around the station, and we needed an element of surprise.

      I was that element. It would be tricky, sure. There were still so many unknowns, so many things that could change the outcome entirely. I would have to let these two guys get far enough out of town so as not to raise their suspicions, but from there I would be playing it by ear. I might have to take them out before they hijacked the train, or I might let them do it and ride the big metal beast into town with them none the wiser. Either way, I needed to be between the train and the station when the fighting started.

      Inching closer to the two men, I tucked myself behind a small shed to eavesdrop on their conversation. Six was apparently a whiner, because for the first several minutes all I heard was him complaining to Seven about the rest of their team.

      “They’re idiots. Were they trying to tip off the hostages last night?” Six asked. “Because this whole ruse only works if they think they’ve got a chance in hell of getting out of this. Have you ever seen what happens when a batch of them figures out what’s really happening?”

      Seven nodded, but Six went right on explaining.

      “It gets ugly, that’s what. Some of them try to fight, so you have to kill those ones. Then the others start in with the crying, and the begging, and the blubbering.” He let out a snort of disgust and spat on the ground. “It’s annoying, and then you have to rough up a bunch of the ones that are left just to get the bastards onto the transport. I don’t mind a little rough play, personally, but then you still end up shorthanded.”

      The way he moved reminded me a bit of a newborn moose, all tall and gangly, but without any of the baby animal’s adorableness.

      Seven shrugged. He looked to be in his late forties, but it was hard to tell with his cowboy hat pulled low, shading his features. He was considerably shorter than Six, though he carried more muscle on his smaller frame. The fact that he still hadn’t said a word, and just continued to organize his gear while the other man droned on, told me what I needed to know about him.

      Of the two men, Seven was the bigger threat.

      I scooted back away from the shed and made my way to Luke. He dropped off the roof with a soft thud and raised his eyebrows in a silent question.

      “Those two are heading out. I’ll follow them,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      We’d gone over this scenario earlier, but it helped ease my mind to run through it again. There was no way to know if the warrants had worked out some sort of signal to indicate the two taking the train had succeeded in their task, so taking them out before they hijacked the train was a last resort.

      My primary job was to keep an eye on them, which amounted to tracking them through stealing the train. It also meant leaving Luke to deal with the four villagers.

      If all went according to plan, once I was on the train, I would climb to the top and make my way toward the front. When the locomotive rolled into Silva, I could use my elevated position to take out the warrants on the platform long before they had a chance to load the hostages. Then it would be up to Luke and the villagers to handle the perimeter of the station and any warrants inside.

      “I’ll gather up some weapons and head back to the others. When do you want us down here?” Luke asked.

      “Before noon. Stick to the town side of the tracks.”

      It was oddly freeing that I didn’t have to tell him to stay out of sight or keep a low profile, and it reminded me a bit of working with Berkley or Tanner on a mission. They knew what needed to be done and how to do it. My youngest sister, Jaq? Not so much. The girl would just be turning seventeen, which meant she should have had much more experience with the gunslinger side of things, but we all babied her. We just had different reasons for the way we treated her. Berkley’s and Tanner’s protectiveness stemmed from being her big sisters.

      Mine was a little more complicated.

      “If I have to take out those two,” I motioned to the men moving away from us along the tracks, “I’ll try to flag down the train and warn the operator. If I don’t have to take them out, and I can make it onto the train without being spotted, I’ll tie this to the top of one of the cars, so you’ll know I’m up there once the train is in view.” I pulled my faded blue bandana from my back pocket, now faintly stained with Luke’s blood from the fight in Dumas.

      “And if I don’t see it?” His rich brown eyes studied me with an intensity that set a slow wave of warmth rolling through my limbs.

      “It’ll mean one of three things: I’m caught, I’m dead, or I’m coming on foot as fast as I can. Whatever else happens, the moment you realize there’s no signal, start picking off the warrants.” I pointed to the sweeping curve where the tracks disappeared around the hillside. “If you see it, wait for me to start shooting.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to be the one to handle the hijackers?” He flashed a mischievous smile. “My size belies my cougar-like stealth.”

      I had to stifle an unexpected snort of laughter. Whispering, I said, “I’m sure. See you in a few hours.” I shook my head at myself as I moved away.

      At a time when most people would be deadly serious, Luke was trying to make me smile. Cougar or no, the man had a knack for lifting some of the weight from my shoulders, even if only for a moment.

      Don’t look back.

      I forced my feet to keep moving forward. He was probably already out of sight, sneaking into houses to find weapons.

      Don’t even think about it.

      But one glance wouldn’t really hurt anything, would it? In fact, checking to make sure he was sticking to the plan was the prudent thing to do. I drew to a stop and glanced behind me. Something in my chest did a strange flip-flop when I spotted him standing right where I’d left him, eyes fixed on me. Slowly, one side of his mouth pulled up in a knowing smirk.

      Dammit.

      After that, I didn’t look back again, and I did my damnedest to ignore the growing warmth now pulsing in my core.
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      There was no love lost between the two assholes I was following. Niáll (Six) complained endlessly about working with the others. I’d lost count how many times this topic of discussion had come up during the three-hour walk, but even I was tired of his whining.

      It was equally fascinating and disgusting the way both men talked about the hostages. They didn’t view them as people; they were commodities. Niáll and Tony (Seven) discussed their value at length, ranking each of the captive villagers based on gender, age, and physical attributes. When they worked their way down to the kids, specifically the three teenage girls, my head pounded with angry anticipation.

      I wasn’t supposed to enjoy taking a life, but watching these two bleed out of existence? Yeah, that would put a smile on my face.

      Ripping people from their homes, dividing their families, and selling them into slavery was just a job to them. It was their version of the proverbial grind. The people of Silva were another contract that needed filling and nothing more.

      A contract meant someone other than the warrants targeted the people of Silva.

      It wasn’t a shocking revelation, but it was unsettling. Before overhearing the conversation between the two, I’d intended to kill the warrants as quickly as possible. Clean and easy, because there was rarely a need to draw out the act of removing rubbish from the world. But in their case, I was leaning toward making an exception. I had questions that demanded answers. If I could pull enough information from one of these assholes, maybe I could trace the leads back to whoever was responsible for organizing the warrants and the raids.

      Except, where would that leave me with finding Declan? Every side mission, every distraction, gave that monster more space and more time. He would continue to destroy lives and leave a trail of corpses in his wake. The question was: was he a bigger threat than the warrants?

      For the people of Silva? For today? No.

      I was relieved when the conversation finally switched to their plan for the hijacking. My training had equipped me to deal with countless situations without getting my feathers ruffled, but I still hated seeing their total disregard for the value of life and freedom. It was a betrayal of the basic good in the world.

      When the moment came, releasing my anger would feel incredible, but I needed to keep a level head. A gunslinger was supposed to be a cold, calculating, and controlled weapon against evil. An angry gunslinger, well, that was something akin to an old stash of dynamite that had been sweating nitroglycerin. Unpredictable and indiscriminately deadly.

      Their plan for taking the train was simple enough. They just needed to drop a large tree across the tracks along a straight stretch of rail, and make sure the operators had enough time and room to stop the train.

      The two men had a lot of chopping to do in order to drop a tree large enough to worry a huge steel locomotive. I spotted the blood red ‘X’ marking an ideal candidate a short way down the track. Listening to Niáll complain about the hike, having to cut down the tree, and letting the train’s operators go free if they cooperated, gnawed at my senses. Quite a lot of planning had gone into the capture and removal of the people of Silva. Yet, from what I had seen, the warrants were responsible for very little of it.

      I made a mental note to find out what was so special about Inda and her neighbors after the battle, assuming they survived. We weren’t dealing with an independent team of bandits here. They didn’t trust each other or work together to set up their own raids. Which meant the odds of our plan working out in our favor weren’t what I’d expected.

      I moved closer to the marked tree, staying uphill and behind the two men who were both dragging their heels at the prospect of heavy manual labor. A thicket of honeysuckle became my lookout point. It was layered with enough rich, green foliage to keep me concealed without completely obscuring my view of the tracks. And it smelled wonderful. Far better than the nostril clogging mixture of cologne and body odor that wafted from the men each time the breeze shifted.

      The train wasn’t due for at least a few more hours, judging by the position of the sun, so I slid my pack from my shoulders and settled down on the sloped ground, resting my elbows on my knees. Some people struggled with keeping still and waiting patiently. Jaq was notoriously bad with the waiting part of any project.

      Not me. Waiting gave me time to think and plan.
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        * * *

      

      The men finally managed to cut down the large quaking aspen. There was a technique to getting a tree to fall right where a person wanted, and it was a skill those two clearly didn’t possess. Nothing short of luck sent the towering trunk down across the tracks instead of back into the forest.

      Once the heavy work was done, they’d settled into the loamy soil less than fifty feet from me, blissfully out of things to talk about and utterly unaware of my presence.

      A long stretch of time passed before I heard the familiar, low rumble of the train approaching. Except it was less of a sound than a feeling in the beginning, like a barely perceptible tremor in the earth beneath me. We had a set of tracks running just a few miles from the ranch back home, and when I was younger, I would take my horse out to the old hay shed toward the edge of the property and watch them lumber by. On a still day, I could sense them coming for miles it seemed.

      Neither warrant noticed the change, but a few minutes later, when the high-pitched squeal of brakes against heavy steel wheels split the air, both men scrambled to their feet.

      Amateurs.

      It would take the train a couple of minutes to come to a full stop, after which the warrants would have to wait for the operators to get out and assess the tree blocking their path. I remained motionless, ignoring the twitch in my hand as the two men shuffled closer to my position before ducking behind an overgrown boxwood shrub.

      I could have killed them already. Maybe I should have. After following them for hours, I’d already imagined it so many times I could practically taste the spent gunpowder in the air, but waiting was my best option, for now.

      The immense piece of machinery heaved to a stop a few yards from the tree as it released a deafening whistle. The door of the engine cab slid forward a second later, and an ancient man with a thousand lines creasing his face stood in the opening. His brow was furrowed and his crinkled lips turned down in a scowl as he scanned the area.

      He held an archaic bolt-action rifle to his chest as he stepped out onto a narrow metal catwalk and shuffled along the side of the engine toward the short ladder that ended two feet shy of the ground. Behind him, what I could only describe as a small giant, partially hidden by the engine’s interior, glowered from the shadows.

      They weren’t even off the train and they could sense the wrongness with the situation. The thought gave me hope.

      For a man who looked as though he’d recently celebrated his centennial birthday, the old guy had no trouble climbing down off the train. When his feet were firmly planted on the ground, he buried the stock of the gun in his right shoulder and scanned the hillside.

      Next was the giant. He stepped into the light, like a caricature come to life as he ducked through the door of the engine, and stood upright, stretching his arms out to the side.

      Holy hell.

      The guy was probably pushing eight feet tall. Dressed in soot-stained coveralls and a blue and white lined cap, he looked like he’d stepped straight out of the picture books I’d read growing up, only bigger. His heavy black boots pummeled the catwalk, with each oversized footstep rattling loose bolts along the length of the expanded metal platform.

      “You see anything, Harold?” The giant’s voice was pitched low. He might be trying to keep his volume down, but his baritone carried over the short distance with no trouble.

      I looked to where the warrants were ducked behind an evergreen shrub and watched as Tony elbowed Niáll. He drew his index finger across his neck.

      The cowards didn’t want to risk trying to intimidate a giant. Not that I could blame them. He was an imposing figure.

      The older guy, Harold, must have had hawk-like vision, because he swung the barrel of his rifle around and settled it on the small patch of earth where the warrants were hiding. He took a long moment to respond, studying the area. “Nothin’ yet,” he finally said. “But this don’t feel right.”

      “Seeing as we have what looks to be a single, perfectly healthy, mature aspen splayed across our tracks, in the middle of a valley, I’m inclined to agree,” the giant said. His manner of speech was surprisingly proper, which stood at odds with his appearance, and it took my brain a second to reconcile the two.

      “Well, your inclining ain’t going to help me much from up there, Kit. Come on down here and let’s check it out. Can’t do nothin’ til we get it moved, anyway,” Harold responded.

      Kit stepped off the side of the train and dropped to the gravel, disregarding the short ladder altogether.

      “It could’ve been a bear, you know. Sometimes those beasts will get to rubbin’ and sharpenin’ their claws on those trees and they just knock ‘em right over,” Harold said.

      “Maybe, but that’s a mighty big tree for a little eight-hundred-pound brown bear to push over.”

      “How could you know what color it was?”

      “It’s the only species common to the area,” Kit said. Harold gave him a wary look but waved for him to go on as they moved cautiously toward the base of the downed tree. “You know how there are different breeds of dogs?”

      Harold nodded.

      “It’s a lot like that. This area is home to brown bears. Further north you’ll find more black bears, and in arctic climates they even have big white ones called polar bears.”

      “Why aren’t the white bears called white bears? That would make more sense than callin’ ‘em polar bears.” Harold drew out the syllables so the word came out as pole-are, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      Kit smiled too. “They used to be called maritime bears because they rely on the sea ice around the polar cap to survive. I think people just started calling them polar bears because it was easier to say, and still basically accurate,” he said patiently.

      “Ah. I ‘spose that makes a kind of sense,” Harold replied, bobbing his head from side to side.

      Not a trace of condescension tainted Kit’s words as he shared his knowledge with Harold. He explained what he knew the way a big brother might share something he enjoyed talking about with a younger sibling.

      Or the way a doting father might talk to his daughter. I pulled a vision of my dad’s face up from memory, wincing at the sharp pain in my chest when I thought of him. He’d passed away just a few weeks before I’d left home on this mission, and when I let myself think about him, it still left me feeling raw inside.

      I gave myself one full breath to sink into the pain of missing him, then I put his memory away again, tucking it safely in the depths of my mind where it couldn’t cloud my judgment.

      The two men continued talking quietly, scanning their surroundings as they rounded the front of the engine. The second they turned their backs, Niáll and Tony half-hustled, half-stumbled their way down the hill. When they reached the gravel at the edge of the tracks, Tony raised his gun and pointed it at Kit’s back.
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      A wave of dull pain swam behind my eyes as I stood, silently sliding my pistol from its holster. With speed born from years of practice, I cocked and fired twice. Niáll pitched forward, landing face first on the rocky ground. Tony dropped his gun and fell to his knees clutching blindly at his chest as a deep red circle blossomed across his back.

      By the time Kit and Harold wheeled around, the whole thing was over. One man was dead and the other lay bleeding on the ground, wheezing the last of his worthless life out in a disappointing finale.

      I descended the hillside, watching Kit and Harold for any sign that they might mistake me for an enemy. I nodded toward them, and when Kit nodded hesitantly back, I slid my gun neatly home and opened my hands out at my sides as I made my way to the warrants.

      I nudged Tony with the toe of one battered boot. When I was satisfied he wouldn’t leap up and attack, I bent and picked up his gun.

      “Hello, gentlemen,” I said, keeping my voice smooth and professional.

      Kit watched me carefully, but Harold could only stare owl-eyed as I motioned to the two dead men with a flick of the pistol’s barrel.

      “As you can see, I have a bit of a situation on my hands. I could use your help, if you’re willing.” I never took my eyes off them as I popped the cylinder open and emptied the bullets into my hand.

      Despite openly disarming the weapon for both men to see, the barrel of Harold’s rifle swung drunkenly toward me. His whole body swayed with the move, like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to take a shot or drop the heavy gun and make a run for it.

      With the ashen tint to his face, fainting was also a realistic option.

      I held my hands up, offering them the universal sign that I meant them no harm. Before I had a chance to say as much with words, Kit reached out and guided the barrel of the rifle toward the ground.

      “It looks like this woman may have just saved our lives, buddy,” he said. “Maybe we should take a moment to talk with her, before you try to blow her head off with that rusty old rifle of yours. Don’t you think?”

      Harold’s daze cleared in a snap, and he glared between us, squaring his shoulders as he reclaimed his tough guy stance. “She ain’t never seen a spot of rust,” he said, tightening his grip on the gun.

      My lips threatened to curve up in a smile at the man’s reaction. It was oddly endearing.

      Kit dropped me a small, gracious nod before he went on. “No? Aren’t you and that thing about the same age, old timer?” He was obviously goading the older man, trying to focus his attention on something other than the two dead bodies.

      “Gah! The same age? How the hell old do you think I am?” Harold rolled his eyes. “This was my papa’s gun from when he was a boy. I ain’t even half as old as this fine tool.” He stroked the barrel lovingly. “Which still works perfectly well, I’ll have you know.”

      I tucked the six bullets from the warrant’s pistol in my front pocket and slid the long steel barrel beneath the waist strap of my holster. When Harold’s gaze drifted back toward the bodies on the ground behind me, I held up a hand. “Don’t worry about them. They’re right where they need to be.”

      “I get the impression there’s something we should be worrying about,” Kit said.

      “Indeed. We have a few things to discuss before this train gets moving again.”

      I motioned to the fallen tree and waited for Kit to make the first move toward the long, pale trunk stretched across the tracks. He tried to sit on the trunk, but the array of branches spread around the crown of the tree wasn’t quite enough to hold the whole thing level with his added weight. Limbs and branches bowed and broke in a cacophony of splintering and cracking wood, and the big man listed to the side.

      Harold tittered unapologetically, but he moved to offer his friend a hand up. Kit was easily three times the old man’s size and could have pulled him to the ground with little effort, but he held out his hand and let the old man feel like he was helping him get back on his feet.

      “Sitting is overrated,” Kit said, brushing dirt off his coveralls.

      “Would you two be more comfortable if we discussed things on the train?” I asked, tipping my head toward the locomotive.

      “Nah, we can talk out here,” Harold said. “Besides, I want to stretch my legs a bit. Hours cooped up with this big galoot tends to leave me feeling a might cramped.”

      I heard the affection in his voice and noted Kit’s reaction, patiently amused with a hint of feigned irritation. The two men had clearly been friends for a long time. If they’d been anyone else, if they’d acted even an inch differently, things might have swung another direction.

      “I’ll get to it then,” I said. “We have ourselves a bit of a situation in Silva. The town has been taken by warrants. Do you know what those are?”

      Harold’s lip curled up in a sneer and Kit’s body went rigid. So, they’d at least heard of them.

      I motioned to the bodies at my feet. “These are two of them. There are at least five more holding everyone in the village of Silva hostage, save for the four folks who came to us for help.”

      “Who got away?” Kit asked. His voice was steady enough, but he was a statue as he waited for my response.

      “You have friends there, I take it.”

      “A few.” The way he didn’t move was a touch unnerving.

      “Their names are Inda, Brian, Emily, and Rick.” I didn’t miss the way Kit’s expression softened when Inda’s name left my lips. “But they didn’t exactly get away, so much as ran for help. They’re all going to be there helping us free the hostages.”

      Kit’s nostrils flared and I bristled instinctively. He must have realized the message his body was sending out, because he rolled his shoulders back and let out a heavy breath. “What can we do?”

      I quickly filled them in on the highlights of the situation, along with the plan to rescue the villagers. “I realize what I’m asking is risky, but it’s our best shot for saving the hostages. It’s not your fight. I get that. And if you don’t want to go along with the plan, I understand,” I said, making a point to meet each man’s gaze.

      “What happens if we decide not to help?” Harold asked.

      Kit shot the old man a reproachful look but said nothing.

      “Then you move along. Either way, it’s important that I arrive in Silva either on the train or before it. I’ll have to hotfoot it back to town to beat you there, so I’ll need you to stay here for a bit, and you’ll be on your own clearing the tracks. From the look of you,” I nodded toward Kit, “I doubt that’ll be too much of a hassle. But if you choose that option, I’m going to have to insist that you two roll this beast right on through town. Don’t even slow down. If you do, and we fail with the warrants, they will definitely make another attempt to hijack your train. It’s the only hope they have of moving that many people to auction.”

      Kit motioned to the dead warrants. “What happens to them?”

      “Leave them here. They’re worth more as food for scavengers than anything else.”

      “And if we do agree to help, what then?” he asked.

      “Then I’ll help you with the tree, and the three of us will make the trip into Silva together. The bottom line is there is a fight coming up. It’s going to be a bloody one, and to be completely honest, I don’t know exactly how many warrants we’re dealing with. We spotted seven, but we couldn’t get inside the station. There could be one or ten more in there. That uncertainty is the main reason we’re doing things this way. I want the warrants off their guard and expecting to see their team members when the train rolls up.”

      The two men shared a look, but it was the giant who spoke up. “Who are you in all this?” His sharp eyes sparked with something I couldn’t quite identify. Maybe suspicion, but it felt almost like recognition. “Why go out of your way to help strangers?”

      “I’m here because they asked for my help,” I said, offering them the best answer I was willing to give.

      Kit’s head tipped the tiniest bit to one side. “And what should we call you?” It was an interesting way of asking the question, like he was giving me an out in case I didn’t want to, or couldn’t, answer honestly.

      “Cameron.” I left it at that and moved on. “Now, I hate to rush your decision, but the day—”

      “We’re in,” Harold said, hoisting his rifle up and resting it against his bony shoulder.

      I held up a hand. “The whole thing will go better for the people of Silva if I can ride into town on your train, but I can’t guarantee anyone’s survival in either case, even yours.”

      Kit folded his arms over his barrel of a chest. “Duly noted. What do you need from us?”
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      I didn’t know what to expect when I stepped through the door of the engine a short time later, but it wasn’t the dozens of switches, dials, and gleaming gauges that looked like utter chaos. The thick, dirty smell of stale smoke I’d learned to associate with the trains that ran near the ranch was missing, replaced with a lightly metallic scent.

      Harold took his seat at the main controls, perched on a generously padded leather chair that swiveled smoothly on its shiny post. He spun back and forth, quickly getting a read on the three wide instrument panels in front of him.

      Kit sat on a similar chair next to the controls for the mechanical stoker, which fed fuel from the tender into the firebox.

      I found an out of the way place to stand so I could reload my pistol, triple-checking to make sure I hadn’t mistakenly loaded any of my custom bullets. When I was done, I glanced through the small window of the big sliding door. It gave me only a narrowed view of the world outside, so I turned back to the men.

      “How is it so clean in here?”

      “This beauty runs on an anthracite hybrid,” Kit replied, patting the console in front of him affectionately. “It burns hotter and cleaner than soft coal and it’s harder too, which means more power, less smoke, less dust, and we get to stay clean.”

      “I stay clean,” Harold corrected. “He still manages to get dirty.”

      Kit smirked at the old man. “Someone has to go out and disconnect the cars when the buckles stick.”

      “Yup, and better you than me.” He didn’t have enough muscle left in his entire body to do a fraction of the labor Kit was clearly capable of, but the bigger man ignored the obvious, good-natured taunt. “Now, it’s best you find something to hold on to, missy. This baby sways just a tiny bit when she gets rolling.”

      Once the train started to pick up speed and my feet steadied under me, I jumped into explaining the rest of the plan.

      “What can we do to help?” Kit asked. “Aside from giving you a ride.”

      “Stay as safe as you can. Pull in, stop the train, do all the things you would normally do. When I step out that door, I want you to close and latch it behind me. Protect the cab and the controls at all costs. If things look like they’re going sideways, get moving. You’re already putting a lot on the line just by agreeing to bring me into the station. I don’t want you risking more if we can help it.”

      “Are you hoping to take any of these bastards alive?” Harold asked, glancing toward the pistol on my hip.

      “If it works out that way, maybe.” I shook my head. “But I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      They both just stared at me for a long moment, then Kit canted his head to one side. “What do you do for a living, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Horse rancher,” I said, meeting his gaze like it was a challenge.

      “I see.” He scratched his jaw thoughtfully. “What’s the ranch called? Maybe I’ve heard of it.”

      Fat chance. I was at least a thousand miles from home. I smiled at the two men, doing my best to make it look friendly. “Bond Creek Ranch.”

      Kit’s eyebrows shot up. “I actually have heard of it. Well, the creek, not the ranch. You’re an awful long way from home. What in the world brought you all the way out here?”

      And that was why I usually stuck with the bounty hunter shtick. When I told people I was in the business of hunting other people, they tended to avoid asking me personal questions. They were far more interested in hearing all the dirt on whichever criminal I was chasing.

      “The ranching is more of a family thing. I tend to spend more time hunting bounties these days.” I gave him a half shrug. “Life on the road.” It sounded convincing enough.

      What I didn’t mention was just how tired I was of this life. There was a time when I’d yearned to break free of the ranch and travel the world. It was surprising how quickly reality had burned through that desire. Now, I just wanted to finish my business with Declan and get the hell home.

      Kit didn’t look entirely convinced, but he nodded. “Bounty hunter makes more sense.” His gaze flicked to my gun before he turned back to the controls.

      Thank the stars. I wasn’t in the mood to defend myself against a barrage of questions right before a gunfight. Okay, I was never in the mood for that, but still. I would have been a-okay with just biding my time until we got to where we were going.

      That was when I remembered the bandana.

      “Before I forget again and this thing gets moving any faster, I need to put this somewhere visible from the outside of the train.” I pulled the faded blue square of fabric from my front pocket and shook it out. “Any ideas?”

      “How about wrapping it around the outside handle on that door behind you,” Kit suggested.

      “That’ll work.” I pulled the heavy sliding door halfway open. The rush of wind and noise that flooded the small cab stunned me for a moment. It hadn’t felt like we were moving all that fast, but the funnel of air pouring into that cramped space said otherwise.

      Kit stood from his station and wrapped one giant hand around the edge of the door, holding it still while I worked. My hair whipped wildly around my head, but I finally managed to tie the bandana neatly around the handle and duck back inside.

      I scanned the woods through the small windows of the cab as we barreled down the rails. In all my years of riding horses, I’d never felt a sense of wonder and excitement like the one that coursed through me as the landscape sailed by. I had no control over my speed or direction, which should have been terrifying, but something about it made my scalp tingle. It was a strange sensation, exhilarating, but in a familiar way. Almost like the way I felt when I was around Luke.

      This wasn’t exactly the plan he and I had discussed before I left Silva. On top of the train, on the ground, or dead; those were the scenarios. If he missed the signal and assumed I hadn’t made it on the train, he would fire on the first person to open the door.

      I should have tied the bandana somewhere else. Higher. Maybe I still had time?

      I peeked out the side window and wobbled where I stood. Trees and shrubs zipped by in a blur.

      Nope. Too late now.
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      I shifted my weight again, trying to ease the stiffness from staying in one position for so long. The villagers and I had taken our places hours earlier, and I could only imagine how anxious they must be. Even the four warrants congregating on the platform were getting antsy. The fifth had disappeared inside, presumably to ready the hostages.

      Inda and her crew were keeping watch on the doors on the town side of the station. I hadn’t heard their signal, so I could only assume the fifth guy hadn’t gone out that way.

      When the sound of the coming train finally, blessedly rumbled through the woods, the mood on the platform shifted. The excitement in the air was palpable even before the locomotive came into view, and they had no idea just how exciting things were about to get.

      I scanned the tops of the few train cars that trailed behind the massive yellow engine but saw no sign of my gunslinger. My eyes darted back and forth across the rooftops over and over, but there was nothing. She hadn’t come through the woods either. I’d been watching for her.

      A pin prick of desperation started deep in my chest as scan after scan revealed nothing, no sign of Cameron at all.

      What if they caught her following them? No, that was unlikely. Which meant she probably decided it was too dangerous to try to hitch a ride with the warrants at the helm.

      Please, I thought, just have missed the train. Please be running like hell through the woods right now.

      My mental pleading did nothing to calm the unease growing inside me.

      I drew in a deep breath and let it out on a slow count, then searched the forest again, as far as my eyes and position would allow. I repeated the calming breathing technique and shifted back to the top of the train, taking in what I could as the warrants shifted and moved, blocking parts of my view.

      Still nothing.

      Something sharp twisted in my gut and I shoved the feeling down. I was no good to her or the hostages if I let fear and worry get the better of me. It might have helped if the train wasn’t moving so goddamn slow though. Granted, it did need to stop, but every second that ticked by as it crawled along the tracks cranked up the tension coursing through me.

      Three warrants on the platform took to cracking jokes about their coming payday, and the conversation became quite animated when the discussion changed to how they intended to spend their new wealth. The fourth disappeared into the station. One less for me to deal with in the short term, but one more for Inda and her team.

      Come on, Cam. Where are you?

      The sun reflected off the yellow paint, casting a shine over the windows that made them glow as bright as the rest of the engine. It was impossible to see anything inside. Then the powerful brakes engaged, and the heavy chain of metal cars clattered and thunked together, before the train rolled to a smooth stop.

      I held only my right pistol, leaving the left in its holster. My draw speed was faster with my left by a decent margin, and if it came down to using both guns, I needed to be able to switch as quickly as possible.

      My pulse thundered in my ears. My eyes flicked back and forth between the top of the train and the forest, searching for any sign of Cameron. An ache spread through my chest.

      I could do this alone. If I had to. I just wasn’t sure I could survive what came after.

      Cam and Kinley were the only things keeping me grounded after what happened to my family. Them, and the need for vengeance.

      I rocked the hammer back and raised the pistol so the reflective sheen of the small window in the train’s sliding door was in line with my iron sights.

      The three warrants were already making their way toward the engine, crossing through my line of sight, giving me an intermittent view of the window. When one man shoved another playfully, drawing my attention down. The smile that creased my cheeks was instant and uncontrollable. All it took was a little flash of faded blue fabric to send my pulse racing for an entirely different reason.

      A heartbeat later, the big yellow panel slid open, and Cameron stepped from the darkness, a vision of otherworldly fury in dusty leather boots. Wild strands of her long hair swirled around her face as the first bullet ripped through the air.

      I would have loved to see the look on that asshole’s face. He was the closest to her, no more than three paces from the train when she fired that first shot. His body wrenched backward, and he crumpled to the ground before he ever had a chance to react.

      Another guy scrambled to pull his pistol free of the holster hanging loose under his left arm, but instead of brandishing the dull weapon with a flourish, he fumbled, letting it clatter to the weather-beaten platform. He dropped to a crouch to pick it up but lost his balance when blood and tiny scraps of tissue exploded from a ragged wound on his back. The man stared disbelievingly at the flow of bright red liquid seeping from the wound near the front of his shoulder.

      Cameron fired another shot into his left knee, shaking a high-pitched scream loose from him as he fell and landed hard on his side.

      I watched him writhe in pain while I remained concealed behind the twisted trunk of an ancient Bristlecone pine. Every drop of my being was itching to jump in, but I knew the score. She was using the pain and panic of one warrant to draw the rest of the team out.

      That was the only reason I was still hidden. Why settle for one surprise, when you could arrange two?

      Now that she was in action, my job was to watch and wait for the other warrants to show themselves. A yell from my left drew my attention as the station’s double doors flew open.

      “Here we go,” I said under my breath and angled toward them. I recognized the first man exiting the station with a rifle in hand, but the other one didn’t look the least bit familiar.

      There were more than seven. We both knew it was a possibility, but that didn’t make me feel better.

      I fired a round at the one I recognized, but the guy behind him bumped into him just as I pulled the trigger. The round only grazed his abdomen. Damn.

      He stumbled back a step and pressed his hand to the slick of blood visible through his torn shirt. Then he shoved his buddy in front of him, using the startled man as a shield as he pulled his rifle up.

      I fired again.
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      Another shot rang out from my left, in tandem with mine, and the slightest hint of a smile ghosted my lips.

      Luke.

      Our target pitched backward like a comic in one of those slapstick shows I’d seen in town when I was a kid—ramrod straight—and I had to fight the ridiculous urge to yell “timber!”

      The first guy, the one who’d ruthlessly used his teammate as a human shield, broke his fall, but not before a volley of bullets pinged loudly off the train engine.

      I dove for cover behind one of the bodies in front of me. The man with the rifle crouched behind his dying friend, letting him absorb Luke’s assault, but all his attention was on me.

      Three more rounds whistled past in nearly the same instant. They were so quick I could barely make the distinction between the individual shots. Even with my skill and training, I could never hope to pop off that many rounds that quickly.

      What the hell kind of rifle was that?

      More rounds clanged off the side of the train. Either the guy was crap with his aim or the gun itself lacked accuracy. At least that was something. I laid on my stomach and propped my pistol on the body in front of me. More shots from Luke impacted the warrant my speed shooter was using as a shield. I fired twice, striking my target in the chest with both shots, and staying where I was until he crumpled sideways and dropped the rifle.

      I stood quickly, searching for Luke beyond the tree line, but something powerful hit me from behind and I stumbled forward. My foot caught on the body in front of me and I reeled before giving into gravity and rolling down onto the wooden planks.

      Shit. Shit. What did I miss?

      I was back up in an instant, my pulse beating into my awareness. The rush of blood through my ears was like the roar of a river, and I barely held back from squeezing the trigger.

      Kit’s enormous frame filled my vision, swinging an axe through the air. I flinched a half-second too late, but that swing of the blade wasn’t meant for me anyway. It cut clean through the neck of a man who had apparently been sidling up the side of the train to sneak in behind me. In the same instant, two more muffled shots rang through the afternoon breeze.

      I knew I needed to figure out where those shots had come from, but watching the warrant’s head topple off his body stole my focus. It was only for two or three seconds, just long enough to watch the disembodied orb roll in a grotesque, bloody arc that ended abruptly when it tumbled between the train and the platform.

      “Thanks, big guy,” I said, a bit more gruffly than intended.

      Kit’s smile was vicious. “My pleasure.”

      Without another word, I hustled to the far side of the wooden deck, ignoring the pleading groaning of the last remaining warrant on the platform. I scanned the woods, looking and listening for anything out of place, but the begging and pleading of the injured man grated on my nerves.

      By the time I glared back in his direction, Luke was standing over him with a violent expression darkening his normally kind face. “What do you want to do with this one?”

      “Please, don’t kill me. I can—”

      I marched over, pulled back, and kicked him hard in the head, rendering the whimpering coward unconscious. “Leave him.” I popped the cylinder of my pistol open. “If he doesn’t bleed out before this is over, I have a few questions for him.”

      I emptied the cylinder into my hand, shoved my spent brass in my pocket, and pulled fresh rounds from the waistband of my holster as I surveyed the carnage. The whole process of reloading took only seconds. Every move, every twitch of muscle, was automatic. I had just clicked the cylinder back into place when screams erupted from inside, and I took off running.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes adjusted slowly to the darkness in the station, so it took me a few beats to understand what was happening. I watched in disbelief as Inda charged at an armed warrant with a cry of fury erupting from her slender throat.

      I suspected she had a touch of warrior in her, but I never expected this.

      She threw something at the warrant mid-stride, the force of the throw pulling her off balance as her forward momentum threatened to pitch her sideways. She managed to right herself at the last second, but my pistol was already up and trained on her target.

      A hatchet hung from the warrant’s face, embedded into it, and the handle shook when he twitched. It was some trick of nature that he was still on his feet.

      I moved quickly and took the shot, putting a bullet through the man’s torso. The impact was enough to break the spell that had him teetering, and he slumped to the floor. All the while, a horrible, high-pitched screech filled the air.

      Where the hell was that coming from?

      The noise was like nails on a blackboard, and I gritted my teeth against it as I searched for the source. It took me another second to realize it was Rick, the teenage boy, crouched by the front doors and rocking back and forth with his hands over his ears.

      He didn’t look injured, but he sounded an awful lot like a dying cat, only louder.

      Another man writhed on the floor at Inda’s feet, caught in a brutal cycle of indecision. His attention was torn between removing the hatchet in his forearm and grabbing for the rifle at his side. Each time he would reach for the handle of the hatchet, he would stop before his fingers actually wrapped around it and turn instead to reach for the gun.

      No doubt the pain of moving with that heavy blade anchored in the bones of his forearm kept him from stretching out far enough to reach the gun, and the effect—reach and recoil, reach and recoil, without ever actually touching either weapon—was darkly comical, at least to me.

      I’d witnessed enough death and destruction in my years to understand the importance of finding humor, even in the worst of situations. And what did it matter if it came in the form of a bad guy’s suffering?

      The day I stopped trying to find the light in the world, however inappropriate it might seem to a more civilized person, would be the day the darkness won.

      Inda, on the other hand, was quickly slipping into shock. She watched the man’s movements with a look of horror twisting her features. Rather than let her suffer the scene, I pointed my pistol at his chest and pulled the trigger, ending his struggle before the sound of the shot finished echoing through the building.

      Luke was already making his way over to Rick, who had collapsed into a ball on the floor. He wasn’t silent, exactly, but even his wet sobbing was an improvement over the other sound.

      I wrapped a comforting arm around Inda’s shoulders, gently turning her away from the gory scene. We headed first toward the front doors, but Luke stepped in our path and shook his head, throwing a grim glance to the side.

      I couldn’t see what he was steering us away from, but I had a pretty good idea, given that only two of the four villagers on our little team had been accounted for.

      I turned Inda again, guiding her between benches until we reached the far end of the row. “Sit.” I gave the order with as much gentleness as I could. She obeyed, lowering herself to the wooden surface without really acknowledging the request. “Inda, look at me.” Her gaze snapped to my face. “Are you okay?”

      It was probably too early in the aftermath to ask a question like that, but I needed to hear something from her.

      She blinked twice. “I think so.” Her voice was hoarse, no doubt from the impressive battle cry she’d let out when she’d charged the warrant, but a new fire burned in her eyes.

      Maybe it wasn’t shock. At least, not the way I’d assumed. Taking a life was a powerful thing, the kind of thing that could make or break a person, if they let it. I’d taken so many, it barely registered anymore. There were exceptions, sure, but for the most part, the villains I’d taken out all blended together in my memory.

      Inda, though, had just found the warrior inside herself, the one who would put it all on the line for the sake of the people she loved.

      “You did good, Inda. Amazing,” I offered softly.

      “Thank you.” She shook her head slightly, looking down at her hands like she didn’t quite recognize them. “But I couldn’t protect Brian or Emily. It all happened so fast.”

      “It always does.” I patted her knee. “You know who you did save? Everyone locked in that room.” I tipped my head toward the cargo area to our right. “Do you want to go check on them?”

      Inda opened her mouth to answer, but before she could get a word out, an inhuman roar rent the air. Every tiny hair on the back of my neck stood on end. A split second later, the floor beneath us trembled. We all froze as one heavy thud after another sent tremors through the boards.

      What the hell?

      Then we all heard it, Kit’s booming voice calling from outside the station. “Help! Somebody, help!”

      I jumped to my feet as panic slid across Inda’s features. “Stay here,” I ordered, then I was sprinting toward Kit’s desperate plea, shoving through the heavy double doors and plunging back out into the harsh sunlight.
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      A mangled body lay on the weathered wooden planks with its limbs arranged at unnatural angles. I had to slow as I passed it to make sense of the jumble. It looked vaguely like the warrant I’d left unconscious, but now it—he—was a pile of broken bones in a blood-soaked sack of flesh.

      Had Kit done that?

      Experience told me to at least palm my pistol, but my instincts had me leaving it tucked in the holster. He was big, and certainly a threat if someone threatened him, but it didn’t feel like he was a threat to me.

      Another few steps brought me to the train with Kit kneeling in the half-open doorway. “What happened?” I asked, trying to peer around him without getting too close.

      A quiver rippled across his massive back. “I can’t stop the bleeding.” There was a rawness to his voice, but not threatening. More like he was holding back tears. I caught a flash of red on the floor at his knees.

      “Show me.” I pulled the sliding door the rest of the way open to find a pool of red growing around Harold. Blood seeped through Kit’s trembling fingers, pouring from the old man’s neck.

      “What do I do? How do I stop it?” he asked, looking up at me with pleading eyes.

      There weren’t any paths I could run with this one. The outcome was painfully clear, even without my magic. He knew it too. The reality of it was etched in the lines around his eyes, the pinch of his brow.

      I dropped to my knees and put a hand on Kit’s shoulder. Harold acknowledged my presence with a slow blink before turning his gaze back to the big man leaning over him. He offered his panicked friend a heart wrenching smile.

      “I’m so sorry,” Kit said, shaking his head. “I should have stayed in the cab. I should have . . .” His voice trailed off when the good-hearted old man reached up and patted his thick arm.

      “Thank you.” The words were barely a whisper but unmistakable.

      We knelt by Harold’s side for several minutes as Kit blinked back pained tears and watched helplessly. His friend was gone seconds after he’d mouthed those final words, but I stayed where I was, with my hand on Kit’s shoulder, until he was ready to move.

      “He was faking.” He tipped his head back toward the barely recognizable pile of human remains. “The bastard waited until you were inside.”

      Kit paused for a long moment, and I bit my tongue. I should have killed the worthless warrant when I’d had the chance, but I saw the opportunity to get some answers and made a calculated decision.

      Sometimes I got it wrong.

      He drew in an unsteady breath. “I went over to check the woods where I saw you looking earlier, thought there might be someone hiding out there. Then I heard a couple more gunshots. By the time I turned around, he had the rifle and Harold was on his knees holding his neck.” He stared down at the old man’s body. “Can you give me a few minutes?” he whispered, not looking up.

      “Of course.” I squeezed his shoulder once and stood, backing away to give him some space.

      The fight was over. The bad guys were dead. Nine of them, by my count. From a big picture perspective, it was a victory. Losing any of the people on our side was tragic, but it was a far cry from the losses I’d expected when Luke and I had agreed to take on this mission.

      Only losing three was lucky.

      I told myself that more than once as I made my way over to the leaking pile of warrant that was responsible for adding Harold’s life to that toll. I picked up the rifle and gave it a cursory examination before slinging the strap over my shoulder. The overall design was typical, but it had a firing mechanism I hadn’t seen before.

      If I could hang onto it until I made it home, Jaq would be able to figure it out. That girl could breakdown the mechanical workings of anything.

      Inda pushed through the double doors like a woman on a mission. When she caught my gaze, her lips twisted. “I need to see for myself,” she said, motioning to the bodies. The tall, graceful woman weaved between the lifeless warrants without flinching, kicking at their corpses with her soft flats.

      I watched her work as I reloaded my pistol and slid it back in its holster. She stopped and stared at the mangled body at my feet for several moments, tilting her head from side to side, until the color drained from her face.

      She looked back at me with a question in her eyes, but all I could do was nod toward Kit, who still sat in the cab of the train next to his fallen friend with his back to us.

      Her eyes flicked between the giant and the crushed body. Fear would have been a logical response to identifying the source of the rage responsible for that level of violence, but when Kit’s murmured words drifted past us, her whole body seemed to soften.

      There was no mistaking the choked back sobs that broke through his words, even if I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      I glanced up, squinting against the unrelenting brightness. Sunshine in the wake of a battle where good people had died always felt wrong. Heavy clouds and a cold drizzle were far more appropriate for mourning the lives of a struggling father, a young woman, and a friendly old man whose personality and demeanor made him instantly likeable.

      I moved across the platform and down the gravel slope to the tracks, crouching to look underneath the heavy train cars. I didn’t expect to find anyone hiding there, but it would have been reckless not to at least check.

      The engine led a short caravan of metal boxes, including the coal tender, a sleeper car, a standard passenger carrier, and eight coal cars. That wasn’t much of a load.

      “Kit? Can you hear me up there?”

      I heard nothing from the big man, but the sound of soft footsteps padding across the wooden planks whispered above my head. Inda murmured something I couldn’t make out and a moment later two heavy thuds vibrated the boards next to the engine.

      “What is it, Cameron?” Kit’s voice was harsh, and he said my name like a curse.

      That stung a little, but I understood it. If Kit hadn’t stepped out of the cab to behead the warrant sneaking up on me, there was a chance Harold would still be alive. I couldn’t fault him for holding that against me, but I wouldn’t let it stop me from making sure the job was done either.

      “Why is your train so short?” I counted silently in my mind as I waited for an answer. The man had just lost his best friend. I could afford to give him a minute to gather his wits.

      “There’s no point in hauling full loads out this far,” he finally said. “It’s a waste of fuel. Silva is on a branch, a secondary track off the main line. There isn’t much in the way of traffic or industry out this far.”

      “How far out does this branch go?” I looked up to see him peering over the railing at me.

      “It rejoins the main Western line a hundred and sixty miles up, give or take.” He jerked his head to the side. “At a switch station just outside of Carcana.”

      That might work in my favor. Catching a ride on the train with Kit, if he would take me, would cut my travel time significantly. At least the first leg. Then again, that would leave me bartering for the next leg of the trip, and the next. I had no idea which lines went where this far out.

      And then there was Declan. The man seemed to have eyes everywhere, even in decaying villages in the middle of nowhere. The plan fell apart just as quickly as it had formed.

      “What usually happens when you get to the switch station?” I called up to Kit.

      “We stop and help any ticketed passengers disembark. Then we detach everything after the sleeper and park the engine for a day or two while the rail yard restocks the coal tender. After that, we hook up to a different short stack and take off down another branch. We’ve been running the same loops for years.”

      I took one last sweeping glance under the platform and the train before marching back up the small hill.

      “The branch routes aren’t as profitable since you haul less per trip.” Kit said as I made my way over to him and Inda. “Most operators try to stick to the main lines, but Harold and I were never all that interested in the money.”

      “Why do this, if not for the money? You rarely get to spend time at home, right?”

      Kit looked toward the open door of the cab. “The train is home. Rolling along from town to town is a peaceful existence, most days.”

      “Is your route widely known?”

      “To people in the industry and along the route, sure. What are you driving at?” He was eyeing me now, though not with suspicion.

      “Just trying to piece together who might have known Silva was out here. This is an isolated area. Who would have even thought to bring a raiding party out this far?”

      Kit and Inda both shook their heads.

      I turned to the other woman. “Has anyone new come through recently? Or has anyone who lived here left on bad terms?”

      “Not that I know of,” she said. “I try not to pay too much attention to the comings and goings of my neighbors. We all have our little secrets we like to keep.” She cast Kit a longing glance, so brief it was barely noticeable, but it gave away far more about what she did pay attention to than she likely meant to reveal. “My parents would be the people to ask. Ingrid and Alan. They keep up on the gossip more than I do. They’re with the others gathered out front.”
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      The second I rounded the corner to the front of the station, I regretted it. A swarm of grateful villagers descended on me. Men and women, boys and girls, all hustled over to thank me. Some wanted to hug me, which was not happening. I earned a few offended looks when I held out a hand, offering a handshake in place of letting total strangers wrap their arms around me.

      After the first few, they all seemed to catch on. Then there were the more timid of the bunch, a handful of women and children who seemed content to just touch me, like they were making sure I was real.

      That was almost worse.

      I understood the desire to meet and thank someone who had a hand in saving your life, but that didn’t make the experience any less uncomfortable. With every new face and every point of physical contact, my anxiety ratcheted up another notch. My shoulders were like stone and every muscle in my back ached, pulled as tight as a drum.

      Until I saw Luke clearing a path through the crowd.

      People moved out of his way automatically, even though he wore a smile. Apparently, I wasn’t alone in finding him imposing.

      He didn’t say a word to me as he took his position at my side, his arm not quite brushing mine though I could feel the heat radiating from him. Just his presence created a natural buffer that kept most of the villagers at a safe distance. The flood of relief that doused that anxious buzz inside me was confusing at first.

      Was I relieved because he was acting as my shield, or was it because some weak, desperate part of me wanted him close?

      And when exactly had I become so comfortable with his proximity?

      I didn’t have a chance to unpack the thought. My hand snapped out almost without thinking, and a young boy, no older than seven, yelped when I snatched his hand away from my side before his little fingers could do more than graze my holster.

      Holding his wrist, I crouched next to him. “It’s never a good idea to reach for another person’s weapon without permission.”

      I’d intended the words as a gentle warning, not as a threat, but the crystal pools threatening to spill down the boy’s smudged cheeks reminded me of just how bad I was at dealing with tiny humans.

      Children had always been a struggle for me, even when I technically still was one. When my mother died and left me to help raise my sisters at the age of twelve, I’d had to stop being a kid nearly overnight.

      The change hadn’t come easy.

      I was hard on my sisters, much harder than I should have been sometimes. Part of it was jealousy. I never would have admitted it back then, but now, it was obvious. They all got to go on being little girls, oblivious to the burden I shouldered in our mom’s absence.

      I stood, plastering on my least threatening smile. “It’s okay, kid. I’m not mad. Just remember this conversation the next time you think about reaching for something that doesn’t belong to you. Okay?”

      He blinked away the unfallen tears and nodded emphatically.

      “Good. Now,” I turned my attention to the crowd and raised my voice, “I’m looking for Ingrid and Alan.”

      The crowd parted slowly, opening a path between me and the couple. Ingrid stood a head shorter than Alan with her graying hair twisted haphazardly on top of her head. She tried to smooth a few stubborn flyaways as I approached. When the resilient silver strands bounced right back, she dropped her hand to her side with a resigned sigh.

      Alan wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. It was sweet the way she leaned into the offered comfort without hesitation.

      How good would it feel to lean into Luke like that?

      What?

      No. I shoved the thought away. I wasn’t built for affection like that. Gunslinger, hunter, tracker, loner. Those were the things I was good at.

      Things like warmth, and love, and affection had no place on that list.

      I guided the older couple to a quiet area beside the station, and despite my better judgment, raised an eyebrow at Luke in a silent invitation. He smiled and shook his head the tiniest bit. That was probably for the best. He could answer the endless stream of questions from the curious villagers while I stuck to my task.

      Except questioning the older couple was a fruitless endeavor. They recalled nothing useful in the days and weeks leading up to the attack. No suspicious travelers. No disgruntled townsfolk. Maybe that was also for the best.

      As much as I wanted to believe Silva was a well-kept secret hidden away in that quiet valley, the truth was, it could have been anyone. All it would have taken was someone overhearing Kit and Harold talking about their route over dinner while they waited at the station in Carcana. It could have been any person who talked about, stopped in, or even traveled by the little town.

      I decided against questioning any of the other residents. I might have been able to glean a useful lead or two, but in turn, I would leave them eyeing each other with suspicion. There was no point in stirring trouble like that, and I had no interest in inflicting more pain on a community that was already reeling.

      My urgency to wrap things up was also a factor. The need to get moving was like an itch I couldn’t quite reach, and until I was on the road and headed home, that itch would fester and grow, wearing on my nerves and testing my patience.

      I looked around for Kinley, since petting the big wolf seemed to have a calming effect on me. I hadn’t seen her since we’d left the hollow that morning, and it was unsettling how keenly I felt the animal’s absence.

      Luke was slowly making his way toward me, shaking hands and dipping his head appreciatively to every villager who stopped him, but his furry sidekick was nowhere to be seen.

      “Have you seen Kinley?” I asked when he got close enough.

      “Yeah. She was a little anxious with all these people, so I released her to wander. Last I saw, she was back where I was positioned near the platform, keeping an eye on things.” He motioned for me to follow, and I did, tracing the path back around the station.

      As we rounded the corner, he put his fingers to his lips and let out a piercing whistle. Kit and Inda, who had been locked in a hushed conversation, stopped talking abruptly.

      Luke smiled sheepishly and shrugged. “Apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      They nodded, but neither attempted to resume their discussion.

      Kinley loped out of the woods a few beats later, leaping onto the platform and running straight for us. Alarm lit Kit’s face and he wrapped his arms around Inda, pulling her to the side as though he intended to shield her with his body. The two clearly cared about each other, even if they hadn’t made it as far as admitting it openly. Yet.

      “She’s not a threat to anyone here,” Luke said, smiling and patting his chest. She popped up onto her hind legs and draped her paws over his shoulders, stretching her head and neck back as he scratched along her torso. “Good looking out, Kinley.”

      “Hmm,” Kit muttered quietly. Luke shot him a curious look. “I was just reminded of a saying,” he explained, shifting so his arm rested easily, but a touch possessively, across Inda’s shoulders. “You cannot throw me to the wolves, for they come when I call them.”

      My heart tripped in my chest. That quote had become one of my dad’s favorites after my mom died. All at once, it hit me why I felt so instantly comfortable around the big man. They looked nothing alike, but the way he moved, the way he talked—even the way he smelled—he reminded me so much of my dad. Which naturally led me straight into thinking about my sisters.

      When was the last time I’d even bothered to check in?

      “Kit, are you heading out of here anytime soon?” I asked.

      His face took on a frustrated expression. “Not for a while.” He motioned to the engine. “This beast is stuck where it is until I can get down to Carcana and convince someone to tow it back for repairs.” It was only then that I saw the holes where the bullets from the rifle had punched clean through the metal skin.

      “Any idea how long that’ll be?”

      He shook his head. “It’ll take me the better part of two weeks to get there on foot, then I’ll have to arrange things with another operator, find parts. We’re looking at a couple of months, at least, and that all depends on how long the weather holds out.”

      I tipped my head to the sky. There went any hope of catching a ride, not that I’d been banking on it. It just would have been nice to have the option.

      “When you head that way, would you mind dropping something at the post office for me?” Hopefully, I would already be back home by the time it arrived, but it wouldn’t hurt to send word, just in case.
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      Inda and Cam disappeared for a while so Cam could write her sisters a letter. Which gave me a chance to get to know the giant named Kit. He was an interesting fellow. He looked like he was in his mid-thirties, but he spoke like he’d been around for lifetimes.

      I didn’t quite know what to make of him.

      The rest of the residents of Silva were reluctant to go back to their homes and shops, even after we’d confirmed all the warrants had been accounted for. I understood that, to a degree. A lot of them were still probably in shock after their ordeal.

      Some experiences changed a person on a fundamental level because change was the only way to survive it. For the villagers, discovering just how vulnerable they all were, and figuring out how to prevent something like the warrant attack in the future, was going to be a painful thing to address when the time came. Many of them weren’t ready to deal with the fallout yet. So, they ambled and chatted in front of the station like they were waiting for guidance.

      Cam, on the other hand, was doing her best to smother her impatience. I could hear it in her voice and see it in the way she moved. She’d done the thing she needed to do and now it was time to move on.

      I spoke above the din, drawing everyone’s attention. “We’ll be leaving soon. Is there anything else you need our help with before we go?”

      A murmur spread through the crowd. The small boy who had reached for Cam’s pistol spoke in a child’s high-pitched tone. “Can’t you stay?”

      “We have a long journey ahead of us,” she replied. Her voice was soft, and she spoke directly to the boy before turning her attention out toward the rest of the crowd. “If you don’t require assistance with your deceased, or with disposing of your captors, then we should be on our way.”

      Alan’s voice cut through the whispers. “Would you at least allow us the honor of packing some food and warm clothes for your journey? We don’t have any horses that we can offer you, but—”

      She raised a hand and shook her head. “We appreciate the offer, but that’s not necessary.”

      “Please?” Ingrid asked, stepping forward. “It’s the very least we can do. The season is turning quickly, and I think we’ll all feel better if you leave here prepared to deal with the coming winter.”

      A chorus of ‘yes’ and ‘please’ echoed the woman’s statement. They were backing us into a corner with the request. It would be impolite to refuse, and one look at Cam told me she’d already decided to play along, regardless of how much she didn’t want to.

      She smiled one of her very convincing fake smiles and accepted the offer as graciously as she could manage. Which was pretty impressive given no one else seemed to notice the frustration bubbling beneath the surface.
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      Late afternoon wore into evening as the townsfolk outfitted us with thick wool ponchos, leather gloves, soft knit caps, and fur lined boots that were far too warm to be practical in autumn. Come first snow, though, they would be worth the added weight.

      One helpful soul even offered me a set of booties for Kinley. The strange little woolen socks were stitched with thick leather pads that served as protective soles for the man’s sled dog team in the winter months.

      After several attempts, I did manage to get the booties tied on her two front feet, much to the amusement of the small group of onlookers. But when I reached for her back leg, Kinley was done humoring me. She kicked free of my grip and reared up like a petite black horse, flailing her long legs in an awkward attempt to fling the tiny shoes off.

      Cam was sitting next to me and sipping on a mug of some powerful spiced cider, watching the spectacle. I wondered for a second if she realized just how much alcohol was in that concoction. She’d only been sipping at it, but the way she’d loosened up was like night and day.

      At one point, she got to laughing so hard that she clutched the mug to her chest and leaned against me for support. I had no clue what to do with that.

      It was the first time she’d ever leaned on me in any way, and I was sure I’d never heard her laugh like that before. I was sure because the sound was like my own, personal drug, searing its way into my mind and making me crave more.

      More of her laugh, her attitude, her fire. And more of her warm body pressing against mine.

      The spell broke when Kinley finally tried walking with just the front booties in place. Her high stepping, jumbled prance triggered a new round of laughter that left several of the villagers gasping for air. What it didn’t do was win me any points with my wolf.

      She was all sorts of angry, and the accusatory look she gave me stole most of my humor.

      I stood from the porch and walked over to her, rather than calling her back to me and subjecting her to more laughter at her expense. “I’m sorry, honey,” I said, sitting on the ground in front of her. “I shouldn’t have tried this with all these people watching.”

      Cam followed and dropped to her knees beside her, stroking her fur with one hand while wiping away amused tears with the other. Kinley buried her big head in my shoulder as I loosened the small ties and lifted her paws one at a time to remove the tiny shoes.

      “They look good on her,” Cam chimed in, still trying to smother the last of her giggles. “And they might actually come in handy if we find ourselves in a snowstorm.”

      Kinley side-stepped away from the gunslinger’s hand and pressed her head harder into my shoulder. “I don’t think she’s too fond of that idea,” I said softly.

      She chuckled. “I was only joking. She’s a wolf. Big, tough wolves don’t need booties to walk in the snow. Do they, girl?”

      Kinley lifted her head and narrowed her golden eyes at her.

      “Oh, my.” She shifted uneasily at my side. “She really is upset.”

      “Just fair warning, she can hold a grudge.”

      “But she’s not mad at you? You put them on her.”

      “I’m also the one taking them off.”

      With both booties off, Kinley buried her head in my chest and let me apologize by thoroughly scratching her neck, shoulders, and back.

      “Well, damn,” Cam said, sitting back. “Sorry, girl.”

      Inda appeared in the door of one of the nearby houses. “Dinner’s ready, folks. Come and get it while it’s hot.”
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        * * *

      

      The meal was delicious, and after saying our farewells to the grateful villagers, Kit and Inda escorted us to the edge of town.

      Inda stepped a little closer to Cam as they walked. “We talked with the others about any travelers or visitors who seemed questionable.”

      “And, any luck?” she asked.

      “One of the young men remembered talking with a man about Silva a few weeks back. He was visiting a friend in Carcana. Apparently, a well-dressed man bought him and his buddy drinks and asked lots of questions about our little town.”

      She stopped and turned to face Inda. “Did he remember anything about the man?”

      “Not much. Just that he was tall, with gray eyes, and he wore an expensive looking cloak.”

      A barely perceptible flicker of recognition slipped through her expression before she asked, “Nothing else? No name or where the guy was from?”

      “Not much. He said they had a few more drinks after the guy left, and he hadn’t even thought about that night until he overheard you talking to my parents. I know it’s not much to go on.”

      She chewed on the inside of her lip for a second before offering the other woman a small smile. “Thank you for letting me know. Any information is helpful.”

      “You have a mail post near your home, right?” Inda asked. “You must, since you’re sending a letter to your family.”

      “We do,” she said, making the answer sound almost like a question. A little of that wall that had been coming down went back up around her at the mention of her home.

      “Oh good! May I write to you?” Inda asked, beaming. “I would very much like to keep in touch.”

      “I would like that too,” she said. I was a little surprised just how much it sounded like she meant it.

      “Where . . . shoot . . . I should have asked this back in town where I could write it down. How should I address the letter?”

      “It’s on the one I gave Kit to mail, but just send it to Cameron, no last name. Everyone out that way knows the ranch, and we keep a box at the mail post. Anything you send will make its way to me, eventually.”

      “Excellent!” Inda clapped her hands and Cam pulled her in for a quick hug.

      It was interesting to watch. The night was chock full of firsts with that woman. I mean, she’d reached out and hugged Inda willingly. Just like a normal person.

      Was it the cider? Or was her disdain for physical contact just related to men?

      “Where are you off to?” Kit asked, his gaze moving lazily between us as though he already knew the answer.

      “East. Back to the ranch. I’ll have a better idea when we’re on the way,” Cam replied.

      “Well, if you ever need help, you can send a message by rail. Engine #6025 is all you need to remember. It might take a bit for the message to make it down the line, but I’ll get it.”

      “Thank you, Kit, for everything,” she said. “I’m so sorry about Harold.”

      He waved off her apology. “He was just as eager as I was to help these folks, and we both knew the risks going in. Besides, I think he was happy to go out fighting.”

      “Kit.” I offered my hand to the big man. “It was great to meet you. I hope our paths cross again.”

      I wasn’t just saying that. We’d gotten to know each other a little over dinner and it turned out we were similar in some ways. He’d even hinted at service of some kind, though he was vague about it.

      Kit locked his grip around my forearm, keeping his index and middle finger straight, and I did the same automatically. It’d been years since I’d encountered anyone else who knew that grip and we both stilled. If I hadn’t realized it already, the smirk that turned his lips let me know I’d given something vital about myself away.

      So had he.

      He pulled me in and clapped me on the back twice, just hard enough to drive home the words he whispered in my ear. “If you hurt her or betray her in any way . . .” He paused for a beat, then his voice dropped impossibly lower. “I will end you.”

      The short hairs on the back of my neck came to full attention. Threat laced every syllable, and I didn’t doubt for a moment that he meant it. When he pulled back, that smirk was still firmly in place, as if he hadn’t just laid down the mother of all threats.

      It wasn’t a thing to take lightly, to be sure, but that didn’t make it any less confusing. What made him think she would ever give me the chance to hurt her? Or that I would take advantage if she did?

      Maybe he’d been huffing too many coal fumes in the engine.

      They’d just met, right? As far as I knew, he had no idea who she really was. Hell, I’d just found out myself, less than two days ago. Before I could organize my thoughts to form a response, he let go of my arm and turned to her.

      “Travel safe, Gunslinger. This world can’t afford to lose warriors like you.” Then he bent and wrapped his big arms around her.

      My heart ground to a stop. He knew who she was, but that wasn’t the worst part. Not by a mile. She didn’t flinch when he touched her. In fact, she hugged the giant back, leaning into it.

      “I owe you a debt. You saved my life today, and I’ll never forget it,” she said.

      His embrace was friendly, almost fatherly, but it didn’t change the truth of things.

      I was the one she had a problem with when it came to touching her. Just me.

      The top of her head barely reached the middle of Kit’s chest and his rumbled, “You owe me nothing, Gunslinger,” seemed to throw her off balance.

      “Agree to disagree. But—” she stepped back and raised her index finger, giving him a cross look “—don’t call me that, ever. It’s Cameron or nothing.” She cast a sidelong glance at Inda. “That goes for you too, and please don’t tell anyone else.”

      The other woman looked genuinely confused. “I haven’t told anyone.”

      Cam’s gaze shot back to Kit. “If Inda didn’t tell you—”

      “That’s my secret to keep,” he said, cutting her off. “I just count myself lucky to have fought at your side. And you have my word that I will take the truth of your identity to my grave.”

      Then he knelt and Kinley stepped forward dutifully. She raised her right paw, and he chuckled as he took it gently in his hand. “It was truly a pleasure to meet you too, young wolf.”

      She let out a low bark and the soft smile on his face grew to a full, unhindered grin.

      Okay, I couldn’t hate a guy who smiled like that at my wolf, even after he’d threatened my life not a minute earlier, but still. Why him? Why was it okay for a man like Kit to know her secret and for a man like him to wrap his arms around her?

      He let go of Kinley’s paw, scratched her quickly behind the ears, and stood. “I do hope to see you all again.” He cast me a pointed look before shifting his gaze to Cam. “Under better circumstances, if the fates allow.”

      “If the fates allow,” she echoed, dipping her head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        CHAPTER 26

      

      

      
        
          [image: Stylized pistol graphic, line art]
        

      

      
        
        CAMERON

      

      

      

      We walked back to the stone shelter in a silence that felt more tense than normal. It made enjoying the remnants of my little buzz from the cider challenging. Something was bothering Luke, but whatever it was, it was recent. As in, the last few minutes we were in Silva kind of recent.

      The only thing that had changed in that time was saying goodbye to Inda and Kit.

      Maybe it had to do with that strange moment between him and the giant?

      My desire to enjoy the quiet, cool evening faded away, and I spent most of the walk trying to imagine what Kit could have said to upset him. Or why he would say anything at all.

      I started a fire with what was left of the wood we’d stashed as he arranged our things for the night. The second his bulky bedroll was flat on the ground, Kinley claimed it as her own, curling up in the middle like she didn’t give a damn where Luke planned on sleeping.

      I smiled, and when I looked over, he was smiling too. Except, when our eyes met, his expression faltered.

      Had I done something wrong?

      With the yellow-orange flames throwing shimmering streaks across the curved stone wall, I stretched out beside the fire and listened to the crackling and popping of the burning wood. It was a perfect analogy for how I felt inside. Hot, chaotic, unpredictable.

      The stars outside the hollow glittered like a million tiny white embers caught in the blueish-black net of the night sky, and I replayed the scenes from the day on that canvas. I relived every conversation and recalculated every action.

      That was standard after a fight, but my mind kept circling back to those last few minutes before we left, trying to identify the moment Luke’s mood had shifted.

      “Where do we go from here?” he asked.

      I was startled as much by the wording of the question as I was by the rough edge to his voice. I rolled onto my stomach and propped myself on my elbows while I pretended to consider the question.

      “East. I know today was a long day and all three of us could use a decent night’s rest, but I’d like to get going early . . . if you’re up for it?”

      Luke was laid out on his back with his arms stretched up and his head resting in his calloused hands. He didn’t respond right away, but after a few breaths, he finally tilted his head back and looked up at me. “Is it getting harder to track him?”

      Answering a question with a question was nothing new for him, but that one came out of left field. “That’s the thing, I feel like I need to get back to the ranch. Every instinct is pulling me that way—like if I go, I’ll find Declan there.” I paused, but when he just watched me with that curious glimmer in his eye, I gave in to the urge to let my words flow. It was easier than fighting it. “I don’t know how else to put it. It’s like trying to see both sides of the same coin at once. I need to go home. I can feel it in my bones. But what if returning is the thing that draws him there? What if just by staying away, I could keep my sisters safe?”

      It was a horrible gamble, and yet, the more I shared what I was thinking with Luke, the more obvious the right choice became.

      I could protect my sisters at the ranch. Hell, they could protect themselves. They were gunslingers too, after all. If going home was the thing that brought my vendetta against Declan to an end, why fight it? Why keep following a cat and mouse trail that was leading only gods knew where? Only he knew where.

      Why not draw him to me?

      “I need to go home,” I said again, this time with more conviction. “I understand if that sounds reckless after—”

      “It doesn’t.” Luke’s dark eyes sparkled in the firelight. “You’ve had it right with every situation we’ve been in so far. If you need to get home, we’ll get you home.”

      I pulled in what I hoped looked like an easy breath. His confidence in me made something inside me shine in a way that was . . . overwhelming. I forced myself to keep my hand steady as I reached out and rested it on Luke’s forearm, and his eyes followed my every movement.

      “Thank you.” My words came out barely stronger than a whisper, and heat flooded my face. Some big, tough gunslinger I was, getting choked up because he believed in me.

      “No need for thanks, yet,” he said, offering no sign that he’d noticed my ridiculous reaction. “Save that for when we get there in one piece.”

      When we get there. It was tempting to think about bringing him home with me, even if he was just along for the ride until we ended Declan’s miserable existence. But there was still the proverbial elephant in the room.

      The gunslinger conversation.

      I pulled my hand away and he looked up, studying my face. I tried to stick it out, tried to meet that piercing gaze, but after a long few seconds that sent tendrils of heat through my core, I turned my attention to the fire.

      “What’s on your mind, Cam?”

      As much as I wanted to hedge my way out of the conversation, I owed him this much. “I should have told you who I was earlier.” I was taking the easy way out by not looking at him, but I just couldn’t. My buzz was officially history and everything inside me felt raw. “I’m sorry for that.”

      “Don’t be,” he said quietly. “People have all sorts of reasons for the secrets they keep.”

      “I know,” I sighed, looking down at my hands, then finally at him. “I know that better than most. It’s just . . .” I let my words trail off because I didn’t want to finish the thought. I felt like I’d let him down. I’d let myself down.

      He rolled to his belly and mirrored my position, propping himself on his elbows. “It’s just what?”

      “You didn’t know what you were getting yourself into, not really. You didn’t know who you were aligning yourself with, and you deserved to know.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” He gave me a frustrating little smirk. “Maybe things unfolded exactly the way the universe intended. Either way, it doesn’t change anything for me. I’m still here.”

      But for how long? Would he stick around once Declan was in the ground? Did I want him to?

      Good gods. I had exactly no business going down that path of what-ifs. So, I latched onto the hint of superstition in his statement as a distraction. “The way the universe intended, huh? Does that mean you believe in fate?”

      His eyebrows shot up and that smirk kicked up a little higher. “That, gunslinger, is a deceptively simple question with a complicated answer.”

      “Right, and I suppose it’s not really the kind of thing we should get into on the same day we killed nine men and lost three innocents.”

      Way to go, Cammy. Just suck the life right out of the conversation.

      He was quiet for a few beats. It was awkward. I’d almost convinced myself to open my big, dumb mouth and apologize, again, when he narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Is it the kind of thing we can get into later?” he asked.

      Huh. Not what I was expecting.

      “How about we take it day by day,” I offered. Before he could respond, I rolled onto my back and tucked the end of my bedroll under my head as a pillow. Then I closed my eyes and let out a great, entirely fake yawn. “It’s past my bedtime, Mr. Kendrick.”

      The yawn might have been manufactured, but my exhaustion was not. I was done. My head hurt, my body was tired, and my brain, well, it could use a break from everything clamoring for space in it.

      Luke’s warm chuckle drifted through the night air and over my skin like a caress. “Good night, Miss Hale.”

      “Mmhmm,” I muttered. Then, on a whim, I added, “I like it better when you call me Cam.”

      On any other night, I might have stayed awake replaying those words a thousand times, questioning why I would even mention something like that. Thankfully, I was too tired to let it worry me. A few moments of silence, save for the crackle of the small fire, was all it took for the weariness to take over. I curled onto my side, facing the warmth of the flames, and sank into a heavy sleep.

      Later, it might have been an hour, or it might have been five, I jerked awake on the heels of an unpleasant dream. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it a nightmare, mainly because it was one I’d had a thousand times, of the morning my mother died. Every time I went through it, I fought tooth and nail to alter the course of it, but nothing I did ever mattered.

      Except for the end.

      It was always the same right up until I was on my knees in the dirt with my small hands smearing my mom’s blood on her pistol. I would look up to see my sisters staring down at me from inside the house. Sometimes they looked frightened, other times they were sad, but the version that really got to me was when they looked angry.

      I was always afraid they would file out of the house like tiny jurors and point their pudgy little girl fingers at me.

      Our mother’s death wasn’t my fault, but I’d never been able to shake the feeling that I could have done more. I’d held my father responsible for that, at least in the beginning. I was furious with him for holding me back when I came barreling out of the stables, and that anger had lingered inside me for a very long time.

      Years longer than it should have.

      Maybe some of it still did. That would certainly explain how uncomfortably warm I felt. Warm and trapped.

      Then again, that feeling might have been coming from the thing that was draped over me, covering me from neck to feet. My soft cotton shirt clung to my sticky skin, and when I tried to roll over, my legs were unnaturally heavy, like they were weighed down with sandbags.

      Hot sandbags.

      Why was everything so hot?

      I pried my tacky eyelids open, and a deep red glow filled my vision. That eerie light was the last straw for my sleep-addled brain. My pulse ticked up a few dozen beats and the need to move coursed through my limbs. I twisted hard to free myself from the smothering cocoon and froze when an irritated grumble carried over the crackle of what my muddled brain finally realized was the glow of a dwindling fire.

      The weight lifted from my legs, and I propped myself on my elbow, my heart still slamming out that rough rhythm in my chest. Kinley glared at me from the foot of my bedroll. Correction: from the foot of Luke’s blanket, the thing that was currently smothering me.

      “Sorry, Kinley,” I mumbled, shaking my head. My fight or flight response was running high, and it took effort not to whip the blanket off and get to my feet just to prove to myself that I wasn’t actually trapped.

      I focused my attention on the wolf. “I couldn’t move. I thought maybe someone had captured me in my sleep,” I confessed in a whisper.

      Was it weird that I was talking to a wolf? Kind of, but also, not at all. She was intelligent, and she listened when people recognized that fact and spoke to her accordingly.

      Kinley cocked her head, then stood and took two long steps toward me. Her cold nose bumped my cheek gently, then a warm puff of breath sifted through my hair as she sniffed at my chaotic braid.

      I stayed perfectly still. The big canine and I had come to an understanding early on, but the incident before dinner hadn’t done me any favors. So, if she wanted to check on me while my heart was racing, and the urge to tear the blanket off and make a break for it was still pumping power through me, so be it. I wasn’t about to interfere.

      After another second, she gave me a wet lick on the cheek and trotted around the fire.

      “Thank you, I think,” I muttered, wiping the wolf’s saliva off the side of my face.

      A familiar low chuckle drifted over the coals. “Morning.”

      “Why did you give me your blanket?” Yeah, that didn’t sound ungrateful at all. Would it kill me to act like a normal person for a minute?

      Luke pitched his voice obnoxiously high and replied, “Good morning to you too, Luke. Thank you for making sure I stayed warm while I was fighting epic battles in my dreams.” He sat up and cocked an eyebrow at me over the coals.

      “Right.” I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my snarky retort to myself. “So, then, it’s apologies all around this morning?” I laid back, stretching my stiff muscles and trying to let some of the anxious energy bleed off. “Good morning, Luke. Thank you for covering me with your blanket.” I kept my voice deliberately deadpan, and his responding huff made me smile. “I wasn’t, however, fighting any epic battles. Just reliving a tough day from when I was a kid.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      When I glanced over, there was no humor left, just his special brand of gentle concern that always left me feeling exposed. “No. Not right now. Some of it will be important for you to know before we get to the ranch. At least, I think it might be. I want to put some distance between us and Silva before I tell you about it though.” I sat up and puffed out my cheeks on a heavy exhale. “That is what we’re doing today, right? Talking about me and my whole . . . situation?”

      Gods, I cringed just thinking about it.

      Why had I agreed to this again?

      Oh, right. I’d told him I would talk if we both survived the warrants. I definitely should have set that bar higher.

      “Are you actually planning on volunteering information about who you are, without me pulling teeth to get it?” He feigned shock with a hand to his chest then dropped me a quick wink.

      Yep, it was going to be a long day.
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      Despite Cam’s stated desire to get moving, she was dragging her feet. I could blame some of it on the adrenaline from the fight the day before or the abundance of food afterward. Heck, even I felt sluggish and sore all over, and I’d only had a sip of that devil cider. But it was more than that.

      She’d seemed like such a closed book when we’d first met, but the more time we spent together, the more I noticed her little ticks.

      Or maybe she was letting me see them. I was still on the fence about that. The woman was crafty, and I wasn’t dumb enough to believe she couldn’t pull the wool over my eyes if she wanted to.

      I fed Kinley a few chunks of jerky and a lump of honey laced granola from my bag. It wasn’t a lot of food for her, but I wasn’t sure what the folks in Silva had packed for us. Plus, with the number of rabbits I’d seen ducking behind bushes and sprinting into tiny lairs, Kinley had more than enough options for fresh meat if she got hungry.

      Our bags were heavier with the food and cold weather gear the Silvanians had packed, but the added weight wasn’t entirely burdensome. I tapped a hard lump pressing awkwardly against the fabric of my bag and smiled at the muffled “tink, tink” of thin metal. One of the villagers had thought to pack us a pot.

      Cam was doing a similar, quick inspection of her bag. “You know, when we stop for the day, we should pull everything out and see what we’re working with again.”

      “My thoughts exactly. Those folks might have gone a little overboard making sure we have enough food and such. Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate the gesture, but it’s a lot more than we walked into town with.”

      Cam hefted her bulging bag with one hand and rapped her knuckles on something hard and metal at the bottom of it. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’ve got a folding shovel in here.” The half-confused, half-curious look on her face was adorable.

      “It might come in handy, for smothering fires and the like,” I said, trying not to show just how impressed I was with that little show of strength she’d just put on.

      The woman was as fit as they came, sure, but if her bag was anything like mine, that meant it weighed a solid sixty pounds. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d met a woman who could muscle up that kind of weight one-handed.

      “Do you have any idea how far we have to go to get you back to your ranch?” I asked, using the question to distract myself from thinking about what else she could do with that hidden strength.

      “Not exactly.” She stood with her hands on her hips and twisted from side to side. “I’m figuring on at least a few weeks, if the weather cooperates. Snow is pretty and all when you’re looking at it through the window inside a nice, warm house, but it has a way of slowing you down when you’re out in it.” She glanced up at the clear morning sky. “Unfortunately, I have my doubts as to whether we’ll make it over this range before the first flakes fall.”

      “Should I go back and see if they have one of those fancy sleds they were talking about? We could rig Kinley up and have her pull us,” I said, purely jokingly. Judging from the low growl she sent my way, Kinley did not appreciate the suggestion.

      “I’m kidding, honey. I would never strap you to a sled and expect you to pull me. In fact, I’m pretty sure the only way you’d take part in sled pulling was if you were the one doing the riding.”

      She looked at me with her big, golden eyes and lifted her chin a hair as though like that was the only reasonable arrangement.
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        * * *

      

      “What do you think will happen with Kit and Inda?” I asked. We’d been walking most of the morning, talking about the people of Silva and replaying what we’d each seen during the fight from our unique perspectives.

      Cam shot me a knowing look. “I think if they were trying to hide their interest in each other, they have a thing or two to learn about the art of subterfuge.”

      “I didn’t get the sense that they were trying to hide it so much, but they seemed to think no one else was paying attention. You think she’ll hitch her wagon to his train and skip town?”

      “I hope she does,” she said. “They seem like a good match. Plus, he did mention something about finding new tracks to ride. Maybe they both could use a change of scenery. This is gorgeous country up here, but there’s a whole world outside of these woods and mountains.”

      “You say that like you’ve seen a lot of it. Just how far have your travels taken you?”

      “Farther than I imagined. Far enough, I suppose.” She shifted the heavy pack on her back.

      “So, we’re reverting back to vague and cryptic, huh?” I raised an eyebrow. “If you’re thinking of reneging on that talk you promised me, I’m telling you now, I won’t take no for an answer this time.”

      She huffed out a breath and I couldn’t tell if it was humor or irritation that caused it. “What in this world leads you to believe you can make me talk if I don’t want to?” She cast me a sideways glance.

      The woman loved challenging me, so it was only fair to throw a challenge back at her. “Your word. It isn’t in a gunslinger’s nature to lie, is it?”

      “Oh, it absolutely is.” She flattened her lips, but the hint of a smirk lifted one corner. “I’m only human.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. With my lineage, it’s frowned upon to fail to deliver on a promise. Of course, there is an exception to almost every rule.”

      I twirled my hand for her to go on, because at this point, I knew better than to open my mouth. The more I talked, the less she would, and this conversation was going to be all about her.

      That earned me another little huff. “In the event of a gunslinger’s untimely death, any and all unfulfilled promises and contracts are rendered null and void.” She sounded like she was reciting a sentence straight from a legal document.

      “Right. Except you’re right here, breathing and all. So . . .”

      “So?” Cameron spread her hands out, palms up. “I do have a perfectly legitimate way of avoiding this talk.”

      Ouch. I knew it was a joke, but it still stung. “Death is your preference over having a real, meaningful conversation with another person?”

      “It’s not so much preferable, as I’d be dead, but I’ll keep that option in my pocket, just in case.” She smiled wide, clearly enjoying herself.

      When my only response was a lift of my brow, she shook her head.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll talk, but I have limits. And we’re only doing this because I want to. Got it?”

      “Whatever you have to tell yourself, Madam Gunslinger.”

      “What was that?” She glared at me, pausing on the trail.

      I faked a sheepish smile. “Oh, right. I’m not allowed to call you that. Whatever you have to tell yourself, Cam.”

      “That’s better.” She rolled her eyes and started walking again. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “Wherever your story starts,” I offered. It was unnerving how excited I was to have this conversation. People usually loved talking to me, often sharing their most personal secrets without giving it a second thought.

      Not Cam. She’d barely given an inch in the weeks since we’d met. She was clever about it, talking in circles that somehow always ended with me talking about myself.

      A real conversation with her, learning anything personal about her, would feel like a breath of fresh air.

      She looked up through the trees. “My story starts at Bond Creek.”

      “And where is this mysterious ranch of yours?”

      “The Stone Mountains. In the eastern foothills.” She glanced over. “Are you familiar with the range?”

      “I’ve been over it once or twice.”

      “I’ve traveled quite a few of the roads west of those mountains, but I’ve never had occasion to go east. As much as I would like to see what that part of the world has to offer, my bounties always run west. Every. Damn. Time. I wish I knew why. It’s a horribly boring and predictable thing to do.”

      “So, you’ve never been to the capital?” That did come as a bit of a shock.

      She chewed on her bottom lip as we walked side by side. It was hard not to stare at all her little tells as she worked through each small pause.

      “No. My dad used to make the trip a couple of times a year, to deliver horses, but he always took one of the ranch hands with him. When I got older, it fell to me to keep an eye on my sisters while he was gone. Then when Tanner was old enough, he started taking her. She . . . has a way with animals.”

      I definitely didn’t anticipate being so flooded with questions I wanted to ask that I would actually lock up when the time came. I wanted to know everything. About her, about her sisters, the ranch, her lineage.

      But if I started spewing questions unchecked, I had a feeling she would shut me down entirely. I took a deep breath.

      Take it easy.

      She’d agreed to talk, to share things about who she was. Even if it was only two or three little things today, it was still a huge step forward.

      “What’s it like being a gunslinger and a bounty hunter?” That was about the least obtrusive question I could come up with.

      “It’s kind of the same job. Hunting, tracking, exacting justice. The difference is I get paid for one but not the other.”

      “Is that why you’re a bounty hunter, for the pay?”

      “No. The job is more like my cover. It’s what makes it okay for me to be out here hunting monsters. Bounty hunters aren’t well liked, but it’s safer than announcing to the world who I really am. Plus, people assume, as a bounty hunter, they can buy my loyalty.”

      The unspoken “I’m not for sale” rang clear in the pause that followed.

      “I know it seems like a small distinction, but it’s the difference between simply being disliked and having a target painted on my back.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d heard something like that, but in the two days since learning I was traveling with the Cameron Hale, it hadn’t occurred to me what her life must have been like. “People lash out at gunslingers because they seem righteous?”

      “More or less.”

      I thought back to when we’d first met. She’d mentioned something about how long she’d been in the trade of bounty hunting that had seemed like an exaggeration at the time. She was young. Too young, probably. “You were still a teenager when you started going on missions, right? How did you even get involved in it?”

      “Is that really what you want to know?” she asked, giving me a side eye that had me mentally backpedaling.

      Was that what I wanted to know?

      “Yes. That and a million other things,” I confessed. Oh yeah, I was killing it with the whole taking it easy thing. Stellar job keeping it low key. “How about this?” I stopped and reached out a hand to touch her forearm. The contact sent a tingle through my fingertips, but it was there and gone in an instant when she jerked her arm away.

      Cam turned on me with fire in her amber eyes. She blinked slowly, licked her lips, and drew in a measured breath that was obviously intended to bring her some level of calm.

      I held my hands up. “Sor—”

      She cut me off with a shake of her head. “Don’t.” She closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them again, some of the tension melted out of her. “Don’t apologize."

      I couldn’t tell if that softening was real or if it was another one of her masks, at least, not until her eyes met mine. A jumble of emotions peeked through before that invisible wall she’d built around herself went back up.

      The only questions that came to mind after that all circled around the unknown thing I had apparently done to earn her mistrust. It wasn’t the kiss. I’d crossed the line there and she’d let me know it, but her reactions to me had always felt charged.

      What was it about me that had her recoiling from the most basic of contact?

      I couldn’t ask that question. Not if I wanted her to keep talking. Hell, for all I knew I’d already wrenched our little conversation to a dead stop before it even really got started. I rolled my shoulders back and shifted the weight of my pack.

      As if sensing her tension, Kinley brushed against Cam’s thigh, then nudged her hand gently. She reached down almost automatically and scratched the wolf’s neck. After a few beats, she said, “I don’t like surprises.” There was no warning in her words. No threat. If anything, it sounded like an explanation.

      I seized the opening. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Another interminable beat passed. “I know.” Her voice was flat with just a hint of something else. Maybe sadness?

      She was obviously trying, which made me feel like even more of an idiot. I already knew she was skittish and that she wasn’t big on physical contact. I thought back to the times she’d reached out for me. A whopping three or four times in how many weeks? Each time had been deliberate, and she’d made sure I’d seen it coming.

      I hadn’t shown her the same courtesy. It hadn’t even occurred to me, even after the kiss.

      How could I be so dense?

      Patience was the key to unlocking Cam’s trust. Patience, and honesty, and very clear consent at every step.

      I ran the backs of my fingers across the stubble on my jaw and blew out a weary breath. I wanted to know everything. Every little detail of who she was and what made her tick, but I had to go about it the right way.

      “Can we start over with something small? Like, something little about your sisters. Is that allowed?”

      “Yes, I’m allowed to talk about my sisters.” She chuckled uneasily. “Whether I answer depends on what you want to know.”

      “Are you all pretty close?” I motioned to the trail, and she started walking. It was one of the things I’d noticed. She was more talkative when she was moving, almost like she felt trapped if she had to stand still and talk to me face to face.

      She tipped her head from side to side. “We were for a long time, but things change as you grow up. My mother’s death was tough on all of us and we all kind of paired off as we got older. Berkley and I stayed close, and Tanner and Jaq, well, they torment each other endlessly, but they do it because they adore each other.”

      “You weren’t kidding about the names in your family.”

      “It’s one of our best kept secrets.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, turning just enough to catch her biting her bottom lip. The effect that tiny move had on me made my growing hunger for the woman flare.

      “Our names are important, sacred almost. They provide each woman in the family with an added layer of protection that keeps the outside world from finding out who we really are. It’s been this way for generations. My mother’s name was Jordan. Her mother was Ryan. And my great-grandmother was Riley.”

      “Really?” I asked, my eyes widening.

      She nodded once. “Really.”
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      I’d heard the name Riley Hale in countless stories growing up. A ruthless gunslinger, legendary by any standard.

      As much as I wanted to chase the long list of questions forming in my mind about Cam’s ancestors, I knew better. If we veered off on a tangent now, I might never get another chance to learn about the woman walking right beside me, and I wanted more than anything to learn everything I could about my gunslinger.

      My gunslinger. How very bold of me. I should have shoved the thought away, but the more I rolled it around in my head, the more I liked the way it felt.

      Mine.

      The silence stretched as I let that sink in. I’d never felt possessive of a woman, but with her . . . I was in trouble. I wanted to be bold and open and tell her everything, but with how flighty she was, that was the wrong way to go about it.

      Maybe sticking with stories about the distant past was the way to get her to open up—slow and steady. “How far back does the Hale lineage go?”

      Cam let out a barely audible sigh and I could have sworn her shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. “The family stories span at least a dozen generations, but the detailed records only go back about a century and a half.”

      “What happened?”

      “Back then, most of the family records were stored in a small church out past town for safekeeping. During a particularly violent year, census takers from the capital swept through the outskirts looking for any excuse to scoop up fertile couples and healthy young children in order to repatriate them to the city. They claimed the survival of the territory hinged on shoring up society in key areas. Rather than risk exposing the families in town, the pastor torched his own church, along with all the records hidden inside.”

      “He burned everything?”

      “Yeah. We have some records locked in a safe in the library. Berkley works on retracing the family tree when she has time, but she hasn’t found much from before the fire. We only have a few scraps of useful information on the women who started the line.”

      “I have so many new questions,” I said, trying to keep my tone light. It paid off because she chuckled softly. The sound of it made me smile like a fool.

      “I thought you might.”

      “Did I hear you right? You have a library on a ranch?” Books were rare. I’d held only a small few in my hands in all my life. The idea that a family of gunslingers was keeping a stash of precious texts hidden away on a dusty ranch sounded a little insane.

      “We call it a library, but really, it’s just a collection of books and records that has grown over the years. The first three sisters started the tradition and it stuck.”

      A cool, wet nose bumped my hand, and I glanced down at Kinley. Apparently, she was feeling a little left out. I dropped back a step and reached down to scratch the top of her head gently while we walked. “Who were the first three sisters?”

      She tossed a glance over her shoulder and the whisper of a smile crossed her lips when she saw the reason I was falling behind. Her pace slowed a little and she asked, “Do you want the whole story or the summary?”

      My brain was itching to learn everything it could, but I knew full well there was a limit to how much she would be willing to reveal in one go. The last thing I wanted was to burn her out on the details before I got a handle on the big picture. “Let’s start with the summary and see where it goes.”

      “Did you learn much of the history of the territories growing up?”

      I rubbed a hand over my head. “As much as any other kid, I suppose, but I picked up a lot more when I worked for the Marchon family.”

      She paused, turning to study me. “Did they teach you anything about the origin of the population decline?”

      If anyone in our time knew the truth, it would have been one of the ruling families, but that wasn’t part of the territory’s history we ever covered in my military training. I shook my head. “As I understand it, no one really knows the cause.”

      “There are all sorts of theories out there.”

      “What do you think happened?” I asked. I’d heard the theories too, but without any facts to work with, it was all just talk.

      She turned her face toward the sky. “To be honest, I’m not entirely sure it matters. I don’t think we’ll ever really know at this point. I do believe overpopulation was a real threat at one time. Annie wrote about it extensively in one of her journals.” Cam started walking again and almost as an afterthought she added, “She was the middle of the three sisters.”

      I stayed where I was, watching her move. Everything about her drew me in. The way she reacted to my questions, the way she moved her pack or held her breath for a beat. I felt like, maybe I was finally getting to know her a little. “Is that what drove them to buy the ranch?” I called ahead.

      Cam glanced back with a smirk, probably at the fact that I had to jog to catch up. “Yeah. They originally lived in Sabetha, but when they saw the writing on the wall and the rising unrest in the population, they spent every penny they had between them to move away from the city and buy the ranch.”

      “So, they weren’t gunslingers?”

      “No. That part of Annie’s journals is actually kind of funny. I’m willing to bet there was a lot of trial and error in the beginning.” She shrugged. “But they learned how to survive, and eventually thrive.”

      “When they moved from the city, did they have any idea how to run a ranch?”

      Her amber eyes crinkled at the corners. “No. Not one of them had ever held a gun, or even ridden a horse, but they had their books. They made it out of the city just before the first war between the territories broke out.”

      “Okay, I know that part. Marcus Marchon was rather fond of spouting off about how his family helped restore peace, but that didn’t happen for, what, a few decades?”

      “Yeah, but it didn’t take nearly that long for the chaos to bleed out into the smaller communities.”

      “They weren’t prepared, were they?” I asked, not really needing to know the answer. I could see where the story was going.

      “As the legend goes, Annie and her younger sister, Rose, rode out one day to pick up supplies for the ranch and were ambushed by a small group of scavengers. They fought as best they could, but their inexperience cost them. They lost their supplies and two of their horses, though they were lucky enough to escape with their lives. After that, the three sisters made a pact to train every day. They bartered for guns and learned to use them, and practiced with anything else they could find—knives, ropes, lengths of rusted pipe, and each other.”

      I motioned to her pistol. “Is that one of the guns?”

      Cam rested her hand on the butt of her revolver and tapped the smooth wooden handle with her fingertips. “No, this one belonged to Riley. She had a pair of them made special. I have one, Jaq carries the other.”

      I took a moment to follow the motion of her fingers down and admired the finely engraved symbol in the handle. “What’s the significance of the insignia?”

      “Do you want to hear the story of Riley’s guns or the story of how the Hale gunslinger line came to be?” She raised an eyebrow.

      I held my hands up. “Apologies. Let’s stick with the original story. I won’t interrupt again.”

      “Interrupt all you want. They’re just different stories.”

      “Carry on with the story of the first three sisters.”

      “Very well. About a year after that first attack, all three sisters were confronted on a supply run. Only that time, they were ready. That was how the line started; just three sisters looking out for each other in a world that had gone mad. Except the rumor that spread through Dovecote was that a trio of big, burly men took out that group of bandits. The sisters didn’t want to draw attention, so they let the story ride.”

      I canted my head to the side, considering that choice. “Wouldn’t they have been better off telling people that they were the ones who stopped them? I mean, if they had taken the credit, people would have had good reason to never mess with them.”

      “My sisters and I have debated that very point. Personally, I think they were scared. They were three city women out there in the wilds trying to avoid the violence, not control it.”

      “But they still would have had to do something to keep up the reputation, right? One fight does not a gunslinger make.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at me. “You don’t miss much, do you? They avoided conflicts initially and focused their attention on growing the ranch. They curated a loyal crew, and then Annie fell in love with one of the ranch hands. I’ll give you three guesses what happened next.”

      “Annie got pregnant,” I said. It was the only logical next step in the story. Going back as far as Cam was talking about, a fertile couple would have been uncommon enough to make hiding the small family a necessity.

      “Yep. Keeping them and the baby safe became the focus of every soul on the ranch. That was how the other part of our history started. One Hale woman in a generation could bear children, and those children were always raised in relative secrecy. Their training started very young, and generation after generation they grew more skilled and more lethal. The adult siblings who couldn’t have kids usually acted as guardians for the ranch and the neighboring areas. Eventually that guardianship stretched across the territory. Since then, my family has been dedicated to protecting the weak wherever possible.” A hint of exhaustion crept into her voice toward the end.

      What kind of toll would that take on a kid? I couldn’t imagine growing up with a background like that or trying to live up to a legacy like that.

      “It sounds like a noble calling,” I offered quietly. It was all I could think to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        CHAPTER 29

      

      

      
        
          [image: Stylized pistol graphic, line art]
        

      

      
        
        CAMERON

      

      

      

      Protecting the weak was a noble cause, but it certainly didn’t feel that way when I failed. And I’d failed a few times.

      “By the time I was born, Bond Creek had grown significantly, but the Hale women never stopped protecting the secrets hidden there.”

      “No one ever connected the gunslinger name to the ranch?” he asked, looking more than a little skeptical.

      “As far as I know, not unless someone in the family wanted them to. Except for Declan.”

      Shut up, Cammy.

      Luke’s focus sharpened and I instantly regretted the slip. “How did he find out?”

      He didn’t need to know about Declan’s connection to the ranch yet. Maybe not ever. “Didn’t you have another question?” I did my best to feign casual indifference while I waited for his answer, but inside I was kicking myself in the shins. Why had I let myself slip up again? And why the hell was I always slipping up with him?

      His head tilted and he watched me, letting the seconds tick by. Our footsteps were far too loud in that silence. Just like my thoughts.

      Was he gauging my reaction, or studying me to see how far he could push his inquisitiveness before I cut him off? Luke pressed his lips together and a fine crease formed in his brow. I braced for another difficult question.

      “Yeah, I did. In that library of yours, do the books smell like horses?” A playful smile curled his lips, and relief swept through me, smoothing the anxiety that had been creeping into my muscles.

      “No, the books do not smell of horse.” I put my index finger to my lips and lowered my voice. “And the library is a secret. Very few people know about it. Even our ranch hands don’t know it exists.”

      “Hiding some valuable books in there, huh?”

      “Some, but it’s not the monetary value we’re protecting. Humans are strange creatures. Some of us thirst for knowledge, but others are so afraid of discovering they might be wrong that they’re willing to destroy any evidence of the truth just so they can continue to believe their own lies.”

      Luke slowed his pace and looked out into the woods along the trail. “Here’s something else that’s tripping me up a little: If all the girls in your family are given neutral, or even masculine names, what do you name the boys?”

      I mentally cursed the universe. There it was, one of only a small handful of questions I wouldn’t answer honestly, at least not entirely.

      “There haven’t been any male children recorded in the Hale family line since before the church fire.” That was technically the truth, but just because there was no record of a boy being born into the family, it didn’t mean there hadn’t been one.

      We walked in silence as I waited, gripping the straps of my pack hard enough for the coarse webbing to dig painfully into my palms. Would he let it go?

      “No boys born in the family in a century and a half? How is that even possible?” Disbelief colored his words.

      Of course he couldn’t let that tidbit go.

      It was my turn to draw out the silence as we plodded up the road. I’d promised Luke that I would talk to him about my past and my life, but this was a topic I didn’t discuss with anyone, even my own sisters. Yes, I had Berkley digging into our family history, but she didn’t know the whole story behind my drive for that knowledge.

      “It is a little strange, but it’s not something worth dwelling on.” I shrugged. “What else do you want to know?”

      Luke paused, then put his hands up, curiosity dancing in his eyes. “I get the message.”

      Another long silence stretched between us as we walked. Kinley trotted quietly in front of us, keeping watch on the trail ahead like she’d been born to lead a pack. We’d covered at least ten miles since leaving Silva that morning, and I hoped to put another eight between us and the small town before the day was done.

      I’d been traveling on foot long enough to know sixteen to twenty miles a day wasn’t an unreasonable goal, so long as a person was conditioned for it and accounted for weather and terrain. The road made for an easy walk, even with our heavier packs. Since it still ran somewhat parallel to the stream, we didn’t have to stray far for fresh water.

      Tall spruce trees and willowy aspens lined the packed dirt path, keeping us ensconced in shade until midday. When the sun rose high enough to shine over the reaching branches, the resulting heat bordered on decadent, especially after the chill of the early morning.

      I stopped and closed my eyes, inhaling deeply of the scents of the forest as I let that heat infuse me. There was nothing quite like autumn in the wilderness.

      “You like it out here.” Luke said quietly. It wasn’t a question. He’d stopped when I had, and I could only imagine he was watching me bask in the midday glow.

      “This is a lovely place.” I kept my eyes closed and my face turned toward the sun. “It’s funny, you know, how the sun can be a boon in one place and a bane in another. Here it feels like heaven shining down.” I turned my head and glanced over at him. “Earlier, this summer, when I was making my way through one of the southern stretches of desert, it easily could have killed me.”

      “How long did you spend in the desert?”

      I hiked my pack up and started moving again, checking over my shoulder to make sure he followed. “Would it be overly dramatic to say it felt like forever?”

      He chuckled softly. “Not at all.”

      “The heat snuck up on me coming down out of the hills. It took me a few days to realize I would be better off moving at night and trying to sleep during the day. Since time inevitably passes differently when the sun has you pinned to a tiny sliver of shade, I lost track of how long I was out there. Some afternoons dragged on so long that my overheated brain started to wonder if the world had stopped turning. In reality, I was probably only out there a couple of weeks.”

      “It still sounds miserable.”

      I’d been through worse, but I nodded my agreement. I rubbed my hand across the back of my neck, trying to soothe a little of the ache forming there. “Coming out on the other side was worth it. Eventually, I found a small stream and followed it all the way out. I’d heard of the ocean, read about it in a hundred books, but to actually see it . . .” I swept my arms out wide. “I’ve never felt so small.”

      Luke nodded. “I felt the same way when I saw it for the first time, when I was a kid. Do you think the people who live near the ocean ever grow tired of hearing the waves as they roll over the sand or crash into the rocky cliffs?”

      “I imagine it always holds a little of that magic, when people remember to stop long enough to appreciate it,” I said. “All places do.” I motioned to our surroundings.

      “True. Sometimes we get so caught up in the little things right in front of us, we forget to look up.”

      I shifted my pack again, trying and failing to find a comfortable balance. The extra supplies hadn’t felt bad when we’d left that morning, but the added weight grew more pronounced as the day wore on.

      Luke walked along beside me in silence for a few minutes. “Was it Declan that drew you through the desert?”

      “Yes.”

      “You know, after what he did to my family, to my village, I want nothing more than to see him strung up by his dangly bits and skinned alive. But that’s all still pretty fresh. Why are you tracking him now, so long after your mother’s death?”

      I drew in a deep breath and let it out on a heavy sigh. This part of the conversation was inevitable, but I still dreaded it. “It’s not like I ever forgot he killed my mom, but I was twelve. There wasn’t much I could do back then. I was sixteen when my dad caught me asking around about Declan. He begged me not to go after him. I’d never seen the man beg or plead for anything. Then he threw the whole “for your sisters’ sake” thing at me.”

      My lip curled involuntarily recalling that conversation. “I didn’t want to make that promise, but he was terrified of what might happen if I went up against him on my own. So, I agreed to wait until they were adults. I still did research when I was out on missions, not that I was ever able to dig up much on him. He’s either relatively unknown and keeps to the shadows, or he wields a lot more power and influence than I first thought.”

      The longer my search went on, the more I was leaning toward the latter.

      “So, your sisters are all adults now?” Luke asked.

      I gripped the straps of my pack again, feeling the skin across my knuckles strain. “Near enough. My dad died while I was out on a mission. Berkley sent word for me, and I made my way back as fast as I could, but I missed the funeral by one day.” I stared at the ground, keeping my focus on each step forward before the past could drag me too far backward. “I stuck around for a few weeks afterward to help get things situated. Then I came out here.”

      He was silent until I finally glanced over, then he reached out, slowly, and put a warm hand on my shoulder. Something flickered in his eyes, but I couldn’t tell what it was. All my attention was centered on that single, brief touch. It lasted just a second or two, but it helped in a way I would never be able to explain.

      “Grief can be a strange thing,” he said, dropping his hand to his side.

      I followed the path of it down his body and zeroed in on the faded yellow ribbon still tied to his wrist. Suddenly, I felt like the most insensitive person in the world. Here I was, whining about my parents, when he’d lost everyone and everything just a few weeks earlier.

      I walked to the edge of the road, shrugging off my pack as I went. “Do you mind if we take a break? My bag is getting a little uncomfortable. I think I need to shift some things around.” That seemed like a plausible enough excuse. My pack really could use some rearranging, even if it wasn’t the weight of the supplies that was dragging on me.

      “Yeah, of course.” He followed me to the jumble of boulders sitting in the dappled afternoon sun, slung the straps of his two canteens over his head, and set his pack on a flat-topped rock. “You need a refill?”

      I dropped my gear on the ground, untied my nearly empty containers, and handed them over. “Thank you.”

      The moment he was out of sight, I sank to the ground and leaned back against one of the big rocks, closing my eyes. Talking was exhausting. I could walk or hike or work all day, and it wouldn’t phase me. But after a few hours of revisiting my past, all I wanted was to crawl into bed, throw the covers over my head, and sleep for a few days, or weeks.

      I pushed the lingering thoughts of my past out of my mind. I would get around to telling Luke some of my other stories, if and when they became relevant. Right now, I just wanted to focus on the coming weeks. We had a lot of ground to cover, and I had a growing sense that every day would count.

      I waited at the cluster of boulders for another few minutes, soaking up the steeply angled rays of sunlight. When Luke and Kinley didn’t return, I got to my feet and set off through the trees to find them.

      Luke was resting on his side near the small stream, propped on one elbow with his long legs stretched out on the pine needle covered ground. He tossed small stones into the water while he watched Kinley stalk a squirrel.

      The rodent was tormenting the playful wolf, shuffling low enough on a young aspen to encourage her to leap up and rake her claws down the trunk of the tree. Each time Kinley jumped, the varmint skittered up and around the far side of the waxy trunk.

      He laughed as she leapt again, and the sound curled through me. “Give it up, honey. That little fur ball is just having fun with you.”

      Kinley looked at him, then back up at the tree. She circled the base of the aspen over and over, watching the squirrel scoot around ahead of her, trying to stay out of sight. Instead of leaping up toward the fluffy tailed creature again, she reared up on her back legs and pounced at the tree, driving her front paws into the trunk. It shook violently, and the bright yellow leaves along the flexible branches shuddered.

      The disruption was enough to knock the squirrel loose, and it slid a few inches down the pale bark with its little legs scrambling for purchase. When its sharp claws caught traction, it shot up the trunk and disappeared into the waiting foliage.

      I had to stifle a giggle as Kinley dropped to all fours and padded over to Luke. “She didn’t really want to catch that skinny little tree rat, did she?”

      He rolled onto his back and looked up at me. “Nah, she was just chasing him for fun.”

      “That was some impressive strategy with shaking the tree. How long has she been letting that thing taunt her?” I asked.

      “A couple minutes. I think she got bored with me just sitting here.”

      “Do you need to rest a bit longer?” He hadn’t asked to stop and hadn’t complained once about the pace we were keeping, even before Silva. I’d chalked it up to his military background, but now I was wondering if I needed to dial it back.

      He cast me a knowing glance before pushing up off the ground. His thick muscles bunched and flexed under his shirt with the movement, and my mouth went dry. I forced myself to look away.

      “I was just giving you some space,” he said. “Figured you’d come fetch me when you were ready to get moving again.”

      It was endlessly annoying that he could read me so easily, but I tried to keep the irritation out of my voice. “Thank you.”

      “Cam?” He said my name with a gentleness that turned my irritation into a different kind of frustration, the kind that swirled low and hot.

      “Yeah?” I asked, feeling a touch breathless as I turned to face him.

      “Anytime you need space, just tell me. I know how it is when you get used to spending all your time alone. It can be tough to be around people again, even people you like.” He flashed me a playful smirk and dropped a quick wink before he bent down to scoop the water containers off the ground.

      I just nodded and turned back toward the road. I really needed to work on my reactions around him. My poker face was well-honed after years of shutting out and shutting down. So, how could it be so utterly ineffective with Luke?

      And why did he feel the need to be so damn honest about being able to read me so well?

      I kicked a giant pinecone out of my way as I made my way back to the road, venting a little of my irritation on the wooden projectile. His soft chuckle drifting through the trees behind me didn’t help.
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      I dropped an armload of dried sticks and branches on the ground and watched as Cam worked to start a fire. Night had closed in swiftly after the sun set, and her fingers trembled before she struck her blade against the dwindling flint rod.

      Every instinct told me to offer to help, but at this point, I knew better.

      A small shower of sparks rained onto the dry grass and pine needles, creating little orange embers and tiny wisps of smoke that she coaxed into a gentle flare of warmth in record time.

      “Where did you learn to start a fire like that?” I asked, arranging the firewood into a less jumbled pile.

      “My mom.” She held her hands out toward the flames and closed her eyes for a second, clearly relishing the heat. “She used to take Berkley and me on these adventures where she would teach us how to start fires, find water, identify plants. You know, all the fun survival stuff.”

      Fun survival stuff. That was one way to put it. “Just day trips or did you get to spend a few nights out in the wild testing your new skills?”

      “Usually just a night or two, and we never strayed far from the ranch. The trips weren’t always pleasant, though.”

      “Do I sense a story in that statement?” I asked, taking a seat across the fire from her. Yellow-orange light flickered across her face and my gaze followed its path. Her amber eyes glowed in the flames, and a streak of barely visible freckles dusted her nose and cheeks, making her look younger than her years. Not that I knew how old she was. I had a number in my head, but she wasn’t like any woman I’d ever met, so I couldn’t be sure.

      She rubbed her hands together. “It had more to do with the training my mom had planned. Digging a snow shelter isn’t an activity I consider great fun. Doing it at eleven years old without any help, on the cusp of a storm, was even less so. But stuff like that was the exception. A few of those trips are still some of my favorite memories.”

      “Your mom left you out in a snowstorm alone, at eleven? Why?” I couldn’t imagine doing that to a kid.

      “Survival.” She gave me a half shrug like it was perfectly reasonable. “It came in handy a few years back when I was tracking a bounty through the mountains and pushed out too far before a big storm. I knew better, but I was this close to catching him. Had I not known what to do, I probably wouldn’t have died, but I doubt I’d have made it through with all my fingers and toes.”

      “A gunslinger missing fingers?” I shook my head. “That would certainly make the job more challenging.”

      “I don’t even want to imagine it.” She held her left hand up and examined it, and in the light, I could just make out the way her thumb didn’t quite straighten out all the way. “I suppose I could do without a couple fingers on the left, since I’ve never been able to master my left-handed shooting.” She held her right hand up beside it in the firelight and spread her long fingers wide. “Not the right, though. It would piss me off something fierce if I lost any of these digits.”

      “Have you ever met anyone who’s better shooting with their left?” I asked, absent-mindedly. I was fixated on the scar peeking out from the sleeve of her jacket, trying to remember if I’d noticed it before, so her response caught me off guard.

      “You mean besides you?”

      I blinked at her. She’d only seen me use my guns once. In Silva. “I use both.”

      “Sure.” Her responding smile was warm and light. “But you instinctively reach for your left gun first. You also eat with your left hand, drink with your left, and when you throw things for Kinley to chase . . .” she wiggled the fingers of her left hand at me.

      “Why would you even notice something like that?”

      “Jaq is left-handed. She struggled with just about everything hands-on when she was younger. It took me a while to catch on, but when I realized what was happening, I started working with her on little stuff. All the random little things that I could think of, from throwing a ball to tying knots. Everything she fought with when she tried to do it with her right came naturally when she did it with her left.”

      I remembered that struggle growing up, but my mom was endlessly patient when it came to teaching me how to do things in a way that felt backward to her. Nothing in the world was built for a left-dominant person, and it took me so much longer than my brother to learn how to do things. At least in the beginning.

      “Why were you the one showing her and not your parents?”

      “Jaq was two when our mom died, and my dad had a ranch to run.” What she left unspoken in that statement was telling. With her mom gone, and her dad busy keeping the family business alive, it would have fallen to her to take care of her sisters.

      She shook her head like she was shaking off a bad memory. “Anyway, once I figured out the issue, it was just a matter of tweaking a few things here and there. She caught up with Tanner in no time, which frustrated the hell out of her.”

      She was so obviously proud of her sisters. Proud and protective.

      “You miss them a lot, don’t you?”

      She nodded. “More than I thought I would. Then again, I didn’t plan on being gone this long.” Cam dragged her big pack behind her and leaned back against it. “I thought it would take me a few weeks to find Declan. Two months, tops. I figured I would track him down, say a few choice words, put a couple holes in him, and be on my way home.”

      It would never be that easy, but I understood the distance she was putting between her mission and her feelings. It was one thing to stop a monster who did horrible things. It was another to finally end the man who murdered someone you loved and altered the course of your life in every way.

      “Where does that leave you?” And us?

      She drew in a deep breath and held it for a few seconds, then blew it out in a rush. “Something has changed. I can feel it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She chewed on her bottom lip while she stared into the flames. “I don’t know, exactly, other than I’m pretty sure he knows I’m not following him anymore. Not that I have any solid proof or evidence—I just know,” she said, tapping her temple. She settled deeper into the pack and laid her head back.

      “Intuition. I get it.” A memory of leaving Carrick the day before the attack wound through me. “I had a bad feeling the morning before we met, but it wasn’t anything I could put my finger on. More like a fleeting sense of something vague. I brushed it off and forgot all about it until I smelled the smoke.”

      “Do you think your being there would have made a difference?” she asked, rolling her head to the side to look at me.

      “Honestly?” I raked a hand over the scruff of hair on my head. “No. I would have put up a hell of a fight, but I’ve gone over that day in my head a thousand times. Fight or no, I probably would have died along with everyone else. Maybe that’s what Declan was going for, everyone dead when you got there.”

      Cam squeezed her eyes shut. “I’ve wondered, so many times, if part of the reason he attacked your village was because I’d stopped playing by his rules. About a week before we met, I hit a crossroads in the trail. Instead of following the leads I had, I followed my gut. If I’d kept chasing his little clues, I never would have been on that road. I never would have met you. For all I know, he might never have set foot in Carrick.”

      I was dumbfounded because I’d wondered the same thing after the fight in Dumas. It had been a selfish thought, and I’d dismissed it eventually, but hearing the words from her sent a twinge of guilt through me. It hadn’t even occurred to me that she might be shouldering some misplaced responsibility for what had happened.

      “You didn’t kill them,” I said plainly. It was then that I realized I was tracing my fingertips along the frayed edge of my yellow ribbon.

      I’d caught myself doing that a few times, but usually only after I would follow Cam’s gaze to the unconscious movement. The ribbon was worse for wear, faded and dingy, and layered with weeks of dirt and sweat. I hadn’t had the heart to take it off. It was one of a handful of things I had left from my old life, and it served as a reminder of everything I’d lost.

      But what if it was a reminder for her too?

      “Cam,” I said her name softly, hoping for a response, but she didn’t look over. “What happened wasn’t your fault.”

      She flinched. It was a tiny reaction, just a split-second tightening of her expression. A muscle in her neck jumped like she was trying to pull away but had nowhere to go, and seeing it t carved me open inside.

      “Part of me knows that,” she said. “Another part of me will always carry some guilt that I might have had anything at all to do with so many innocent deaths. We’ve both shed so much blood, Declan and I.” Another silence stretched out between us. “Some days I wonder; am I really the good one in all of this, or am I just as bad as the monster I’m hunting?”

      I stared at her in disbelief. She hadn’t moved. She was still leaned against her pack with her head tilted back, her eyes hidden behind closed lids, and her dirt-streaked face lifted to the night sky. Bands of light from the fire played across her features, glistening off the trail of tears sliding down her cheek.

      A hundred thoughts raced through my mind as I scrambled to find a response. What did someone say to that kind of raw confession when she so clearly had it wrong?

      She’d helped me, a total stranger at the time, bury my family, my whole village, without me asking. She’d saved an entire town from the clutches of a warrant raid. And she’d done it all while the clock was ticking on her mission to find the man who had murdered her mother.

      She was nothing like the monster she was hunting. Nothing at all.

      I moved my bag next to her and sat down, leaning back against my pack in a mimic of her position. I reached over and wrapped my hand gently around her icy fingers, and carefully pulled her hand to my chest.

      It was a calculated risk. I hadn’t asked permission to touch her, which meant there was a very real chance of catching a fist to the ribs if I was wrong about what was happening between us. Her hand twitched, but she didn’t try to pull away. Thank the stars for small victories.

      Now I just had to get her to listen.

      “You are not a monster.” I squeezed her hand. “And you are nothing like him.” Silence echoed through the night air, and if it wasn’t for the way she was biting the inside of her bottom lip, I might have thought she was asleep for how unresponsive she was. “You hunt evil and defend the weak. It’s not a pretty job, I know, but if you weren’t there beside me when I walked up on my village, I don’t know if I ever would have left. If you hadn’t agreed to help Inda and her family back in Silva, they would all be on a train headed for who knows what kind of horrible, tortured existence.”

      She didn’t move a muscle. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing, but that was fine because I wasn’t done.

      “You have a huge burden to bear, I get that. But did you ever stop to consider part of the reason it weighs so heavily on you, is because you aren’t bad. A monster would never lament being a monster.”

      Those heartbreaking, silent tears continued flowing down her cheeks, but the only indication she gave me that she’d heard even a word I’d said was when she laced her fingers with mine a few beats later.

      We stayed like that for countless minutes, with a painful quiet stretching between us, a silence so loud it battered my chest until it felt like I was being pulled apart inside.

      I never, not even for a moment, thought the woman doubted her own nature.

      She was stubborn and closed off, and she had the strongest I can do it myself attitude I’d ever seen in a person. But I caught glimpses, every now and then, of a different side of her, a side that I would move mountains to know.

      The rustle of a chilly breeze through the thinning autumn leaves chased my foolish thoughts away. I loosened my grip on her hand and got up to put another piece of wood on the fire.

      When I sat down and leaned back against my bag, I didn’t give in to the urge to reach for her again. “Cam, I—”

      She reached over, threaded her slender fingers between my calloused ones, and squeezed once. That was it. That one touch was all it took to send my heart tripping in my chest and my thoughts into utter chaos. The words I’d had on the tip of my tongue evaporated in the flicker of excitement that raced through me.

      I didn’t know what that little squeeze meant, or if it meant anything at all, but I knew better than to ruin the moment by asking.

      I woke a few hours later to every muscle in my back hissing in protest. We’d fallen asleep sitting like that, fingers intertwined, with Cam’s breath coming in slow and even.

      Reluctantly, I untethered my hand from hers and rose to put more wood on the fire. Then, being as quiet as I could, I untied my bedroll and shook it out next to the growing flames. She didn’t wake when I lifted her off the ground and carried her to the bedroll. She didn’t say a word when I set her down and covered her with my wool blanket.

      I thought I heard the slightest sigh as I slid my knit sweater underneath her weary head, but even that reaction might have been all in my imagination.

      The woman was exhausted, but I had no doubt her weariness ran deeper than a tough day of talking about her past. Cameron Hale had been on the hunt for gods knew how long, moving from town to town, always on her own. She’d been chasing a monster, carrying the weight of her lineage and her past through the world, and now she was questioning her own worth in it.

      Most people would crumble under that load.
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        CAMERON

      

      

      

      Snow was coming. It was there in the stillness of the forest and the faintly metallic scent lacing the crisp night air.

      I blinked my eyes open, and for a moment, couldn’t place where I was.

      A rush of heat shot up my neck, flaming into my cheeks when I remembered my confession and the tears that went with it. Tears I hadn’t even tried to hide. That wasn’t like me.

      Rule #6: Never let them see you cry.

      There was nothing wrong with crying, but it was a moment of weakness I had no business exposing. Sharing one of my darkest secrets with Luke had torn something open inside me.

      Those little patches of pink in my cheeks burned hotter when I replayed how it felt grabbing his hand and lacing my fingers through his. He brought me comfort, even when I didn’t want him to. Touching him, something as simple as holding his hand, gave me a kind of peace I hadn’t felt in years, and I wasn’t sure I deserved it.

      I’d pushed him away that night in Silva and part of me thought that was a mistake. I’d known it then, but some reactions were hard to temper. Those forged in pain and betrayal were the hardest to overcome. The problem was, I already knew I could fall for him, if I let myself. And I didn’t have time for a relationship like that. Or the space in my mind. There was already too much going on up there.

      Not to mention that feeling I’d had when we’d first met.

      I’d had a similar feeling once before. Similar, but not the same. The first time, it had been a warning, and like the reckless and angry barely woman I was back then, I’d ignored it.

      It was one mistake I’d paid dearly for, and continued to pay for, years later. Even just thinking about it made my breath come faster and my heart rate spike. A cold sweat broke across my skin. All at once my blanket was too heavy and I could feel the rope tightening, around my wrists, around my neck. It cut into my skin, slowly cinching off my air.

      Wrenching myself up to sitting, I clawed at my throat, but there was nothing there. I checked my wrists too. I knew there wasn’t a length of soft, ivory rope tied around them. Somewhere that knowledge existed in my brain, but it felt so real. Real enough that my gaze and my magic fanned out around me, searching frantically for an escape.

      What I found was Luke.

      “You okay?” he asked in a hushed tone.

      He was sitting across the dwindling fire watching me with a cross between concern and curiosity coloring his strong features. His brown eyes were almost black in this light, and I was struck with a fierce, nearly undeniable need to explain myself.

      No, that wasn’t right. It was more like a need to share. To give him all my secrets, to unload them from my soul and let him carry them, even if just for a while.

      Was that feeling something he was doing to me or something my brain was doing to itself? I honestly couldn’t tell, so I shoved it away, burying it deep beneath the layers of stone and ice that had built up inside me over the years.

      “Yeah,” I said, shifting my attention to the fire.

      He’d stuck with me after the first night in Silva, keeping a cautious distance. Except he kept inching closer, finding small, albeit respectful, ways to breach the barrier I’d put up, and I didn’t know how to handle it.

      There was a time when I’d never thought twice about physical contact. Growing up with three little sisters, I was used to tumbling and playing. Always having someone messing with my hair or sneaking up on me was a part of life. It didn’t bother me when a woman at the little general store stood too close when I was in line, or when the postmaster would place a hand on my shoulder and tell me to tell my dad hi for him.

      That all changed when I got tangled up with Eli Griffing. The man was charming, impossibly attractive, and enigmatic in a way that had called to me.

      I swore to myself Eli was the last time I would ever ignore my instincts.

      Staring into the embers, I dragged myself out of the memory of that night. A night so many years in the past that it shouldn’t even matter anymore. I was exhausted and sick to death of letting that one mistake have an impact on my life.

      I’d been the one to survive that night. I was the one who walked out of that room. Not him.

      The crimson coals flickered and pulsed in the pre-dawn stillness. When I glanced up, Luke was still there, still watching. It should have been creepy, but he wasn’t focusing on me like a predator sizing up his prey. He was studying me, trying to figure me out without asking the questions I could see swirling in his eyes. All the while, I was fighting to keep the growing heat inside me locked down.

      Letting him in was too dangerous. Wasn’t it?

      What could go wrong if I let his eyes, and all his hard muscle, and that defense-crumbling smile of his cloud my judgment?

      Death. Destruction. The end of my world as I knew it. That was what.

      Attraction and infatuation were a deadly combination for me, and I’d suffered enough.

      Eli took nothing from me. He didn’t rob me of my virtue or self-worth. I was still Cameron Hale, gunslinger, and I’d refused to be weakened by him. Refused to cower and wallow. Instead, I’d used the memories and the scars he’d given me to forge new armor. Armor no one had so much as dented in the years since.

      Until Luke.

      One remnant of my night with Eli still weighed on me, and that was my unwillingness to trust myself when my instincts and my heart weren’t aligned. Or maybe it wasn’t my heart. The part of me that had gotten me in trouble back then was a little further south.

      Even so, until I met Luke, it wasn’t an issue.

      I’d been with two other men since Eli, but only as a way to relieve stress. They were weak and all too happy to let me have all the control. I didn’t develop any kind of affection for either of them, and after a while, I found other ways to blow off steam.

      Luke was the first to set my heart fluttering and my mind wandering.

      It was terrifying; as in, constantly fighting the urge to either kill him or run screaming away from him just to stop the steady, competing streams of hope and dread his presence pumped into my system.

      A wolfish grumble pulled me from my musings. Kinley, with her eyes reflecting the light of the coals, looked at me from across the dying fire. She was curled in her usual spot next to Luke, peering curiously between us. When she caught my eye, she grumbled again.

      I pitched my voice low. “It’s okay, girl. Nothing to worry about here.”

      She tilted her head to the side and watched me for a few beats. I must have passed her assessment, because she huffed softly and curled back into her little ball, tucking her nose under her fluffy tail.

      I ignored Luke’s heavy gaze as I stacked a few small pieces of wood on the coals and pulled the heavy blanket around my shoulders. The fabric was rougher than usual against my fingertips, but familiar to the touch. It smelled amazing. I dipped my head and pulled the fabric over my face, inhaling deeply. It was Luke’s. I patted the bedroll beneath me. Also his.

      Of all the men in the world, Cammy, do you really think he is the one you need to worry about? It’d been a lifetime since I’d heard my mother’s voice in my mind, and a fresh wave of homesickness rocked me.

      It wasn’t her, not really. I didn’t have the power to commune with the dead. No one did as far as I knew. But even if that imagined voice was nothing more than my own subconscious channeling her, maybe she had a point.

      I wanted more with him, so much more, but my fear was debilitating. If I let him in and I was wrong about him, I wasn’t sure I had it in me to forgive myself for a mistake like that again.

      Especially since I hadn’t truly forgiven myself for the first one.

      That didn’t mean I couldn’t share parts of myself with him. I could show him a few truths about me, and about growing up knowing my only purpose in life was to be a gunslinger. I might even tell him about Eli, someday.

      Every time he looked at me, I got the feeling he wanted what I wanted: more.

      If I was right about that, he had a right to know what he was up against. And who knew, if I was lucky, he might be one of those guys who was into women with scars. I shook my head at the thought and caught movement across the fire.

      “Something funny?” His voice was a warm rumble cutting through the chill of the dark and my insides lit up at the sound.

      “Just a little wishful thinking,” I said quietly. I laid down and tucked myself deeper into his blanket, letting my eyes drift shut as I imagined what it would feel like to give into him the way my body wanted to.

      I might be damaged, in so many ways, but I was still a living, breathing woman.
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      “Do you have any idea what day it is?”

      Cam looked over her shoulder and quirked a brow at me like she wasn’t sure if I was joking. “It’s Saturday.”

      That settled it, I had officially lost all track of time. The days had started blending together not long after Silva, morphing into a series of indistinguishable sunrises and sunsets as our merry little trio made our way across an impressive spread of mountains and valleys. Though ‘merry’ might not have been the most accurate turn of phrase.

      Cam was easy company to keep, and we were finally settling into a comfortable rhythm, talking when it suited us, but both perfectly comfortable trudging along in silence. Every now and then, I would get the sense that she wanted to tell me something, but I was doing my best not to pry into the things she clearly wasn’t ready to talk about.

      She’d seen and been through a hell of a lot, and that was based on the stories she was willing to share. There was a lot she wasn’t telling me, and from what I’d learned so far, I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to know.

      I mean, I wanted to, absolutely. I wanted to know everything about her, but the more I learned, the harder it got to maintain that respectful distance she seemed to cling to.

      Counting the days we were on the road wasn’t as important as getting ahead of Declan, and she was confident we were making progress.

      Me? I had no clue. Whatever inner compass she was relying on to make decisions worked a hell of a lot better than mine.

      Then again, my inner compass was tuned differently. Instead of pointing me to what was right or necessary, mine always led me to what I wanted. Since the moment I’d met Cam, the needle had never strayed from her direction.
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        * * *

      

      After a few weeks on the road, the weather shifted. We were lucky to have the warmer layers the folks in Silva had packed for us, and I would be eternally grateful for them, but the layers didn’t help with the crunching snow beneath our feet.

      With each step, the thin sheet of ice coating the snow would crack and give way under my boot. I tried gentle, tentative steps, but it was far easier on my nerves, if not my legs, to stomp my way through the brittle sheet as I went, rather than waiting for the fragile covering to give out and send my foot crashing into the soft snow underneath.

      Kinley was seemingly impervious to the cold during the day, but even her pace slowed little by little. The creek along our path dwindled until it disappeared entirely into the frozen ground, and the trail, once a generous swath cut through the landscape, narrowed to nothing more than a game trail snaking through the trees.

      None of that stopped Cam. She kept moving, every day. From sunup to sundown. Kinley and I trudged along behind her, and I had a lot of time—a lot—to memorize every detail of her from that angle.

      In the evenings, we lit fires to melt snow for water and put up a simple tarp we all shared to keep the falling snow off us while we slept. Kinley, never one to miss an opportunity to snuggle, curled up between us to share our warmth during those long, bitterly cold nights.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you hear that?” Cam stopped in front of me and raised a hand.

      I stuttered to a stop and tilted my head, listening, suddenly on alert though I had no idea what I needed to be on the lookout for. “I’m not hearing anything outside of my own breathing. What did I miss?”

      “I thought I heard a train whistle,” she said, “far off, maybe miles away.”

      “Can you tell which direction it came from?” I pulled the flaps of my fur lined trapper hat up and tied the straps on top of my head. We were low on supplies and exhausted from the constant drive to make it through the snowy mountains.

      “No,” she said, pinching the bridge of her nose. Our progress had slowed dramatically after that first snow, and a steadily increasing frustration radiated off her. She shook her head and exhaled on a huff. “I probably imagined it. Maybe we should knock off early today and try to get a little extra rest. I think my mind is play—” She raised a fist. “There it was again.”

      Kinley’s ears perked up too and I turned toward the faint whistle. “There’s no way we’ll find it before it passes through,” I said, feeling uncharacteristically defeated. When I was in the army, I was the morale guy, always working to keep my soldiers’ spirits up, but even I was feeling the drain of our travels.

      “No, but we know it’s there,” she said, turning to me with a smile. “It’s a good sign.”

      I nodded, trying to channel some of her newfound enthusiasm.

      Cam slipped her pack off and untied the metal mug fastened to the side. She filled it with water and set it in front of Kinley, then she drew a long drink from her water skin.

      “Are you still thinking you want to stop early?” I asked, taking a small drink from my own stash, willing her to say yes. Every muscle in my body was tired, even though I was normally a machine. I honestly didn’t know how she kept going like she did every day.

      “Judging from the sound, those tracks are at least a day’s hike from here in this snow.” She tucked the water skin back inside her thick coat and fastened the metal cup to her pack. “And we still have a few hours of daylight. Are you up for a little more?”

      I didn’t let my shoulders slump, but man, I wanted to. “Yeah,” I said, faking an energy level I wasn’t feeling. I patted Kinley’s head gently. “I think we can manage.”

      I didn’t know whether it helped that a warm weather front had been moving through the area for the better part of a day, pushing the clouds away and allowing the sun to warm the world around us. Any other time it would have felt invigorating, but now I just wanted to stretch out in the sunlight and take a long nap.

      An hour later, as we crested the top of a small rise, a muted whumpf permeated the normal sounds of the forest. I was deep in my own thoughts and not entirely sure where it had come from.

      “Stop.” Cam’s voice carried to me with an unusually sharp edge to it. When I looked up, she was standing as still as the dead a few yards ahead of us. “Stay where you are.”

      “What’s wrong?” A strange tension tugged at the air, a threat of some kind, but everything looked normal. The same as it had for weeks.

      She scanned the sky and the landscape around us, then she snapped her fingers twice to get Kinley’s attention. “Kinley, go to Luke.”

      The big wolf was only two steps ahead of me, and she looked between us uneasily.

      I patted my thigh. “Come on, girl.”

      “Easy,” Cam warned. Kinley stepped cautiously toward me, as if sensing the same invisible danger. “Now, both of you, back away from the slope.”

      “What is going on?” I asked, alarm threading through me as I took a step back. There was nothing out there. Nothing but a bright blue sky above and a perfect, uninterrupted white slope in front of us. And yet, all my senses were on edge. “Cam?”

      A half a breath later, the ground beneath my feet shifted and my stomach dropped.

      “Get back!” She lunged forward and I reached out, but she was too far away. The sheet of snow she was standing on broke free, and she was swept away with it, sucked into a swirling, tumbling mass of white.

      “No!” I took one step forward but reeled backward when more and more of the wet, heavy snow slid out from under me. I barely had time to grab Kinley by the scruff and haul us both back before the entire hillside gave into the avalanche.

      The sound it made was deafening in the quiet landscape, a rumble that shook the ground, but nothing in comparison to the roar of panic slamming through me. A fine mist of ice crystals plumed into the sky creating a blinding curtain that vibrated in the air as the thing picked up speed and sliced a deadly swatch through the landscape.

      I tried desperately to trace her path down, squinting and blinking against the sting of the light reflecting back at me from a million different angles, but I only caught a few tiny glimpses of her brown hair and clothes against the glare.

      In reality, the whole thing was over in a matter of seconds, but it felt like I was standing there for minutes, days, an eternity, utterly useless as I waited for everything to stop. The second it did, I pinpointed where I thought I’d last seen her and got moving.

      I slipped and slid down the muddy hillside, using my body to slow Kinley’s clawing descent. I’d told her to stay at the top, but could I really blame her? I wouldn’t have followed an order like that either.

      We came to a stop where the masses of snow leveled out and I forced myself not to panic when I stepped out onto what felt like wet concrete. It wasn’t like the soft, goopy, freshly poured concrete. No, the snow and ice at my feet felt like it was already hardened enough for a person to press a hand into it and leave an imprint.

      And Cam was trapped somewhere in it.

      “Cameron!” I bellowed, refusing to let the alarm pinging through my whole body come through in my voice. I waited for a second, straining to hear anything that might be her, then Kinley took off to my left.

      Her lighter body didn’t sink into the hardening ice, but I had enough presence of mind to take that first step carefully, testing my own weight on the freshly formed surface. When it held up, I broke into a sprint.

      I yelled Cam’s name again and again, relying on Kinley to hear the response that I couldn’t over my own thundering pulse and crunching footsteps. More seconds ticked by, precious seconds that could mean the difference between life and death, if life was even an option at that point.

      I shoved the thought away. I couldn’t let myself go there. Not yet. Then my perfect wolf let out a bark and started digging frantically where she’d stopped. Hope bloomed in my chest. At least, I was pretty sure it was hope. That or I was having a heart attack.

      The seconds it took me to get to her lasted a lifetime, and when I fell to my knees beside Kinley, I was already mentally bracing myself for the worst.

      “Hey there.” Cam’s voice was a little rough, but it was easily the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. She raised her eyebrows, probably because it was the only thing she could move besides her lips. She was mostly buried, with just her head and one shoulder peeking out. “Care to lend a hand?”

      “Anything for you,” I said without thinking. “Can you move?”

      She gave her head a little shake. “That’s about all I can manage.”

      I tried digging at the ice/snow mixture with my hands first, but the longer it sat, the harder it got. If I didn’t move quickly, I would be chipping her frozen body out of a solid block of ice.

      “Do we still have the shovel?” she asked.

      We’d used the damn thing nearly every day to scoop snow for melting water, and to smother the small fires we started each night. I shrugged off my pack and dumped it out beside me. If it had ended up in Cam’s bag that morning, we were screwed six ways to Sunday.

      But there it was, with its olive-green paint chipped and worn. My heart leapt. “Yeah, right here.” Without another word, I clicked the handle down, locked the spade into place, and started digging alongside Kinley.

      It took us well over an hour to chip enough of the frozen slush away to free her. By then, her clothes were heavy sheets of ice clinging to her body, and she was wracked with teeth-cracking shivers. I managed to hold myself back until she was on her feet before I pulled her into my chest and wrapped my arms around her. She’d scared the life out of me, and I really didn’t care if me holding her offended her not-so-delicate senses.

      She was stiff, but after a beat, she wrapped her arms around my back and squeezed. It wasn’t gentle or hesitant either. She put everything she had into it, like she was holding onto me for dear life. It was the best damn feeling in the world.

      At least until her trembling started again.

      All at once, Cam let go and stepped back, slapping her hand against her thigh and nearly tripping over Kinley in the process. The big wolf was just as relieved as I was, if the little prance she was doing around our legs was any indication.

      “Your gun is safe,” I said, dropping my gaze to the holster, still anchored firmly to her trembling thigh. “But we need to get you warm.” I scanned the area and spotted a dead tree a short distance away. “Come with me.” I reached out a hand, but she shook her head.

      “I need my pack,” she said, dropping to her knees and digging into the ice with her bare hands, but she wouldn’t get anywhere without a shovel. A fact she apparently realized, because she snatched it off the ground before I could get to it.

      I could have let her have the victory, but she was shaking so violently she couldn’t even hold the thing, let alone dig with it.

      “Cam, you’re already freezing.” I reached down and pulled the tool from her hands. “Let’s get you warm first, then we can worry about the pack.”

      She glared up at me, nostrils flaring, then turned her attention to the hole I’d just dug her out of.

      “It isn’t going anywhere,” I said, trying for a softer tone.

      “It has my . . . clothes.” She let out a shuddering, agitated huff. “If I’m going to get warm, I need to change.”

      Clothes? That was what she was worried about? “You can wear mine for now, okay?”

      “But—”

      “No.” I shook my head. There was tenacious and then there was bullheaded, and she was veering dangerously close to the latter. “You just survived an avalanche, your clothes are soaked, and the longer we sit out here arguing, the greater the risk of you dying from the cold.”

      I held my hand out again. If she didn’t take it this time, I wasn’t above picking her up and carrying her. She might hate me for it, but I could handle that. What I couldn’t handle was losing her. “Come with me. I’ll get you warm, then I’ll come back out here and find your pack.”

      She looked up at me, a mixture of defiance and something softer in her expression. “For the record, I’m not great at taking orders.”

      No shit.

      “Then we’ll just pretend it was a request.”
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      My clothes were ridiculously big on her, with the pants puddling around her feet and the sleeves of my jacket completely covering her hands. The fact that she looked almost comfortable in them, once she was seated in front of me with my blanket wrapped tight around her, offered some consolation.

      I might have found the look amusing, in fact, if getting the fire started wasn’t taking so damn long. Too long. The wood wasn’t as dry as I’d hoped, and even when I finally had a steady flame going, getting the thing to grow was a challenge.

      At the same time, she was slowly fading on me.

      I watched it happen, the way her eyelids drooped and her head lolled. I couldn’t have her falling asleep before the flames were large enough to produce any useable heat.

      “Cam, talk to me.” I barked the command at her, hoping to use her natural defiance to keep her conscious.

      Her head snapped up and that fiery gaze was back, weaker than normal, but I would take it. I held her stare for a beat, then turned my attention to feeding more small branches into the budding flames. When she didn’t say anything, I tried again.

      “Tell me how you knew what was happening.” If she knew I was intentionally couching my questions as demands, she didn’t let it show. She also didn’t try to hide her irritated grunt. The sound made my lips twitch.

      Some days she was hard to read, but I was finally figuring out what made her tick. Or what pissed her off. Sometimes they were the same thing.

      “Experience,” was her only reply. I didn’t expect her to launch into an action-packed story or regale me with tales of harrowing adventures, but was it too much to hope for more than a one word response?

      “Not good enough. Give me details.”

      Her eyes burned holes into my skull. I didn’t have to see it to feel the heat of that stare. She had to know I was riling her on purpose, right? Cam was clever like that. Then again, she’d taken a nasty tumble while caught in an avalanche that probably should have killed her. Maybe she didn’t know.

      I heard her shift, then her hands appeared in my line of sight as she held her palms out to my sad little fire.

      “I’ve seen one before, and I’ve talked with others who had some experience with them.” She rubbed her hands together and held them out again, her fingers trembling. No surprise there. There was barely enough heat coming off the flames to matter.

      “Are you feeling any better?” I didn’t risk a glance up, so I couldn’t tell if she nodded or shook her head, or if she was just ignoring me. “I have to keep you awake until you warm up a little. So, will you please talk to me?”

      A feminine huff filled the air between us. “I’m freezing and you’re kind of being an asshole, so no, I’m not feeling better.”

      Oh, but she was. The evidence of it was right there in her attitude.

      I let her simmer in silence as I stacked a few more sticks on the fire until finally, blessedly, the flames bloomed to life. I kept feeding them until they were blazing, then got up and moved around the fire. Cam had her legs pulled up and her chin resting on her knees. Her eyes had been closed for a few minutes, but she wasn’t slumping or wavering. She was just soaking up the warmth, except that shiver never let up.

      “I’m going to sit down here behind you,” I said, keeping my voice soft as I knelt. Her body went rigid and her breathing stopped, but she didn’t protest. That was a good sign, right? “This is to help bring your body temperature up faster. That’s all. I won’t try anything. I won’t touch you in any inappropriate way. I just want to get you warm. Okay?”

      Silence swelled around us for several seconds, but I stayed as I was, half kneeling at her back, waiting to find out if she would give me an inch of trust or if she would wheel back and break my nose with her elbow. When she nodded, it was such a tiny move, I wasn’t entirely sure I could believe what I was seeing. Even so, with the way my pulse was racing, I took it as permission granted. Very limited permission.

      No way was I pressing my luck right now.

      She was still shaking as I straddled my legs around her and slid forward, careful to leave a gap in case my body had its own ideas. Which, of course, it did. To my complete and utter shock, she scooted back and leaned into me, pressing her back to my chest before I could get the growing situation with my mindless cock sorted out.

      “Don’t make me regret this,” she whispered. It was a command and a plea rolled into one, and I didn’t miss the vulnerability in it.

      “Um, about that . . .” How did I explain my predicament in a way that wouldn’t get me shot? Before I could come up with anything even vaguely coherent, she shook her head.

      “Just don’t move too much and we’ll be fine.”

      There was no way she didn’t feel it. I was already rock hard, and just the press of her fully clothed body against mine had me tiptoeing toward the edge. I was afraid to move a single muscle, or even open my mouth. If she twisted back around to look at me, or shimmied her hips even a little, I might just come on the spot.

      I’d never been that quick to fire, even when I was a teenager. But it had been months since I’d done anything to keep the cravings at bay. Stupid, stupid me.

      Minutes ticked by as we sat like that, and with every one that passed, her body loosened against me as my own throbbed harder. I don’t think it was intentional on her part. It was just a side effect of her body warming, but it was playing hell on my reserves.

      “Can you—” she cut herself off mid-request, the hesitation in her voice clear.

      I was having none of it. If she needed something or wanted something, I was there for it. “Finish your question, Gunslinger.”

      She responded to the challenge in my words with a tick in her jaw and a sharp exhale. “I was going to ask if you could put your arms around me for a little more warmth, but now I’m—”

      I was moving before she could finish the thought, swallowing back a groan as I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and pulled her flush against me. The position put her ear in line with my mouth and I whispered, “Better?”

      I could have sworn I heard a whimper slip through her lips, but pure silence followed. Just when I was about to pull back, feeling like the biggest creep in the world, she tipped her head back and laid it against my shoulder.

      “Yeah.” The word was barely more than a sigh. Her eyes were closed, and her hands laying limp in her lap, tucked up inside the sleeves of my jacket. It was the most relaxed I’d seen her in weeks. Or maybe ever.

      Whereas, I was caught somewhere between heaven and hell, with her body being the heavenly part and my rather painful arousal providing the other bit. Despite the discomfort, I didn’t want to move. Not one inch. I would have stayed like that for days if the fire would have kept itself burning.

      Instead, I managed about half an hour before the flames dipped low enough that I had to get up. There was no way I was letting her get cold again, even if that meant setting the whole damn dead tree ablaze. Or the forest. Hell, maybe even the world.

      Yeah, that was a little overkill, but gods, feeling her body pressed against me was messing with my head. I gave her a gentle squeeze. “I need to put more wood on the fire.”

      Cam’s chest heaved on a sigh, and I bit back a smile as I scooted back and got up. I knew it was probably just the heat of my body she was reluctant to lose, but I wasn’t above letting myself pretend she’d enjoyed being that close to me. I’d soaked up every excruciating moment of it.

      I pushed to my feet and Kinley was quick to snag a place next to my gunslinger, curling up beside her and lending the stubborn, incredible woman her own special brand of warmth and comfort. There was a good chance Cam’s tumble had scared her just as badly as it had scared me.

      I grabbed a few more sticks from the pile and stacked them on the fire, making sure they were burning before I spoke. “I’m going to head back and find your pack before it gets dark. Will you stay here for me? By the fire?” She chewed on her bottom lip, clearly fighting the urge to make some smartass remark, so I followed it up with a genuine, “Please?”

      Her lips quirked at the corners. “Only because you asked nicely.”

      I let out a tired sigh. “Thank you.”

      Her brow popped up, then settled into something close to a scowl. “I’m the one who should be thanking you. There’s no way I could have dug myself out of that.”

      “You wouldn’t have gotten caught in it in the first place if you hadn’t put our safety before yours.” I motioned between me and Kinley. “I think that makes us even, don’t you?” But we weren’t even. Far from it, in fact. I had no idea how to recognize the signs of an impending avalanche, but she did. Rather than saving herself, she’d backed us out of danger first and nearly got herself killed for the effort. When she didn’t say anything, I nodded once and turned back toward the avalanche site.

      “Luke?”

      “Yeah?” I stopped and looked over my shoulder.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      Something twisted in my chest. It felt like there was so much more meaning tied up in those two words, and it had nothing to do with the avalanche, or the fire, or finding her pack. I dipped my chin and gave her a little smile because I knew if I opened my mouth, whatever spilled out would probably send her running for the hills.
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      The next few days bled into each other, melding into one long, monotonous trek that took us down into a valley where we found the train tracks we’d been looking for. The shiny steel rails and thick wooden ties flowed through the mountains, leading us steadily lower in elevation as we pressed southeast.

      Over time, most of the snow melted off, and the temperature climbed to a point where we could finally stash the bulky, cold weather gear, at least while the sun was up.

      On one particularly warm afternoon, a week or so after we’d first heard the train whistle, the tracks ahead of us snaked into a long, dark tunnel. Not a speck of light glowed from the far end, and all three of us stood in the opening of that big, black maw not quite willing to venture in.

      “The climb to get over the hill could take us all day,” I said, for once in my life hoping caution would win out. “But we’ll be able to see where we’re going.”

      “When walking through the tunnel could take us half an hour, even moving slowly? Think of how much time we can save cutting through there,” Luke argued.

      “We don’t have any idea how long that tunnel is. It could be a mile. It could be seven.”

      “True, but even seven miles would still go faster going through instead of hiking up and over.”

      I was learning to hate the man’s logic and how well he could articulate it. I could sift through scenarios like a pro. It cost me, but I could do it. But backing up my decision wasn’t always so easy. It was like trying to explain faith. I just knew, and for a lot of people, that left too many questions unanswered.

      “I see your point,” I said reluctantly, glaring into the dark tunnel and then up at the steep climb. “I still don’t like it.”

      “If you don’t feel safe going through, then we won’t go this way.” His voice carried that endless patience of his, a patience that was grating on my nerves.

      I rolled my shoulders back and fixed my sights on the last point of light inside the tunnel. That would be my first target. “We’ll go through. It’s the shorter path, whether I like it or not.”

      “Is the big, bad gunslinger afraid of small spaces?” Luke teased, though it was a cautious sound.

      He’d been doing things like that a little more. Goading me, pushing me. It didn’t take the edge off, but it redirected it, shifting my focus away from obsessing about getting home. He was trying to lighten my load, mentally and emotionally. Which made me feel like even more of a rigid witch for the way I kept pulling back.

      I didn’t know what else to do. Every time I let myself get closer to him, in the moment it felt amazing. There was a rightness to it. Afterward, when my thoughts swirled and I overanalyzed everything, the little alarm bells in the back of my mind pinged wildly.

      “You shouldn’t poke fun at a woman who can draw faster than you.” I said, trying for a light tone. I even managed to drop a wink that I hoped to hell looked playful and not like an involuntary twitch.

      “That theory has not been tested,” he replied with feigned indignance.

      I was faster than Luke and we both knew it, but I played along. “A situation we should rectify when this is all over.”

      We were both silent for a moment. Neither of us had broached the subject of what would happen after. After we got to the ranch. After Declan was no longer a threat.

      Would he want to stay? Did I want him to? My chest ached, a phantom pain that was there and gone in a beat, and I tamped down the urge to press my hand to the spot.

      “Are you challenging me to a quick draw competition?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows. The move was so unexpectedly lighthearted that it snapped me out of my quickly spiraling mood.

      All I could do was nod as I tried to hide my smile. “Sure. You and me, twenty paces. Winner takes the crown.”

      Luke’s chuckle sent a wave of heat through me. He ran his hand through the scruff on his head, highlighting the corded muscle flexing across his forearm. It was impressive, enough to kick my pulse up a beat, but the move had the added benefit of lifting the hem of his shirt just enough to let the cut of his abdomen peek out for a second.

      The way that muscled V-shape followed a sprinkle of dark hair down below his belt was dangerously tempting. I had to pry my eyes away before I drooled on myself. When I looked up, his gaze was locked on mine, and it darkened in the most delicious way. “Count me in.”

      Another flare of warmth rocketed through me, and I made myself turn away before I melted into a puddle at his feet. Things had changed between us. The avalanche was a turning point. At least, it was for me. The internal battle on whether or not to trust him was still raging, but the side that wanted him in my life was tipping the scales.

      He was easy to spend time with, even when he challenged me. Intelligent, thoughtful, genuine. Not to mention probably the most enticing eye-candy I’d ever seen. If I could just get past my damage for a minute and take that leap, I knew it would be worth it.

      Luke studied me carefully, and the heat in his gaze was gone. “Tell me honestly, Cam. Are you afraid of small spaces?”

      I bit my tongue as I sifted through possible responses. I could skirt the truth without lying, or I could just be honest. “Not afraid but they can have an adverse effect on me.” See, that wasn’t so hard.

      He looked toward the black hole sinking into the mountainside, then back to me. “Then we’ll go over.”

      I sucked in a quick breath and let it out in a rush. “We’ll go through, and it will be fine.” But there was no way in hell I was going to try to navigate that tunnel without some source of light. I took a minute to light a small fire of dry grass with my flint, feeding it just enough to light the wicks on two of our remaining candles.

      I’d lost the fuel for his lighter along with half my other gear in the avalanche. Though, thankfully, he was able to find a few of my clothes and, more importantly, my box of bullets. He’d given me a strange look when I’d latched onto that box before anything else, but I wasn’t ready to explain the significance of it yet.

      Giving him that truth this late in the game would probably destroy any progress we’d made, and any hope for anything developing between us in the future. Even though I could barely admit to myself that I wanted Luke, I wasn’t ready to lose him.

      No one in our world got to choose their blood links. Which meant I had precisely zero control over the fact that Declan was, by blood, my uncle. There was always a chance Luke would see that and understand. He was a better person than I was, after all.

      That didn’t mean he would have any reason to be understanding about me hiding it all this time.

      Guilt slithered through me, a sickening, unwelcome feeling. It must have shown through on my face because Luke knelt in front of me.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked, his brow creased.

      I wasn’t sure about anything anymore, but I plastered on a confident smile and nodded once. I handed him both candles, careful to block the tiny flames from the breeze coming down the hillside, and stomped out the smoking grass pile with my boot.

      I reached out, taking one candle back and cupping my hand around the flame. Then we all just stood there, staring into the darkness for a few seconds.

      “There’s no point in putting off the inevitable,” he said, hiking his pack up higher on his back.

      The statement felt like a blow, though I knew he hadn’t meant it the way I’d taken it. When he started toward the darkness, Kinley let out an anxious bark, but whatever unease she was feeling didn’t stop her from trotting up next to him and bumping into his thigh every few steps.

      I hung back for a minute, watching the duo fade into the darkness. If there was an easy way out of the trap I’d set for myself, I couldn’t see it. He would find out eventually. Things like that always came to light. If I was going to have any chance of fixing things, I would have to confess everything before the universe took the decision out of my hands.

      “Right,” I muttered under my breath. “I can do this.” Whether I was psyching myself up for the cramped, enclosed tomb of the tunnel, or for the talk I need to have with Luke, was anyone’s guess.

      The interior of the dark space was remarkably detailed, even in the limited glow of the candlelight. A meticulously constructed arch spanned overhead, with mottled smoke deposits layered over the deep red brick. A heavy mix of oily soot seemed to steal the oxygen right out of the air, and a strange uneasiness course through me.

      “Are you holding up okay up there?”

      Luke turned, candlelight illuminating the strong line of his jaw. “I’m good.” He looked down at the big wolf pinned to his side. “Kinley, however, is not impressed.”

      Yeah, I knew how she felt.

      When I’d realized how hopelessly trapped I was in the aftermath of the avalanche, it had taken every ounce of my willpower to control the panic that bloomed inside me. My body was pinned so tightly that with each exhale, the freezing mixture of ice and snow slowly collapsed in around me, taking up the space my chest needed to inhale. Even with Luke and Kinley working feverishly to free me, it was only a matter of minutes before all I could manage was slow, shallow breaths under the crushing cold.

      That crush was back in force, and it was all I could do to draw a steady breath.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, taking a good look at me.

      I drew in another deep breath, if for no other reason than to remind myself that I could. “Yeah.” It didn’t help that something else was niggling at the back of my mind, something I couldn’t quite pin down. I wouldn’t let it stop me. Whatever it was, it would come to me. It always did.

      We ventured deeper into the man-made hole through the mountain, and the further we moved away from the shrinking opening, the stronger my sense of unease grew.

      “You’ve told me quite a bit about your family back in Carrick, but you haven’t said much about the years you spent in service to the Marchons. Is that something you don’t like to talk about?”

      “Trying to distract yourself?” Luke asked, calling me out, as usual.

      “Yes, and I’m curious.”

      He kept moving, checking once to make sure I followed. “I don’t mind talking about it. I learned a lot, and made some great friends during those years, but I saw enough of the evil hiding in the world to last me a few lifetimes.”

      “Was there some kind of school you had to attend?”

      “Well, yeah. Every soldier goes through Initiation. It’s a physically intensive course that lasts three months. We were taught things like survival training, hand-to-hand combat, and different plans for protecting the royal grounds during an attack. Basic soldier stuff.”

      “That actually sounds a bit like what I learned growing up. Did you enjoy it?” I asked. The conversation was working. My nerves, while still on high alert, weren’t at the forefront when I focused on his voice.

      “I did. Some of it. All the Prospects, potential soldiers in Initiation, came from different backgrounds. We had sheepherders mixed in with blacksmiths, and carpenters bunked with bakers. We even had a scribe in our section who joined up to escape servitude. He joked that he’d really just traded one labor sentence for another, but at least when he finished his service to the family, he was truly free.”

      “I thought the ruling families outlawed servitude decades ago.” In fact, I was sure they had. It was in the copies of the records we had in our little library.

      “They did, but those laws are harder to enforce the farther out you get from the city center. For folks on the outskirts, it’s not much different from living this far out. Each little community lives by its own rules, and sometimes those rules aren’t exactly civilized.”

      I listened as we followed the tracks through the eerie blackness, stepping carefully even as the urge to escape clawed at me. The longer we walked, the more that sense that I’d missed something stirred the frothing poison of my anxiety.

      At some point, I stopped listening, focusing instead on the tingle of warning spreading up and down my spine. I must have checked behind us a dozen times already, knowing full well the opening to the tunnel was long gone. There was no hint of light in front of us either, not even the tiniest sliver.

      Luke fell silent and stopped to watch as I knelt next to the steel rail. “Something wrong?”

      I didn’t answer right off. When I laid my palm on the cold metal, a deep hum traveled up my arm and made my teeth tingle. “We need to move. Now.”

      Luke held out his candle, alarm shining in his eyes as he let the limited glow ripple out as far as it could. “Running is out, at least until we can actually see light at the other end.”

      I stood and started forward. “Then we’ll move as quickly as we can. Just try not to twist an ankle.” I wasn’t just saying that to be nice. Luke was a big man, and if he went down, I didn’t think I had the strength in me to do much more than help him hobble out. Not now.

      He and Kinley weren’t the only ones who had leaned out during our travels, and I could tell just by the way my body felt that a lot of what I’d lost was muscle.

      We kept a brisk pace with Kinley leading the way. Her canine eyes were better suited to the cavernous conditions, and she could navigate the protruding ties with ease. Relief took the edge off my nerves a few minutes later when I spotted daylight bouncing off the curved brick wall ahead of us.

      A few beats after that, the air in the tunnel picked up a sickening vibration. “We should probably run now.” Without another word I blew out my candle and got moving. Luke followed suit, with Kinley already several paces ahead.

      The clatter and rumble of the oncoming train reverberated against the brick and stone of the narrow walls, adding to the sick feeling in my gut. We cleared the exit of the tunnel and veered off to the side, following Kinley down a small embankment from the elevated tracks.

      Luke lost his footing on a fallen branch and tumbled the rest of the way down the slope, heading straight for the icy, fast-moving water of the river. I barely managed to grab hold of his pack at the last second and I hauled him to a stop, the muscles in my back and legs screaming with the effort.

      The sensation was eerily familiar.

      When the train lumbered out of the tunnel, it was moving slower than I’d expected. So slow, in fact, that I caught a glimpse of black tresses and exotic features peering through the small window in the engine’s cabin door as the brawny metal beast rolled past. Brawny, yellow, metal beast, to be exact.

      I had just a moment to process what I’d seen before the powerful steel brakes squealed in protest.

      “Is it stopping?” Luke asked.

      I held out my hand and helped him to his feet. “It is,” I said, setting a path to follow the slowing engine. A familiar figure swung recklessly from the open door, waving her free arm enthusiastically, and a smile stretched my cracked lips. “I knew she had a wild streak in her.”
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      I heard the smile in Cam’s voice and looked up in time to see Inda disappear into the engine cab. Kinley must have spotted her too, because she pranced in front of us, urging us to pick up the pace, until she finally lost her patience and raced ahead.

      To my surprise, Inda didn’t shy away from the big wolf even when she ran right at her. Kinley ducked her head and snaked past the woman, only to circle back and lean happily against her leg.

      “Hi there, pretty girl. How have you been?” Inda scratched the top of her head gently. Kinley’s tail swished low, and she put a little more weight into her lean, stretching her neck up along the woman’s hip.

      “Yeah, I missed you too,” she said as she patted the big wolf on the shoulder. “I’ve missed you all.”

      “It’s so good to see you, Inda.” Cam reached out and gave her a stiff hug, then stepped back and held her gently by the shoulders. “You broke free, huh?”

      The smile on her face tipped over into a grin, and her eyes flicked to the almost-giant climbing down from the engine. “Best decision I’ve ever made.”

      Cam nodded and dropped her hands. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Inda moved around her to give me a hug, but I suspected the clever woman might also be using my gunslinger as a shield against Kit’s wrath for hanging out of the door like she had while the train was still moving.

      “Hey big guy!” Cam wrapped her arms around Kit’s middle and gave him a hard squeeze.

      The ease with which she hugged the other man still hurt, like a punch to the gut, if that punch somehow managed to also reach inside and twist my stomach into knots. How could she be that comfortable with Kit, a guy she’d known for all of a day, when even now, after months together, I felt like I had to fight for every inch of trust?

      “Good to see you too, Gunslinger.” Kit’s voice rumbled in his chest.

      “Didn’t we talk about not calling me that?” Cam asked.

      Kit looked around, a comically innocent expression on his face. “Did we? Darn.” He snapped his fingers. “It must have slipped my mind.” He shrugged, flashing a sly smile.

      Cam’s lips quirked in mock irritation. “Why don’t I believe that?” She patted Kit on the shoulder, having to reach just above her own head to do it. “What are you two doing out here?”

      Inda moved to Kit’s side and bumped her hip against him. “Once this guy got the train fixed, we decided we both needed a break from Silva.”

      “Brave Inda. I’m so happy to see you got yourself out to explore the world,” Cam said.

      “I did. Well, I hitched a ride with this guy.” Inda slung an arm around Kit’s waist as he placed one of his meaty hands on her shoulder and squeezed affectionately. “He does the driving, but I figure, since I had to make the first move, you know . . .” she let the words trail off as she smiled up at Kit’s quickly reddening face.

      I stepped forward and reached out my arm to the big man, who looked only too happy to use the greeting to distract from the woman who was trying, with some success, to make him blush.

      “It’s good to see you.” I meant it, at least to some degree. I liked Kit, and it wasn’t his fault that Cam reacted to us differently. I just wished I knew why. What had I done so wrong?

      “You too,” Kit said. “Truth be told, we were hoping to run into you three. We decided a couple weeks back to try to find this ranch Cameron told us about. Figured we might catch up with you along the way, assuming you survived that wicked cold front that battered the mountains.”

      I ran a hand over my head, wincing at the reminder of how desperately I needed a wash and a razor. The soft hair sticking up from my scalp was over an inch long, and it was driving me crazy. “It was slow going there for a bit,” I admitted. “But we managed. Cam is damn good at starting fires out of pretty much nothing.”

      She stepped up beside me, so close I could feel the heat of her body next to mine, and I relaxed a little. “Since you two are heading east, can we catch a ride?” she asked.

      Kit and Inda shared a look and nodded simultaneously. “Of course!” Inda said.

      “The guest room in the sleeper car is fully stocked, including the water tanks. I’ll get the boiler going so you two can take a hot bath. I’m guessing,” Kit sniffed the air, “neither of you has had the luxury in a bit.”

      Cam brought the collar of her thick flannel shirt to her nose. “That bad?”

      Inda slapped him on the arm and cast him a warning glare, but he only chuckled at the silent reprimand. “No, just a lucky guess.”

      “Even a simple wash basin would be much appreciated,” I said. Watching the couple was almost painful. They were playful and lighthearted. I lived for those moments with Cam, but when the sun rose the next day, all too often, it felt like we were starting over.

      Inda stepped toward the sleeper car. “We can do better than that. This thing is basically an itty-bitty hotel on wheels. There’s a bath with a boiler, and plenty of canned goods in the dinette. Heat and eat as much as you’d like.” She looked each of us up and down with concern creasing her dark brow. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but you all look a little rough.”

      “The freeze passing through the higher elevation took a lot out of us,” Cam said. “It was a push to get through it all.” A strange mixture of resolve and regret flashed across her features.
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        * * *

      

      I could have spent an hour lounging in the warmth of the small copper tub, but, despite her repeated insistence that I bathe first, I knew Cam was beyond ready for a relaxing soak of her own. I pulled the rubber stopper, let the gray water drain from the tub, and lifted a small towel off the elegantly curved brass hook.

      When I was dry enough, I hung the towel back up and grabbed my dirty shirt off the floor. I did not want to put that filthy thing back on. I brought it to my face and sniffed. “Yeah, no,” I said to the empty room.

      No wonder Cam hadn’t wanted to get too close to me. I knew that wasn’t the only reason, but I certainly wouldn’t blame her if it was part of it.

      I eyed the towel again, trying to decide whether it would be inappropriate to walk out with the dainty strip of fabric wrapped around my waist. It would just cover the important bits. Barely.

      In the end, I went for it but figured it would be best to offer a warning. Opening the door a crack, I peeked out. “Cam?”

      She sat in one of the hard backed stools in the little dinette, picking at a bowl of salted nuts. “Yeah?”

      “I can’t justify putting on my filthy clothes when I just finished getting clean. Would you be okay if I came out of here in a towel and washed my clothes in the sink over there while you take a bath?”

      Her head popped up, color filling her cheeks in the most interesting way. Was that a blush?

      “Yeah.” The word came out as almost a squeak and she cleared her throat. “Of course. Won’t bother me a bit.”

      I gathered my clothes and swung the door open. It was a tricky endeavor, trying to carry an armload of clothes while holding the edges of the too small towel pinned against my hip. I shuffled quickly across the floor, doing my best to skirt around the two small bed frames pushed together midway between the bathroom and the dinette. The problematic towel caught on one of the ornate spindle posts and, predictably, slipped right out of my grip.

      “Shit,” I hissed. “Don’t look.” I shifted my pile of dirty clothes in front of me and stood awkwardly, frozen in place even as a rush of heat flooded my neck and face.

      Cam bit her bottom lip, and something hot and potentially dangerous flared in her eyes. She made a sound, a cross between a muffled groan and a sharp exhale, then turned slowly in her seat until her back was to me. “Check the bureau.”

      Holy hell, that sound. It lit a fire inside me. I backed carefully toward the bureau, caught between the need to cover myself to preserve some sense of modesty around her and the desire to cross the room and claim her lips as mine.

      But I’d done that once, and I’d told her then—I’d promised her—that if she wanted anything like that from me, it was up to her to make the first move. It’d been nearly two months since and I was still waiting.

      That meant cover was my only real choice.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly.

      She raised a hand and curled it into a thumbs up. The set of her shoulders, stiff and pulled back, gave nothing away. I balled my clothes into one hand and slid open the bureau drawers with the other. When I spotted the long black night shirt, I yanked it out of the drawer, dropped my dirty clothes on the floor, and slid the soft fabric over my head.

      It was a little short for someone my size, and it bunched around my chest and biceps, but it was worlds better than the itty-bitty towelette. “It’s safe to turn around, I think.”

      She spun slowly to face me, that glimmer of heat still very much alive in her eyes. She didn’t say anything, but it felt like her gaze roamed every inch of me. I’d been naked in front of plenty of people before, and I’d had lovers in the past, though none I’d felt as drawn to as Cam.

      Maybe that was why I’d never felt quite this exposed before, like she could see right through me.

      Her gaze dropped to the bowl in front of her and she pulled in a breath. I would have given anything to know what she was thinking just then.

      “While you were in there, I washed the extra clothes from our packs. They won’t be dry for a while, but they’re there if you need them.” She tipped her head to the row of damp clothing hanging by the small wood stove.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said.

      “I know.” The words carried some of her trademark defiance. “But things go easier when we work together, right?”

      I smiled. It was a tiny acknowledgment, but it was something. “I’ll tell you what, while you’re in the bath, I’ll take what you’re wearing and wash it with what’s left of my stuff. That way everything will be clean.”

      “Deal.” Cameron slid off the wooden, high-backed stool with a gracefulness that made my breath catch.

      She was a woman filled with purpose, and the way she moved called to the primitive side of me. She strode toward the bathroom, but paused in the doorway, turned around, and headed for the bureau.

      “It would be a shame to find myself in the same predicament, don’t you think?” A playful smile lit her face as she pulled a sleep shirt, identical to the one clinging awkwardly to my body, from the top drawer.

      An unexpected snort of laughter slipped out and I nodded. “Heaven forbid.”

      Her smile grew, then she disappeared into the bathroom. I heard the flow of water into the copper tub, and a moment later, she opened the door and slid her worn clothes out. The door shut quietly, and I waited for the small click of the bolt lock sliding into place, but it never came.

      When she splashed into the tub with a moan of approval, I leaned back, closing my eyes. At least she trusted me enough to know she didn’t have to lock me out.
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      I spent entirely too long in the tub. A truly greedy, selfish amount of time. Which was the whole reason I’d insisted Luke go first. I needed space to think. Space that didn’t involve me being able to see him, because if he was anywhere in my line of sight, my gaze would inevitably find him.

      Even when I didn’t want it to.

      So, technically, I was hiding. From him. From what he did to me.

      Not surprisingly, it didn’t make me feel better. No matter how many times I let a little of that cloudy, cool water drain away and replaced it with piping hot water that streamed from the ornate spout, his face was right there in my mind.

      The heat soaking into my worn muscles did help ease some of the fatigue, but my brain never stopped churning.

      When at last I pulled the stopper and stood to dry myself, my fingers and toes were so wrinkled they felt alien. Even my calloused palms were softened in the damp heat.

      I dried off slowly, sliding the fluffy fabric of the towel over every inch of me twice before wrapping it around my head.

      Every move I made was a stall, including when I slid the too large nightshirt on and buttoned it up, working the buttons slowly. I was forcing a snail’s pace to give myself more time.

      It didn’t help that I looked ridiculous in that shirt, and the silkiness of the fabric against my skin did little to soothe how out of my element I felt wearing it. The soft material clung to my curves. My body had become somehow both more and less defined over the months. My hipbones pressed out, visible in an unfamiliar way, and they felt out of place when I pressed my fingertips to them.

      Weak. That was how I felt. Weak and vulnerable. My two least favorite feelings in the world, and my temporary clothing was not helping the situation.

      Night shirts were really just dresses for sleeping, and dresses weren’t something I ever wore by choice. I was a hands-on, functional, practical kind of woman and my clothes needed to keep up with me. I’d never met a dress that could. But worn jeans, old boots, and a soft shirt? Yeah, I would take those over the finest dress and fanciest shoes any day of the week.

      I squared my shoulders as I stood with my hand on the fine brass doorknob, gathering my courage. Why did I need courage?

      Hell if I knew.

      Why are you lying to yourself, Cammy?

      If Tanner had been there, if that had really been her slinking into my head with that thought, I would have found her and throttled her. But it wasn’t. It was just my brain using her voice to make a point, because the girl didn’t pull punches. When I wanted blunt honesty with an attitude, she was my go-to.

      The question was, why was I reaching for her voice now?

      Because I knew exactly why I was still standing at the door with my hand on the knob, having a silent internal debate. I just didn’t want to admit that some part of me was dangerously excited to get back out there and see Luke.

      It was the same foolish part that had nearly cost me everything in the past. The part that made reckless decisions based on emotion and not evidence.

      Except, I had evidence. Months’ worth of it. I had all the evidence any sane person would need to prove that Luke was exactly who he seemed to be.

      I drew in a deep breath and huffed it out as I swung the door open. Scintillating scents of cooking food flooded in around me, and every worried thought in my damaged head flitted away. Every thought except for my loudly rumbling stomach. I closed my eyes just long enough to inhale, breathing in the enticing aroma.

      Luke’s warm voice pulled my attention, giving me another delicious point of focus as I opened my eyes. “I thought you might be hungry.” He motioned to the stools in the dinette. “Care to join me?”

      I glanced around the small room. “Where’s Kinley?”

      He pointed at his feet. “Right here.” He stood on the far side of the counter, ladling some kind of mouthwatering concoction into three bowls, and I could just make out Kinley’s fluffy black tail on the floor next to him.

      “Waiting patiently for dinner?”

      “She seems to have become something of an expert in the art of begging.” Luke smiled and looked down affectionately before turning his attention back to me. “Here.” He slid one of the steaming bowls across the counter.

      I moved cautiously through the compact train car, skirting the bedposts with more success than Luke had, before sliding onto the seat in front of the bowl. Leaning in, I inhaled again. It was stew of some kind, but I couldn’t tell what exactly.

      I brought a dainty spoonful of the mixture to my lips and tested it. The moan that slipped out of me at the taste bordered on indecent, but I was beyond caring. We hadn’t had real food in weeks and whatever was in the stew was succulent. “Thank you.”

      Something hot sparked in Luke’s eyes, but his voice was as cool and calm as ever. “I can take credit for heating it up, but that’s about it.” He turned and opened the door on the black, cast-iron oven along the back wall. My heart skipped a beat when he placed the pan of warm dinner rolls on a dishtowel. “And . . .” he reached below the counter and produced a fancy porcelain tray with a small metal knife next to the rolls.

      “Is that butter?” I asked, leaning forward.

      “Courtesy of Inda. It seems she intends to spoil us.”

      Warm bread slathered in butter was a weakness of mine. There was literally no better food in the world. I could happily live the rest of my life on just that, given the chance.

      “I’m not one to argue with an abundance of hospitality,” I said, plucking a roll from the tray.

      I tore it in half like a heathen and spread a generous layer of the pale, creamy goodness on its warm center. That first bite was everything I’d hoped it would be, warm and savory with just a hint of sweet. My eyes fluttered shut and I tried to remember the last time I’d tasted something so divine.

      Another indecent sound slipped past my lips as the memory of the night Luke kissed me rolled through my body.

      “That good?” His voice was deeper than normal, and I pried one eye open, daring a peek. That heat I’d spotted before was there, only now it was so much more than a spark.

      Warmth flooded every inch of me, and I pressed the back of my hand to the corner of my mouth. “A hot bath, butter on my dinner roll, and an actual bed to sleep in? I could get used to this.”

      His gaze lingered just long enough to drive my desire up another notch, then he turned dutifully to the other two bowls. He set one on the floor at his feet. “Careful, honey, it’s still hot.”

      Kinley sniffed at the contents and gingerly tested the rich brown jumble of meat, potatoes, carrots, and peas. She grumbled her approval and immediately set to work cleaning out her bowl.

      Luke pulled out the chair next to me and sat, brushing his shoulder against mine, seemingly oblivious to the way his ill-fitted night shirt rode up, exposing his muscled thigh. It took all my willpower not to reach out and run my hand over that thigh. If he’d turned to me then, if he’d grabbed me and kissed me the way he had in Silva, I would have been all over it.

      Instead, he slid his own bowl toward him and dug into the meal without another word. I stared far longer than was decent, but if he noticed, he didn’t let it show.
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      By the time we gave into our fullness and pushed away from the counter, we’d each devoured two full servings of the heavy stew and demolished the dinner rolls.

      “I’ll take care of that.” I reached for Luke’s bowl, but he pulled it away before I could grab it.

      “Why don’t you go lie down.”

      That sounded an awful lot like an order, and the part of me that hated being ordered around reared its stubborn head. “You cooked. Custom dictates that I clean up,” I said, stretching my arm across the counter.

      Luke stood and snatched both bowls off the marbled surface. “I’ve got this, Cam. Really.” When I shot him a warning look, he glared right back. “We’ll call it even for you giving Kinley part of your rations over the past few weeks, when I know for a fact you were still hungry.”

      My irritation faltered. So much for stealth. I’d really thought he hadn’t noticed me secretly slipping the big wolf extra food.

      Please don’t make a big deal out of it. I threw the mental plea out into the universe and, for once, got an immediate response.

      “We’re all tired, Cam, and there are two very comfortable looking beds just a few feet away.” He set the bowls in the tiny sink and rounded up the rest of the dinnerware, ignoring my defiant glare. “Pick a side. Slip under the covers. Sleep.”

      I clenched my jaw and spun myself out of the stool before my mouth got the better of me. Luke had separated the little beds while I was in the bath, making them both up neatly. I’d noted the change moving past them earlier, but the significance of the separation hit me when I saw them again.

      What if I didn’t want a separate bed? We’d been sleeping under the same tarp tent for weeks, sharing our bedrolls for warmth, though we always had a big, fluffy, grumbly, blanket-hogging wolf between us. The few feet of open space between the beds suddenly felt like a canyon.

      I pulled the covers back on the one farthest from the dinette. He wasn’t wrong, I was tired, except that small word was a gross understatement of the fatigue that weighed on every fiber of my being. The mattress dipped as I sank into the supportive softness, the down pillow cushioned my head in a way that made it feel like it wasn’t even there.

      After a few short minutes, my irritation disappeared. Everything disappeared. Sleep claimed me the way darkness cloaked a room the moment the last candle was snuffed out.

      Early the next morning, before the sun began to lighten the sky, I woke to find the train stopped next to a meadow. A sea of gently waving grass expanded out toward the horizon, like the ground beneath us was reaching out beyond the confines of our atmosphere, trying to touch the stars. I dressed as quietly as I could. Luke was still fast asleep, and I wanted him to stay that way, at least until he woke naturally.

      My clothes were clean, dry, and blessedly warm from hanging close to the small stove in the galley. I debated strapping on my pistol but left it hanging on the hook next to Luke’s pair. Kinley must have heard me tiptoeing across the room with my boots in hand, because she met me at the door. I gave her a quick nod. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who needed a little air.

      The click of the latch was unnaturally loud in the small space, and I froze, watching the pile of blankets on Luke’s bed for any sign of movement. Either he was out cold or he was faking it like a pro. Kinley didn’t care which because she nudged my hand impatiently.

      “I know, girl. I’m working on it,” I whispered as I slid the door open.

      The narrow passage was silent, save for the swish of the breeze sliding along the curved metal exterior. When I slid the outer door open, a blast of cold air blew into the cramped hallway, cutting through the protection of my clothes. I ushered Kinley out with a gentle pat on her haunches.

      Cold nipped at my neck, and I pulled my wool jacket tight around me as I took a seat on the steel steps. “Be careful,” I whispered, and watched with a twinge of envy as the big wolf loped off into the darkness showing no sign of discomfort from the chilly breeze.

      The view through the window, though beautiful, was nothing compared to the breathtaking scene outside. The universe swelled in the darkness, revealing countless distant points of light shimmering in the darkness.

      Few people in my world knew anything useful about the stars, other than how to use the positions of various constellations to tell direction. For me, the stars represented endless possibilities. Millions of strange new planets in orbit around different suns. The library at Bond Creek was a treasure trove of information rescued from the ashes of a dying world. Centuries had passed since the world fell apart, and much of the knowledge and experience of that long-ago time was scattered to the winds and forgotten.

      By the time I was born, my family had converted an underground tornado shelter to house the growing collection. Shelves filled with musty old books, journals, and yellowing magazines lined the walls from floor to ceiling. It was easily my favorite place in the world. My sisters and I spent countless hours down there, curled up in the worn leather chairs, learning what we could from the paper relics.

      Of course, sometimes it wasn’t about learning. At least half the books on the shelves were fiction, including everything from Arthurian fantasy, to science fiction, to romance novels, all from the time before the world had shifted.

      Sitting there, staring out into the universe, remembering how it felt growing up amongst those stacks, a bone deep longing to return home struck me like a blow. I’d felt the pull to get home, and I was on my way, but the closer I got, the more desperate everything inside me was to be there already.

      I blinked rapidly against the first prick of tears burning my eyes. My sisters, the horses, the house, the library—

      “No,” I whispered into the darkness. My mission wouldn’t be over when I got home. I couldn’t afford to let my guard down now, not when I was so close. I swiped my fingers across my eyes, clearing away a hint of wetness, then focused my attention on the lithe, shadowy form racing toward me.

      Kinley rocketed across the endless meadow, a streaking black bullet in a sea of silver grass. When she skidded to a stop at the base of the short ladder, clearly invigorated by her run, I stood to the side, giving her the room to leap gracefully onto the platform.

      Sliding the outer door open, I looked over my shoulder for one last peek at that immaculate view. It was truly breathtaking, and I would have to remember to thank Kit and Inda for stopping in a place like this.

      A hint of movement in the distance drew my eye. It might have been a horse and rider cresting the horizon for the barest of moments, but the glimmer of motion was there and gone. When I turned to focus on where it had been, I couldn’t be sure I’d seen anything at all.

      I stared out into the star-soaked morning for one breath, then another, searching along the faint blue line that marked the coming of a new day. “You’re seeing things, Cammy,” I muttered to myself before heading inside.
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      I was up and dressed when Cam ushered Kinley back into the room. “Did she wake you?” I asked, tipping my head toward my sweet wolf, who promptly trotted over to my bed and curled up on the mattress.

      “No, but she was ready to go outside when she saw me get up.”

      I plucked a shirt from the pile of clean clothes resting on the chair next to me and set to work folding the bit of fabric into a neat, compact square. “I peeked out there, but you looked pretty deep in thought. I didn’t want to interrupt.” I definitely wasn’t going to tell her that I’d basically spied on her nearly the entire time they were outside.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the door. “I was just thinking about home.”

      Home. The place we were going that she’d only talked about a handful of times. I still had no idea what to expect when we got there, aside from likely being judged by her sisters. That alone was enough to make my unmentionables shrivel a bit, but knowing who they really were added a whole other layer of complication to it.

      “I would love to hear more about it,” I said, keeping my tone light.

      My words drew her back to the present, and she turned to me with a haunted smile that twisted something dangerous inside me. She pointed at the pile of unfolded clothes. “Can I help?”

      “With folding laundry? Absolutely.” It was a distraction, but I would let her have it. Hell, I would let the woman have anything she wanted, if she would just talk to me. “It’s easily my least favorite chore.”

      Her features softened. “Least favorite out of all the horribly boring grown up chores? Why?”

      “It’s futile. I’m making them look neat and pretty so they can get packed in a bag where no one will see them. When I do wear them, I’m just going to make them all wrinkly and dirty again. Then it starts all over.” I flipped the piece of cloth I was holding around to make my point. “Wash, dry, fold, wear. It’s what I imagine hell is like, if there is a hell.”

      Cam stifled a giggle and I wanted to live inside that sound. “Hell is laundry? You hate it that much?”

      “There are worse things in the world, but yeah, pretty much.” I glanced down at the scrap of cloth in my hand, then dropped it on the counter and smiled awkwardly as warmth filled my cheeks. I was a grown man. The sight of a woman’s undergarments was nothing new to me, but something about knowing it was Cam’s cobalt chemise I’d been flipping about during my rant, a chemise that I’d secretly admired clinging to her curves on the rare occasions when I caught a glimpse of her while we were changing, had a powerful effect on me.

      Her giggles morphed into rich laughter as she picked up her deep blue garment, clutching it to her chest. It was a startling and wholly captivating sound coming from my ever-serious gunslinger. Cam was fiercely beautiful, in every way, but on those rare occasions when her smile shined through, it gave me a glimpse of the woman inside the warrior.

      I couldn’t have torn my gaze from her even if I’d wanted to, so I just smiled back and stared like a fool. Before long, we were bantering like old friends, joking and laughing in a way that made my heart sing, until a quiet knock at the door stole the moment.

      “It’s Inda. Can I come in?” The scents of fried eggs and warm bread were already working their way into the room.

      I opened the door to find Inda balancing a rectangular wooden tray with three plates piled high with food. “Let me help you with that,” I said, reaching for it.

      “I’ve got it.” She slipped past me, and I hurried to help Cam clear space on the counter before she set the tray down.

      “You go ahead and dig in. I’ll be back in a stitch with more.” Inda disappeared back into the hallway with practiced ease.

      “She looks like she’s settling right into life on the rails,” Cam said, eyeing the tray.

      I nodded. “I’m sure life on the move has its bright spots. Though I’ve never had the luxury of living on the move while also taking my house with me.” I waved a hand indicating the comfortable room. “I imagine this makes the transition a little less jarring.”

      “No doubt.” She leaned toward the steaming food and inhaled deeply. “I know she said to go ahead and start, but my manners are telling me to wait.”

      “And yet, it smells so good,” I said, with a knowing grin spreading across my face.

      “How can I be this hungry after that huge dinner?”

      I picked up a crispy piece of bacon and broke it in half, offering her the bigger piece. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      She chewed on the inside of her lip for a brief moment, then took the bacon and broke her piece in half again. “Kinley?” The wolf appeared at her side in a flash and Cam offered her the small, salty morsel. “If I’m going down in this scandal, you’re coming with me, sister.”

      “Knock, knock.” Kit’s voice boomed into the small room. “Who wants coffee?”

      Cam’s face lit up and she spun in her chair like an excited kid. “Ooo, I do!”

      I raised a hand, doing my best to ignore the knife twisting in my chest. “Me too, please.”

      “I mean, yes, please,” Cam said, blushing. “Sorry, my manners go right out the window when it comes to coffee.”

      Kit’s deep chuckle made us both smile. He was one of those guys who was easy to like. Even I gravitated toward him in a way. And every time I’d seen him, he’d shown no untoward interest in her. His final words to me before we left Silva came whispering back.

      If you hurt her or betray her in any way, I will end you.

      The warning had the same reaction it did the first time, setting the small hairs at the back of my neck on edge. There was no misunderstanding the message, but what I didn’t see was where that fierce protectiveness came from.

      How much did he really know about her?

      “No need to stand on ceremony around me, Gunslinger,” Kit said warmly, motioning to the food.

      Inda swatted the big man on the shoulder and moved past him into the room. “You’re not supposed to call her that.”

      Kit winked at Cam and set the coffee on the counter. “I’m not allowed to call her that when other people are around. We’re all friends here.”

      She waved the comment off. “You’re both right, though I don’t see why you prefer that over Cameron.”

      “Because ‘Gunslinger’ sounds so much more imposing.” A boyish grin lit Kit’s face and I got a sense of the kid he used to be. A long-forgotten memory tried to resurrect itself in my mind, and for one fleeting moment, I thought I might have met that boy once.

      “So then, can I call you ‘Engineer’ instead of Kit?” Cam asked, raising one eyebrow at him.

      “Nope, ‘fraid not. Kit outranks Engineer on the imposing scale. Besides, I still mostly act as the fireman. Inda does the driving.” The pride in his voice was unmistakable and it eased a little of the tension coiling inside me.

      “Is that so?” Cam asked, directing the question to Inda.

      The other woman pulled a chair closer to the counter and sat down. “He exaggerates. I am learning, but he still does most of the work up there.”

      “I always did most of the work. Harold was a great friend, but most days he was just along for the ride.”

      “That didn’t bother you?” I asked, feeling like I needed to contribute something to the conversation.

      He shook his head. “Nah. I enjoyed his company. He was good people.”

      “But I saw him running things up there when you guys brought me into Silva,” Cam said.

      “That. Yeah, he was showing off. You know, trying to impress the pretty lady who had just saved his life.” He pulled a stack of dishes from the small cupboard and handed them out. “Now, not another word until you two have food on your plates.”

      Kinley grumbled, drawing his attention. “My apologies, fair wolf.” He fetched another plate and piled it high with scrambled eggs, bacon, and fluffy pancakes, sans syrup. She sat patiently while he set the meal on the floor at her feet. “Is that better?” he asked, still crouched in front of her with his hand on the dish. She leaned forward and raked her wet tongue from his chin to his cheek. “Okay then. I’m glad we got that straightened out. Here you go.” He stood, wiping the slobber from his face with a smile. “She’s a special creature.”

      I nodded. “That she is.”

      We all chatted on and off while we ate, with Kit and Inda telling us stories about the places they’d been and the people they’d met.

      After a stretch of silence, Cam turned to Kit. “Do you know where these tracks are taking us?”

      “I have a map of the lines, but there isn’t a lot of detail outside of the towns right along the tracks. I was hoping you could take a look-see. You should have better luck pinpointing your ranch, since you know where it is and all,” Kit said.

      “Of course. The property line runs right along the nearest rail line. How old are the maps?”

      “We picked them up after we left Silva, since I haven’t been this far east in eons,” Kit said. “Unless the towns near you popped up in the last couple of years, it should be good enough.”

      She nodded and took a long drink of her coffee. “When can we get this beast rolling?” Despite her earlier claim of hunger, she’d barely touched her meal.

      “After you eat.” Kit motioned to her plate. “You lot are skin and bones compared to the last time I saw you, and I’ll not have you passing out from fatigue on my watch.”

      She raised an eyebrow at him, but rather than arguing, she picked up her fork and took a bite.
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      The rest of the day passed in a slow, impatient crawl. The train was on the move, and we were making up ground fast, but sitting in that little room as it carried us along still felt stagnant. I tried to take a nap, if only to make the time pass faster, but my brain had always refused to rest when the sun was up.

      So, I laid on the bed, running through every sequence of events my mind could conjure for my arrival at the ranch. I wasn’t tapping into my pathfinding. I didn’t have enough information for that to have any chance of success. That didn’t mean I couldn’t imagine and sort through options without that ability.

      An image of the ranch house filled my mind, with Declan there waiting for me. I couldn’t picture his face, that had always been a void in my memory, but I knew it was him sitting on my front porch, cleaning the dirt and gods knew what else from beneath his nails. At his feet, the corpses of my sisters and the ranch hands were stretched out in two neat rows meant to welcome me to the last day of my life.

      Then the image changed, and I was the one on the porch, with Luke and my sisters at my side, guns at the ready.

      Both images were clear as day in my head, and either scenario had the same chance. Hell, any scenario had a chance this far out.

      I flopped over on the mattress and shoved at the pillow beneath my head.

      “Not much for naps?” Luke asked.

      “Am I bothering you?” I tried to smother my irritation, but my response still came out snippy.

      “Not at all, but at this point you may as well give it up. You’ve been tossing and turning for over an hour.”

      I blew a strand of hair out of my face and sat up. “I know.”

      “There’s nothing you can do about the ranch until we get there.”

      I glared at him. “I know that too.”

      “Has anything changed from your perspective? Do you see things playing out any differently?” His voice carried across the small train car with the maddening patience of a man used to being right.

      “No.”

      He sat down beside me and dropped something in my lap. “Then let’s do something to take your mind off the things you can’t control.”

      The small leather satchel was worn and soft against my fingertips. I untied the slim straps and emptied the contents into my hand. A short stack of playing cards, showing years of wear, spilled in a neat pile into my upturned palm. Tiny red and white diamonds spanned the back of each card, reminding me so vividly of the deck my sisters and I had played with as children. I flipped one of the cards onto the mattress, numbered side up. The design was identical, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see the Four of Shields staring up at me.

      “Is this a full deck?”

      “Haven’t checked.” Luke shrugged. “I found it in a drawer under the counter this morning.”

      I moved away from him on the mattress and laid out the cards between us in suits; hearts, diamonds, shields, and swords, with two fool cards thrown in to mix things up. “What would you like to play?”

      “Do you know how to play blackjack?” he asked, his eyes glittering with interest.

      “I do, but I never play with fools.”

      Luke mock gasped and clutched at his chest. “No wildcards? Where’s the fun in that?”

      My eyes crinkled at the corners. I actually felt it happen when I smiled, and it felt both natural and strange. “The fun is in playing the hand you’re dealt, not making up the difference with whimsy.”

      “Check. No whimsy.” He flashed me a playful smile that did something unspeakable to me. “You want to deal?”

      I pinned my focus on the cards. If I didn’t look at him, he couldn’t have that anticipatory effect on me, like something deliciously dangerous was coiling inside me. “High card deals first.” I spread the deck in front of us. “Pick your poison.”

      We played more rounds of different games that afternoon than I could count, and I blessedly lost all track of time as the train trundled steadily along. Luke was in the middle of teaching me how to play a new game he called Haste, when we were interrupted by a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Inda opened the door hesitantly, peeking through the small gap. “Kit and I were hoping the three of you would have dinner with us in our room tonight. He thinks we’ll be close enough to drop you off near Bond Creek tomorrow evening and we’d both love your company before you go.”

      Luke and I shared a look. “We would be honored,” I said. “What can we do to help?”

      Inda shook her head. “Nothing. I’ll have dinner prepared in a few hours. There’s a small switch track coming up. We’ll pull off there for the night, have a nice meal, and hopefully get a good night’s sleep.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Luke said.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a feast of roast poultry, buttered baby potatoes, fresh dinner rolls, crisp pickled green beans, and more of that powerful spiced cider the folks in Silva had introduced us to. Between four adults and one ravenous wolf, we left nothing to waste.

      We all talked like we’d been friends for decades, and the conversation had a comfortable ebb and flow I’d never known outside of my own family dinners, at least on a night when everyone was getting along and happy to be together. Just the thought of sitting around the table with my sisters sent a fresh pang of homesickness through me.

      Inda canted her head. “Good memory or bad?”

      Kit and Luke quieted, and all eyes turned to me. Normally that would bother me. Being the center of attention was something I avoided whenever possible. “I was just admiring how much this meal with you all reminds me of home.” I grabbed my mug of warm cider and held it up. “To kith and kin.” I dipped my chin to Kinley to make sure she knew she was included in that claim before taking a sip.

      “Hear, hear,” Kit said thoughtfully.

      Inda chimed in, “Same to you.”

      Luke nodded once before we clinked our heavy mugs together. He watched me over the rim while he drank, and I could see a question dancing in those deep brown eyes. I waited, and waited, caught in the pull of his stare, but whatever question was riding the tip of his tongue, he didn’t share it.

      Instead, he turned his attention to Kit and Inda. “What’s next for you two?”

      They shared a glance. “Going wherever the rails take us, I suppose.” Kit shrugged. “We didn’t set out with much of a plan aside from catching up with you three and seeing what the world has to offer.”

      “That sounds like a solid plan to me,” Luke said. He leaned back in his seat and propped an ankle over his knee. There was some tension between him and Kit, but I couldn’t, for the life of me, figure it out.

      “You’re welcome to join us,” Kit said. “We know you want to get to Bond Creek, but if you start itching for a different kind of adventure,” he placed a big hand gently on Inda’s shoulder, “our home is always open to you.”

      I bowed my head. It was a generous offer, and if things were different, I would have been tempted to take them up on it. “I appreciate that,” I said, turning my gaze to Luke, “but I have a few things I want to take care of before time gets away from me.”

      Luke was right there watching me as I spoke, more to him than anyone. I thought I saw his gaze darken, like maybe he’d realized what I was hinting at, but the change was so small, I might have just imagined it.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning was a blur of packing gear, cleaning guns, rechecking our bags half a dozen times, and a general restlessness that drove me up the wall. Even Kinley got up to pace across the small space from time to time.

      The big wolf settled a little when Luke slid a chair in front of the window so she could sit high and watch the world roll by. Riding the train to explore the world sounded like a wonderful idea, but all I could think about was getting to the ranch. And Luke. I honestly couldn’t tell which one was taking up more space in my brain anymore.

      Kit and Inda brought the train to a stop along a string of rolling hills I’d seen a million times. I was home, even if the house was still miles away.

      We said quick goodbyes, promising to see each other soon the way people so often did, even when they knew there was no guarantee their paths will ever cross again.

      “Do you think we’ll make it to your house tonight?” Luke asked, scanning the sprawling landscape in front of us.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the yellow locomotive shrinking into the distance. “Not a chance. This isn’t the best terrain to navigate in the dark and we’re still quite a ways out. We could make it in an hour or so, but if we have twenty minutes of light left, I’d be surprised.”

      The evening sun chased shadows across the soft dirt as we hopped the weather-beaten, split rail fence that marked the edge of my family’s land.

      “There’s an old hay barn up another half-mile or so, just over that hill.” I pointed to the rise. “We can hunker down for the night and set out for the house bright and early.”

      “Do your sisters know you’re coming?” he asked. It was a fair question. I’d been gone for over a year and had no idea what kind of chaos I might be walking back into. Not to mention what kind of chaos I might be dragging Luke and Kinley into.

      “I sent that letter with Kit when we left Silva. In it, I let them know I was on my way home and trouble was headed their way. As to whether or not they got the message?” I shrugged.

      “Is there anything I should know before we meet them?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Are they overprotective? Trigger happy?”

      I laughed. “Yes, and sometimes. Does that make you feel better?”

      “Not really.”

      “The overprotectiveness tends to trickle down from older sister to younger. Since I’m the oldest, you have nothing to worry about there. And the other bit, well, they’re not irrationally trigger happy.”

      Luke scrubbed his hand over his freshly shaved head. “So, they’ll be rational about it when they shoot me dead on the spot then? That makes me feel much better.”

      I reached out, patting him on the shoulder. “They don’t shoot the good guys. Or good wolves, for that matter.” I directed the last at Kinley, who looked back at me briefly and perked her ears.

      She let out a low “woof” and turned her attention back to the slope rising in front of us. We crested the hill just as the last sliver of evening sun dipped below those familiar peaks. Countless shades of pink and orange mingled and melted into one another as the bright blue of the daytime sky faded to a dusky indigo.

      “Just in time,” I said, and it really felt like it.
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      I rubbed my arms against the chill in the air. The short-sleeved shirt had seemed like a good idea when the sun was still high. “The cold creeps in fast out here once the sun goes down, doesn’t it?”

      Cam nodded noncommittally. She’d been like this most of the day, a little distant and quiet, even for her. Like she was caught up in her own head. “It’s not so bad a little further up in the foothills where there’s more rock to hold in the heat and block the wind,” she said. “But down here in the grasslands, yeah, the cold will sap the life right out of you if you’re not careful.” On cue, a blast of chilly air blew a few loose strands of hair across her face. “Let’s get inside.”

      She pulled an oil lamp off a hook by the barn door with practiced ease and fished a sulfur from the cast-iron holder on the wall. When she struck it against the rough metal surface, the tip of the match flared bright red and caught flame, lending her eyes a fire that stilled my heart.

      In the steady yellow glow of the lamp, the inside of the barn looked exactly as I’d expected. Musty piles of hay filled the far corners of the dark space, and a neat assortment of tools hung beside the sturdy door.

      “I hate to sound skeptical,” I said, kicking up a puff of fine dust with the toe of my boot, “but I have a feeling this isn’t going to quite measure up to the level of hospitality I’ve become accustomed to.”

      Cam smiled apologetically. “I’m afraid my little barn can’t compete with the sleeper suite on the train.”

      I snapped my fingers once and gave her a quick wink. “Oh well, looks like I’ll just have to suck it up and be thankful I get to spend the night with a beautiful woman and my loyal wolf in a rundown hay barn.”

      Color bloomed on her cheeks. “Thank you.” Her words were soft and unsure, and so very unlike the woman I’d come to know. At least until she went on. “And take that back! This place is in great shape for being over two centuries old.”

      “Seriously?” I was genuinely surprised. “It’s that old?”

      She nodded proudly. “Built by the Hale sisters of the time. It might not look like much, but it’s sturdy and it’ll protect us from the weather. Though it is still bound to get plenty cold in here tonight.”

      I knelt, untied my bedroll, and flung it open on the hay covered floor. “And that, my lady, is why we have these.” I stood, twirled my hand in a way a real butler never would, and bowed. The look on Cam’s face was worth it, landing somewhere between a smile and a smirk.

      “Care to help with mine?”

      “At your service, Gunslinger.” I tipped my imaginary hat.

      Cam rolled her eyes. “Not you too.”

      I loosened the leather straps holding her bedroll to her gear bag. “Should I just stick with Cam then?”

      She pulled the padding and fabric out of my grip. The tips of our fingers brushed, sending an unexpected jolt through me. Her skin was like fire against mine, a fire I was pretty sure would burn me to ash if she ever let me get close enough.

      She laid her bedroll out neatly next to my haphazardly tossed bedding. “You already know I like it when you call me Cam,” she said without looking up.

      I did know that, but a needy, selfish part of me wanted to be reminded that something I said or did pleased her. She so rarely commented on things like that.

      I propped my bag at the foot of my rumpled bedroll and untied my holsters from my thighs and hips before hanging the heavy guns from a pitted metal hook on the wall. “So, we’re on your property here?” I asked, settling down onto the bedding.

      “Technically, it belongs to the family, but yes. We crossed the property line at the fence.”

      “It feels so . . . isolated. What was it like growing up out here?”

      Cam sat next to me and untied her boots. “It doesn’t feel like that up at the house. Between my sisters, the ranch hands, and the horses, you don’t really notice how far out the property sits.” She slipped off her boots and set them aside. “Then again, I was usually trying to get away from people.”

      “Did you ever come out here to escape?” For some reason, the thought of that appealed to me. If this place was special to her, then being here offered me one more insight into the enigma that was the woman I was falling for.

      “Here, the stables, the library. Always under the perfectly plausible guise of training or studying, of course.”

      I leaned forward and raised an eyebrow. “I almost forgot about the infamous library. What are we talking, a few dozen books and things that have been squirreled away?”

      She pointed toward the ceiling.

      “A hundred?” My eyes widened.

      A playful smile spread across her face. “Think bigger.”

      “Two hundred?” I whispered, leaning forward. “Three?”

      “If we’re counting just books, not magazines or newspapers?”

      I nodded. I’d never heard of magazines, but I wasn’t about to expose my ignorance on the subject.

      “A couple thousand the last time I tried to count.”

      All the air rushed out of me and I sat back. I was pretty sure if I added up every single book I’d laid eyes on in my life, it wouldn’t come anywhere close to a thousand. Wouldn’t even scratch it.

      Books weren’t the kind of things people just had lying around. Maybe once, long before the world shifted, but now they were treasured, rare, and vitally important. Having so many in one place was a dangerous thing.

      Did she know that? If the ruling family ever found out about it, it could get her family in a world of trouble. Unless she was exaggerating.

      “Are you messing with me?” I asked, letting a thread of skepticism bleed into my voice.

      “No.” She leveled me with a look that brooked no argument. “It started with the first three sisters. They brought a whole passel of stuff with them when they left the city. Each generation since has added to the collection. Have you read many books?”

      “We had a few growing up.” We’d had four. In total. Between everyone in Carrick. “I must have read them cover to cover a dozen times.”

      “Luke Kendrick, the book worm. I never would have thought.” She leaned to the side and bumped her shoulder against mine with a smile. “I think you’re going to love the library.”

      Gods, she was killing me. The way she was touching me, the way she was sharing things with me. I wanted to haul her into my arms and either kiss her or shake her, because I had no idea what I was supposed to do with the signals she was throwing at me. I’d promised to let her make the next move, if that was what she wanted, but if this was her way of making that move, I really needed her to be bolder about it. And if it wasn’t, if she was just being friendly, I might need to slip outside for a little bit to get my body under control.

      Cam leaned back against her bag, shifted, and winced. When she looked at the holster still tied to her thigh, she sighed. It was the most defeated sound I’d heard escape her lips since she’d agreed to stay by the fire after the avalanche.

      “Can I get that for you?” The question was out of my mouth before I fully realized what I was asking it, and I froze when it occurred to me how she might take it. A woman not keen on contact certainly wouldn’t appreciate a man reaching between her thighs to untie the thin leather strap anchoring her holster there. And thinking about it, about running my hands—nope.

      I needed to shut it down.

      She looked up and narrowed her eyes a stitch like she could hear what I was thinking. Heat rushed up my neck, but I stood my ground. No point in backtracking now.

      She looked back down at where the tie hung at the inside of her denim clad thigh. “I can manage.”

      I let out my stalled breath in a silent rush.

      Cam released the tie and loosened the buckle, pulling the holster free from her waist, then she held it out to me with mischief twinkling in her amber eyes. “But if you want to hang it up for me, I won’t argue.”

      I was pretty sure it was mischief I saw, and my answering grin was uncontrollable. I felt like a giddy fool. “Anything for you.”

      A soft rustle of movement filled the space as I turned my back to hang her pistol next to mine, like she was getting settled and ready for bed. When I pivoted back toward the bedrolls, I wasn’t prepared to find her standing in my path, just inches from me. She grabbed a handful of my shirt, keeping her gaze locked on mine, and pulled. I stumbled forward, instinctively planting my hands on her hips for balance. Then I realized how I’d grabbed her and let go, holding my hands up. “Sorry,” I rushed out. “W-what are . . .”

      She pulled me closer and raised up on her toes, leaning into me.

      “Oh,” I whispered. In the space of a breath, my pulse morphed into a storm of energy coursing through me. Tiny, invisible sparks lit across my chest where her hand clutched my shirt and exploded into a ripple of sensation when our lips touched.

      I stood frozen for a second, hands still up by my shoulders. Was this really happening?

      Her tongue skirted across my lips, and any resolve I had to let her lead crumbled. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her deeper into the kiss, reveling in the way she matched my every move.

      I tried to be careful with her, to keep my lips soft and patient, letting her explore and encouraging her to relax into me without pushing for more.

      Good gods, it was an exercise in restraint unlike anything I’d experienced before.

      She released her grip on my shirt and slid her palms slowly down my stomach. My muscles clenched and rippled with the contact, anticipating how that would feel when there wasn’t a thin layer of cotton between us.

      She was clearly gathering her nerve and the tremble in her hands when she gripped the hem of my shirt wrenched my heated thoughts back to the present.

      This was Cam I was dealing with.

      I stepped back and wrapped my hands around hers, silently cursing myself as I stopped the slow glide of my shirt up my abdomen, even as my body ached for more of her touch. “Cam, wait.” She looked up at me with hope and uncertainty playing across her face. “I don’t know what happened in your past, and I don’t need to know if you don’t want to talk about it, but I can tell someone hurt you.” I paused, giving my words a minute to settle and waiting for the inevitable reaction. I needed to get this out on the table.

      She stiffened a little but kept her eyes on me as she nodded once.

      “If you’re not ready, we don’t have to . . . do more. I would be perfectly happy just talking if that’s—”

      A wounded look flashed across her face, and she tried to pull away.

      Gods be damned, I must be the biggest idiot in the world.

      I stepped forward and released her hands, sliding one of mine up her arm and over her shoulder. Cradling the back of her neck, I pulled her gently back into me, capturing her lips with my greedy mouth.

      Tension hummed through her, but it was nothing like that first time I’d kissed her in Silva. This time, her body softened in the most enticing way. I moved my lips down across her jaw, skating the surface of her sensitive skin.

      I kissed her neck tenderly and whispered, “I said I would be happy to just talk. I didn’t say it was my preference.”

      She smiled hesitantly. The pink flush rising up her neck and filling her cheeks was visible even in the low light of the oil lamp. Cam tugged at the hem of my shirt again and I let go of her, giving her the space she needed to slide the worn fabric up my chest. I took over at the top, reaching behind me and pulling it over my head. It landed somewhere at our feet, but I couldn’t bring myself to care where.

      The light touch of her fingertips caressing my bare skin was all I could focus on. The contact sent a shiver of pleasure through me, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

      Her smile spread at the sound, curling into something wanton, hungry, and utterly irresistible. Her touch chased fire down my abdomen. When she reached my pants, with my belt still firmly buckled, I laid my hands over hers again and tried to find some semblance of sanity.

      “It doesn’t seem fair for me to lose all of my clothes while you’re fully dressed.” I tried for a playful tone, but my voice sounded rough to my own ears.

      “True.” She pulled her hands free, slipped out of her leather vest, and reached for her own shirt with mechanical efficiency.

      I stopped her hands again. “May I?”

      She glanced up from beneath her lashes and gave me a heartbreaking look. If ever there was a moment when I needed to be on my best behavior to earn her trust, this was it. She held her hands up slowly and gave me a little nod.

      I moved lazily, slipping my hands beneath the fabric as I dusted soft kisses below her ear and down to the hollow of her shoulder. I was on fire and freezing at the same time, and my lips against her skin had the distracting effect I was hoping for. She let her head fall back, soaking in the sensation.

      “Arms up?” I asked quietly, and she granted my request, pulling her head up and lifting her arms.

      By the time her shirt hit the ground, the heat building inside me had every inch of my body on edge. I traced my hands back up carefully, pausing with my lips on her pulse when she flinched at the first touch of my fingers against her flesh. When she didn’t protest, I shifted my kiss, capturing her lips with mine.

      I wanted to feel what she was feeling, to understand how close I was coming to the lines she’d drawn between us. I slid my hands up her waist and stopped again at the line of fabric wrapped tightly around her chest.

      “What’s this?” I asked, plucking at the taut material.

      “A bandeau. Sort of a necessity when your job is chasing bad guys.”

      “Uh huh. How does it . . .” I kept my hands on her waist and leaned from side to side, trying to see how the contraption worked, “come off?”

      She laughed. The mix of tension and fear in her eyes faded a little, and she twisted her arm around her back. The bandeau loosened a tiny bit, then she turned to show me the back where she’d just unfastened the top hook.

      “Ah,” I whispered. I gently turned her to face me again and pulled her arms up, slinging them over my shoulders. Sliding my nearly numb hands around behind her, I set to work releasing the column of clasps.

      Keeping my attention on those tiny, tedious hooks, was a new kind of torture, especially with her warm body pressed against mine and her fiery lips leaving a trail of heat along my skin. I was nearly to the point of tearing the frustrating garment clean off her when the last hook finally gave way and the wrap fell to our feet.

      I pressed her body away from mine, tracing my fingers over the imprint the fabric left on her skin. It was hot and red from the restriction of the bandeau, which made the lighter, curved lines of scar tissue on the side of one soft breast nearly glow in the dim light.

      I recognized the shape of it in an instant and instinctively reached to cover the old wound with my touch. Anger flared deep inside me, a fury so quick and unexpected that I had to fight to squash it, to rein it in before she saw it.

      But I was too late.

      Cam flinched away from me, and I dropped my hands back to the safety of her hips, giving her room to pull back while still anchoring her to me. The closed off expression on her face made my knees go weak. I couldn’t lose her now, but I couldn’t ignore the scar either. What the hell had happened to her?

      “That’s not a love bite,” I said quietly.

      She narrowed her eyes, licking her lips in way that flashed her teeth in warning. “No, it wasn’t.” There was no waiver in her voice, and she didn’t look away. “Say what you need to say.”

      I drew in a breath and thought carefully. She’d gone from wanton and willing to rigid in the space of a few seconds, all because I couldn’t wrangle my reaction to a scar.

      How was I so bad at this? I mean, yeah, it’d been a couple years since I’d had a woman in my arms. But still.

      “I’m going to kiss you,” I said, sliding my hand tenderly up her side, brushing it along the edge of her breast as I pulled her close. “I’m telling you this because I’ve clearly made you defensive, and I would like the opportunity to make it up to you without getting punched in the face.”

      Her eyes softened and the edges of her mouth quirked.

      Hope. That’s how I was taking that look.

      I leaned in and pressed my lips first to her forehead, then the tip of her nose, and finally her lips, before pulling her into me. I wrapped my arms around her and squeezed, maybe a little too tightly. I couldn’t help it. It felt like she might slip away entirely if I screwed this up. “Will you tell me what happened? It doesn’t have to be today or tomorrow. Just, someday?”

      She sighed. “I’ll consider it.”

      I kissed the top of her head again, letting myself enjoy the fact that she was finally letting me hold her the way I’d been dying to for months. Was I hoping for more? Of course. But for her, I was more than willing to wait. Months, years. It didn’t matter. I’d waited a lifetime to meet someone who made me feel the way she did. “I’m sorry I ruined things tonight.”

      She drew in a breath, her chest pressing into mine as it rose and fell. “Keep your apology.” I couldn’t read the tone in her voice. She shifted in my arms, and I loosened my hold, not quite ready to let go but knowing the inevitable pullback was coming.

      Cam leaned up on her toes, pressing her lips close to my ear as she whispered, “You haven’t ruined anything, yet.” Her short fingernails raked down my back just hard enough to snap every inch of me to full attention.
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      I’d fought with myself for weeks over letting Luke in. No, it’d been longer than that. Months. Since day one, really. Since the very first moment we’d touched. I’d second-guessed myself into the ground over it, and somehow, I still wound up in his arms.

      One little flash of misplaced anger at the sight of an old scar wouldn’t be enough to deter me right now. Yes, I’d flinched, but it was a knee-jerk reaction.

      I didn’t have anything to fear from him. Not Luke. He wasn’t dark and twisted, and though I still had a world of learning to do when it came to his likes and dislikes, I knew he wouldn’t get off on hurting me.

      There was no malice directed at me in that flicker of fury.

      I pressed my lips to his jaw, tracing a line with the tip of my tongue as I committed his taste to memory. His kiss was like nothing I’d experienced before. The desperate need to claim his mouth had me feeling like an addict already, but even that pulsing need didn’t dull his flavor on my tongue. Clean and hot with just a hint of salt. It sent the already wicked flames of my arousal licking higher.

      “Kiss me,” I whispered, and he didn’t hesitate, taking my lips with a kind of tenderness that made my heart ache. It was sweet, but it wasn’t what I wanted. It wasn’t what I needed to push myself through my fear. I pulled back a little. “Not like that. Not like you feel sorry for me, or like you’re afraid you’ll break me. I want you to kiss me like you want me, more than anything.”

      He studied me for a long moment. Every second that ticked by felt like an eternity. Maybe it was too much to say “more than anything”, but I wanted his passion, not his pity.

      I was sure he was going to pull away, certain I’d broken the moment, until his hand cupped the back of my head and his mouth crashed against mine. His other arm snaked around my back, and he pulled me tighter to him, grinding my heated body against his. He kissed me like the world was falling down around us and we were all that was left worth saving.

      It was such a simple act, that kiss, but the need in it was so raw that all I could was lean into it. I gave him my weight and my balance as I worked his belt free with trembling fingers. Then I flicked the button of his pants, followed by the zipper.

      My pulse quickened. I could scarcely breathe. I wrapped my fingers around the waistband of his pants and pulled back, dropping my forehead to his chest as I sucked in air. I seriously doubted I was doing myself any favors in the sexy department, but gods, he was a lot to take in.

      The rise and fall of his ragged breathing brought a smile to my lips. At least it wasn’t just me feeling it.

      “Cam—”

      He lifted my chin gently, urging me to meet his gaze. His pupils were blown wide, black as night with just a hint of brown at the edges. His nostrils flared with each heavy breath, but a thin line of worry snaked across his handsome face.

      “Talk to me.” His voice was low and demanding, sending a shiver through me. As much as I wanted to fight back against the command in it, I wanted to give into it too. “Tell me what you need, or what you want. Or tell me to go to hell if that suits you. I just need you to say something.”

      He was checking in with me, making sure I was okay. Something new and undeniably vulnerable unfurled inside me, something that instantly made me want to curl it right back up and shove it deep inside where it would never know harm.

      I swallowed hard and pulled in a breath. “You terrify me. The want, the need—it’s a little overwhelming. I can’t explain it. Not right now.” Maybe not ever. I shook my head. “But I want you, and I want this. I just might need a minute to catch my breath here and there.”

      He brushed his thumb across my cheek and gifted me with a small smile. “Then why don’t you just focus on breathing for the next few minutes?” He tipped my chin up a little further and kissed me again.

      I did as he said, letting him loop my arms over his shoulders and keeping them anchored there as his lips chased desire down my body. He lowered to his knees, kissing a line straight down my center, hot and wet. His strong hands held me firmly in place, until he was eye level with my navel.

      He ran his fingertips along the top edge of my pants and looked up at me. “Is this okay?”

      Hell yes. That’s what I should have said. Instead, I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and nodded.

      “Words, Cam.” The tiny quirk of his brow was probably the sexiest thing about him, you know, besides everything else.

      “Yes,” I said, the word coming out stronger than I’d thought it would. Good for me.

      He slipped the top button free and pulled the fabric back, planting another kiss on the newly exposed skin. Deft fingers took care of the next three buttons, and with each, he brought his lips to the sensitive flesh, working his way lower.

      That was when I remembered that lower could be a problem, especially after the way he’d reacted to the bite mark on my breast. There were more scars. Worse scars.

      I closed my eyes trying to find it in myself to tell him, but all it did was trigger a flash of the past. The memory rocked me where I stood. The pressure and burn of teeth cutting into my hip, the scorch of a blade slicing shallow lines across my thigh. Eli had loved inflicting pain almost as much as he’d loved forcing himself on the women he hurt while they bled in his bed.

      Digging my fingers into Luke’s shoulders, I tried to use his strength to hold myself steady, but panic rose inside me like a wave. Every muscle in my body tensed. This was what I was afraid of, because when that wave crashed, I wasn’t sure I could rein in my fight or flight.

      My heart took off like a shot, pounding so hard I could see it pulse in my vision when I finally wrenched my eyes open.

      Stop.

      The word never made it past my numb lips, but his hands stilled. He pressed his fingers gently into my flesh and looked up at me with so much heart and so much patience, that something deep inside my splintered. No one had ever looked at me like that.

      I swallowed hard and forced the words out. “Don’t stop.” My voice was thready, but I could pretend that was the flood of arousal heating me from the inside out. Gods knew it was part of it. Even the vivid memory of the worst night of my life paled in comparison to the way Luke made me feel. “Please don’t stop.”

      His eyes stayed locked to mine as he finished undoing my pants and slid them down. It was like he knew I didn’t want him seeing those scars. Not because I was ashamed. I wasn’t. But I didn’t want him fighting his own rage while he was touching me.

      When his gaze finally dipped, he pressed soft kisses down my stomach, pausing just long enough to glance back up for a beat. The hunger in his eyes stole my breath. His hands glided around my backside, urging me to step wider before anchoring me in place.

      I’d read about a man pleasuring a woman with his mouth, but I’d never experienced it. It was one thing to feel naked. It was an entirely different thing to feel exposed. And when Luke pressed his lips to my apex, the groan that rolled out of him left me trembling.

      Before I could think to react, he raked his hot tongue up my folds and my knees almost buckled. “You taste . . .” He did it again, propping my butt up with his strong hands. “Like heaven,” he breathed.

      I shuddered from the lust running thick in his voice. He stood slowly, our gazes locked, until he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close. If he asked me to talk to him again, I might scream. Words were not my strength.

      Instead, he tangled his hand in my hair and tipped my head back, sealing the moment with a kiss. I could taste myself on his tongue, and dear gods, it made everything inside me coil tighter. My nipples pebbled painfully against his chest, and the coarse fabric of his pants rubbed erotically against my legs.

      I grabbed the waistband of his pants with both hands and tugged. “These need to come off,” I said, a husky note I didn’t recognize riding the words.

      His hands left my body, and he shucked out of his pants without making a show of it, but my mouth still watered when I caught sight of what he’d been hiding in there. Thick and long, his cock bounced a little as he straightened, giving me a blessedly unhindered view of the full round head glistening with precum.

      The man was magnificent. Slabs of cut muscle layered every inch of him, and my fear dissolved in the rush of heat that slammed into me. Suddenly, I couldn’t move fast enough.

      I threw myself into his arms, having faith that he would catch me, and he did without hesitation. Caught and lifted. I wrapped my legs around him and bit back a whimper when his hard length slid along my slick heat, nudging my already sensitive clit as it passed.

      The sensation started a chain reaction inside me, and before I knew it, I was clutching at him, our mouths locked, with our tongues tangled in a desperate dance. I wanted him inside me more than I wanted air. Squeezing with my legs, I lifted my hips up so I could feel that sweet, torturous slide again.

      He hummed his approval into the kiss as he carried me the few steps to the bed roll. Before he could put me down, and before I had a chance to lose my nerve, I rose up again, farther, until the thick head of his delicious cock was pressed against my opening.

      “Cam—”

      I ignored the alarm in his voice and lowered myself down onto him, inch by excruciating inch. Searing pain and indescribable pleasure mingled for a second before the pleasure won out. It’d been years since I’d been with anyone. I knew better than to jump right in like that, even with as ready as I was, but blame the gods, because knowing it wasn’t enough to stop me. A little soreness in the morning was a small price to pay for the groan that spilled from his lips.

      Completely worth it.

      His head fell back, and his eyes fluttered shut, mirroring my own need to give in to the sensations. The pressure inside me bordered on unbearable, with my inner walls stretching nearly to their limit. I arched my back and pulled myself up a little, sinking back down onto his length as he held me.

      “Fuck,” he growled. The word sent a jolt of electricity through me, and my pussy clenched around him. “Hold on tight.” He shifted his grip and turned, lowering us both to the bedroll and positioning our bodies so I was on top of him, straddling his hips.

      I didn’t waste a moment thinking. Not even a breath. My body was fully primed and the minute we were down I started moving, riding his hard length as his hands gripped my hips. He thrust up as I was coming down, seating his cock all the way to the hilt with a moan of pleasure that sent a shiver cascading down my back.

      Every single thing about him felt good and right.

      He slipped a hand between us, and his thumb found my swollen clit, circling it lightly, testing. I was wound so tight, all it would take was a little more friction. Just a little push. As if reading my thoughts, he pressed and rubbed across that tiny bundle of nerves. My hips stuttered when my orgasm hit, overwhelming my senses. I cried out with it, throwing my head back and riding the pound and pulse of it as my body trembled uncontrollably.

      Luke sat up and hauled me against him, kissing me like a man possessed. The heat and passion in it made me melt, even as it drove my need for him higher. He nipped at my bottom lip before twisting us both and laying me back against the bedroll, his cock never pulling free of my hold.

      I braced for his weight, for the panic that would inevitably try to take root when he rose over me, but it never materialized. Instead, he moved slowly within me, holding my gaze as I worked through my hesitation.

      “Talk to me, Cam.” His voice was rough, but the concern in his eyes was so sweet.

      “Don’t stop.” It was the only thing I could think to say, because the way he was filling me, stretching me, was the only thing I wanted in the world at that moment.

      He sank into me again, watching me with a mixture of pride and possessiveness that had my body responding instinctively. I tightened around him. Everything inside coiled and wound back up so quickly. I wasn’t sure I could handle another orgasm, but oh, I wanted it. “Gods, yes,” I whispered, closing my eyes and letting my head fall back, giving him full access to my neck and chest.

      I swallowed back a moan as his soft lips peppered my skin with molten kisses. Apparently, my ability to breathe properly had fled with my common sense because I never closed my eyes and gave myself over like this.

      In truth, I hadn’t dared close my eyes at all during sex since Eli, because closing my eyes then, with him, had been about survival. I hadn’t given myself over to him, I’d shut him out and retreated into myself until the moment for me to fight back arose.

      With Luke, I wanted to give him everything. Completely. No boundaries.

      I hooked my legs around his thighs, urging him to move faster, deeper. “More, Luke,” I begged.

      A low rumble rolled from his chest, and he did as I asked, picking up his pace but still moving too gently. With his next thrust, I angled my hips up, crying out with the pleasure-pain when he bottomed out inside me. I dug my nails into his biceps, anchoring myself to him.

      “Cam.” My name was a harsh whisper, and I pried my eyes open. A grateful smile curled his lips.

      He needed to see me, to know I was there with him, and my heart swelled with the way he looked at me.

      He pulled back, his chest heaving as he teased the tip of his cock at my opening before driving back into me, hard and deep. And oh so perfect. He did it again and my eyes fluttered closed. With his next punishing thrust, my back dragged across the blanket beneath us, and I arched into him.

      “Yes,” I groaned, loving the feel of him inside me, on top of me, surrounding me.

      The man was built like a warrior, but he was a lover at heart. He took one of my nipples in his hot mouth and the added sensation drove me higher still. I bit back a whimper as he flicked his tongue across it. He moved to the other side, repeating the process even as he swelled impossibly inside me. I was right there, right on the edge.

      “Fuck, I can’t—” he growled.

      Oh, gods. My inner walls clamped down tight and I came apart with him anchored to me, feeling everything, all at once, in a rush of pleasure so violent it locked my breath in my chest so even my screams were utterly silent.

      Luke came down over me, tangling his hands in my hair and growling my name in my ear. His hips jerked hard. He slammed home again before exploding inside me, grinding into me, filling me in the most delicious way as goosebumps erupted across his heated flesh.

      He breathed my name again on a shudder, and the naked emotion in it undid me in a whole new way. Every tether that bound me to this plane of existence released, and I let his fire and his passion carry me into the darkness.
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      I snuggled closer to Luke, bathing in the warmth beneath the thick blanket we shared and trying not to overthink things. I’d let my fear go, let myself go. When the dam finally broke, he was there.

      We’d talked for hours afterward, mostly about nothing, which made those afterglow moments that much better. He didn’t push for more, not for more sex—which I absolutely would have been on board with if I wasn’t so damn sore—and not for more information. I was in control, sharing only what I wanted, giving only as much as I was willing, without having to dance around prying questions.

      It was an incredibly free feeling, and I adored him even more for it.

      I glanced around the small barn, nearly dark with the lone oil lamp barely burning on the ground nearby. Kinley was curled up behind Luke’s bag with her back to us and a blade of guilt sliced through me. I shifted under the blanket and reached for the lamp, but it was too far.

      Dammit. I really didn’t want to get up.

      “Kinley,” I whispered, “come here, girl.” The wolf’s ears perked up, but she didn’t budge. “Please?” I couldn’t believe I was pleading with a wolf, but it got her moving. Slowly.

      She rose to her feet and stretched her long body, punctuating the move with a silent yawn. She trotted over to the paired bedrolls with a confidence and cockiness I could only dream of and stepped right in between Luke and I before curling herself into a ball in the middle. With her back snuggled up tight against Luke, her gaze settled on me.

      I smirked at her. There was no misunderstanding a claim like that. “I know,” I said, stroking her glossy coat. “He was yours first, I get it.”

      Kinley studied me for a beat, huffed softly, and tucked her nose under her tail.

      I watched the two of them for a few minutes. My brain wanted to search out every possible path forward for us, for all three of us, but I locked my pathfinding firmly out of my mind. I didn’t need to figure it all out, not right that minute.

      The flame inside the glass globe flickered at the edge of my vision, taking on a greenish hue for a split second. I swung my head around and blinked, but when I focused on the lantern, there was nothing strange about it. Just a soft yellow flame burning calmly in the stillness.

      It wouldn’t hurt anything to lay there for a bit, would it? The lamp would burn out on its own eventually, just as soon as it ran out of fuel and the wick burned down to the clamp.

      I closed my eyes and tried to let myself drift, but in my mind, I saw that flame dancing, flickering from gold to green and back, tempting fate with the piles of dry hay and old wood surrounding us.

      Yeah, that wasn’t working for me.

      Letting out a reluctant sigh, I sat up and grabbed my clothes. The lamp was still more than half-full and heavy in my hand when I carried it to the small bench. It would have taken hours to burn through that much fuel. I slipped on my pants and shirt before rolling the wick dial back slowly until the flame snuffed out in a tiny puff of smoke.

      Then I tiptoed back to the bedrolls and slipped under the covers, doing my best not to disturb Kinley. Sleep was there waiting for me, filled with dreams of my sisters, and Luke, and his sweet wolf. I relived my mother’s death for the millionth time, replaying the moments leading up to that final, heart wrenching scene. Then the dreams circled back round again, back to Luke, back to the gunshots, back to the battered door.

      Except everything was out of sequence. Everything about the dream was wrong.

      I woke with a start, wondering what the hell Luke was doing at the ranch on the day my mom died. But he wasn’t there. He couldn’t have been. It was just a horribly jumbled dream that meant nothing.

      If it had been Tanner having that kind of nightmare, I would have paid much closer attention, but my dreams were worthless mental waste. They were what happened when I got too caught up in my head about something, and I’d definitely been deep in my head about giving myself to Luke.

      I blinked into the darkness and let out a sigh of relief when I spotted the faintest light peeking through the cracks in the paneled walls. The excitement of the coming day was already building inside me.

      Not just the day. I was excited about everything. About finally coming home, about what was growing between me and Luke, about the future.

      And as an added bonus to my supremely good mood, I’d had the sense to slip back into my clothes the night before. It wasn’t quite freezing, but I had no doubt I’d see my own breath fog into a mist if I bothered relighting the old lamp.

      Before I could congratulate myself too much for doing something as mundane as putting on clothes, a faint rattle from the back wall drew my attention. It was quiet enough that it didn’t disturb the sleeping wolf, but I heard it.

      I slid out from beneath the blanket and pulled on my boots, not bothering with the laces. It was still too dark to see much, so when I opened the top of the nearest gear bag, I pulled out the first soft thing my hand landed on, Luke’s sweater. The one he’d let me use as a pillow so many nights. I loved that thing. I slid it on over my thin shirt and moved toward the side of the barn, feeling cautiously along the wall for my holster.

      The sound was probably nothing. One of my sisters or one of the ranch hands probably left a shovel or a pick leaned against the wall outside. With the wind whistling through the eaves the way it was, it wasn’t a stretch to imagine it gusting hard enough to rattle something like that.

      But that didn’t mean I wanted to lay there in the dark imagining what else it might be.

      Kinley’s head popped up when the door creaked open. I put a finger to my lips and winked at the drowsy wolf as I slipped out into the frosty morning with my holster in my hand. There was no point in dragging that sweet girl from her warm bed too.

      The eastern sky showed the first promise of morning light curving along the horizon, and the plains stretched out in front of me for miles, ending in a blaze of orange rising from the darkness. I looked out over the waving grass, searching for anything that might be out of place.

      The dusky light cast strange shadows, unnatural shadows, and I tightened my grip on my holster. Crisp morning wind whipped at my hair and nipped at my exposed skin, raising the fine hairs along the back of my neck. The scent of burning wood tinted the air, like a distant campfire, but I’d barely registered the smell before the wind carried it away.

      Nothing was out of place, not on the surface. So, why was my intuition going haywire? Adrenaline seeped into my blood, and I drew in a slow breath to steady myself. I moved around the side of the shed cautiously.

      If I was being honest with myself, I had a feeling something like this would happen. Fight or flight. Sure, I’d thought it would kick in earlier, like when Luke and I were in the moment, but it was hard to tell with stuff like this. Buried secrets could manifest in the strangest ways.

      It was also possible my anxiety in that moment had nothing to do with Luke at all. He’d been amazing. More so than I ever could have imagined.

      Maybe I just wanted to get home so badly that my system was in overdrive. Considering the world of things he’d made me feel just a few hours earlier? Yeah. Entirely possible. The thought almost put a smile on my face, but then I rounded the corner.

      Shit.

      A whisper of green and yellow flames cast a magical glow in the morning darkness. They licked eagerly up the back wall of the barn, engulfing the centuries-old timber and drawing my gaze to the thin line of smoke rolling out from beneath the eaves.

      Shit, shit. How was the fire already inside?

      It didn’t matter. I turned on my heel and took off. I had to get to Luke and Kinley and get them the hell out of there.

      I raced along the exterior, yelling and pounding on the wall with my free hand as I ran. “Fire! There’s a fire! Get out now!” My heart raced twice as fast as my feet would carry me, and a powerful gust of wind propelled me forward, driving the unnatural flames along the length of the structure with terrifying speed.

      Every muscle in my body tensed as I caught the edge of the wall and swung around the corner, focused on nothing but getting to them, only to find myself barreling straight for an enormous, chestnut brown horse.

      The beast rose above me, its rider cloaked in a deep green hood. His only visible features were a pair of unforgettable eyes glowing out from the darkness.

      I tried to stop, wrenching my body back, but my feet slipped on the fine mixture of dry dirt and hay dust. Gravity and momentum didn’t give a damn about what I wanted. I dropped my holster as I skidded to the ground, throwing my hands behind me to break the fall. A sharp pain shot up my left wrist and I bit back a yelp.

      Scrambling back away from the monster—a monster that towered over me in the form of a man—pain surged up my arm with every panicked press of my palm into the dirt. I registered the sensation, catalogued the damage, and quickly buried it under the tide of fear and rage rising inside me, refusing to give the panic room to grow.

      Pain was irrelevant in a moment like this.

      I’d waited my entire life to end Declan’s, and I would not cower just because something hurt a little.

      When my feet finally gained purchase, after seconds that felt like minutes, I snatched my pistol from the dirt, pulled myself up tall, took aim, and squeezed the trigger.
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      Three shots. Each one slammed squarely into Declan’s chest, rocking him violently until his body came to rest slumped forward over the saddle.

      Three rounds to the chest would end an ordinary man’s life.

      But Declan was no ordinary man.

      Keep it together, Cammy. My lungs ached and my vision pulsed as I took a step forward. Breathe. Forcing an exhale and seizing the tiny bit of calm the move created, I took another step. I froze with my foot half off the ground when Declan’s shoulders twitched—once, twice—and a new sound carried over the gusting wind.

      Laughter, vicious and villainous, and it poured fire into my veins. It was the kind of taunting that dripped from the mouths of bullies and abusers when they had their target cornered. He sat up slowly, pressing a hand to his chest even as a wicked smile twisted the corners of his lips.

      “Tsk, tsk, Gunslinger.” He swept one long leg over the saddle and dropped silently to the ground. “Have you forgotten already?”

      I stared at the tall figure drifting toward me, willing my hands to steady themselves.

      “You know those old guns don’t work on me, Cammy.”

      The nickname sent a shock wave through me, physical and emotional, and I rocked back a step. Only my sisters and my parents had ever called me that. “How do you know that name?”

      He canted his head to the side but didn’t respond. He just watched and assessed, a hunter sizing up his prey.

      I set my shoulders, anchoring myself in the moment and reaching deep inside for a calm I didn’t feel. “How do you know it?”

      Declan ticked a finger back and forth. “You’re asking the wrong question, Gunslinger.” He hissed my title like it left a vile taste in his mouth.

      “What’s the right question?”

      His gray eyes gleamed. “Wouldn’t you rather know why I’m here? Or what I want?”

      “No.” And I meant it. I didn’t care about the why anymore. I just wanted him dead. A dull pounding beat at my awareness, like a heavy drum heard from a distance, but I didn’t take my eyes off him.

      “Really? You don’t even want to know why I killed your mother?”

      I knew why. He’d killed her because she’d gone back on her word. She’d gotten involved with Marchon business. She’d helped Marcus Marchon’s daughter when she ran away. What Declan didn’t know, at least I hoped to the gods he didn’t know, was why she’d intervened.

      “What do you want, Declan?”

      He sighed. It was a tired, condescending sound. The look of disappointment that accompanied it was so familiar, if felt like a slap. “How long have you held this little grudge against me? And you still don’t know? Tragic.” He shook his head. “I didn’t want to kill her. Not really. It was the girl who changed things.”

      My blood froze in my veins.

      Did he know about Jaq?

      “The girl?” I ground the question out, scarcely able to breathe because I already knew.

      His upper lip curled in a snarl. “Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you. If that girl has even a fraction of the power her mother did, she needs to be put down. Magic like hers shouldn’t even exist, Cammy.”

      He really needed to stop calling me that. But more to the point—

      How did he know? How did he know who Jaq’s mother was? Or what kind of magic she possessed? I’d only seen her magic manifest once, in a flicker of fear. It was as if she’d shimmered out of existence, but only for a few seconds. It was terrifying and strange as hell, but it didn’t seem all that powerful.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I snapped back at him. I let the lie hang in the air, silently praying to the gods to give me this one. Just one lie to save my baby sister. Maybe we didn’t share blood—hers was royal where mine definitely wasn’t—but she was family in every way that mattered.

      His eyes narrowed dangerously. “Which one of your foolish rules did you just break?”

      It wasn’t my rule.

      None of the rules I followed were mine. Every one was set out by previous gunslingers, save for the one Tanner added when she’d turned eighteen. They were supposed to be rules to live by, rules to die by. I opened my mouth to respond, but the heavy, bone deep pounding I’d felt earlier clawed at my awareness, and I finally, stupidly, realized what I’d been blocking out.

      My focus snapped. The panic I’d been barely holding at bay flooded my chest, and I stared in horror at the burning barn. A heavy wooden beam rested across the cradles, and with every thud that somehow resonated at the core of me, the beam and the door trembled. Thick smoke bled through the tiny gaps below the eaves, and I could just make out a scratching sound against the wood.

      I glared back at Declan. The rules didn’t matter. The why didn’t matter. I shifted my stance and flexed my fingers around the butt of the pistol.

      “Don’t do it,” Declan warned, holding his index finger up like I was a disobedient child.

      Rage swirled. Everything he’d said felt like a manipulation. If he knew who Jaq was all along, why bother playing this game with me? Why bother drawing me out?

      I pulled the trigger, knowing full well the shot would do me no good. All it did was drive him back a step.

      “You might not be able to kill me with that thing, but it does sting,” he hissed.

      “Good.” I fired again. Two bullets left. The two I was counting on.

      “Enough.” Declan’s voice boomed. He shook out his cloak and stuck his finger through one of the bullet holes. “Maybe you are just as stupid as your mother. Was every Hale in history born a fool?”

      “If so, wouldn’t that make you a fool too, Uncle,” I snarled back at him.

      His expression shifted. I don’t know how he did it, but he managed to look even more menacing. A filigreed pistol appeared in his hand, seemingly out of thin air.

      I got off one more useless shot before searing pain tore through my body. Thick, red blood leaked from fresh wounds in my thigh and abdomen. Agony screamed through me as I took an uneasy step forward, but my legs refused to support my weight, and I crashed to the ground.

      Declan, the asshole, let out a dramatic sigh. “Killing Jordan really wasn’t that satisfying. She gave up so easily. Of course, she saw it coming, didn’t she?” He walked over to me and hovered one booted foot over the wound on my leg. “Let’s see if you’ve got a little more fight in you.”

      Don’t scream. Don’t show weakness.

      Focus, Cam. I zeroed in on Luke’s voice. It wasn’t really him, but if imagining those words in his voice lent me even an ounce of strength, I would take it.

      Declan pressed with the toe of his boot and the pain was like nothing I’d felt before, crushing and burning up into my hip and down the length of my leg. I balled my left hand into a fist, letting the throb of my injured wrist help redirect some of that excruciating ache.

      “You know, I heard you pitching a fit by the stables back then.” He ground his boot against the wound and my world wavered, fading in and out of darkness. “I thought about taking care of you then and there, but I just couldn’t bring myself to shoot a child, even a wretched little Hale child. That, and I still had hope for you.” He shook his head. “Too bad, really. You had so much potential before you bought into all this ‘noble gunslinger’ bullshit.” He lifted his foot from my thigh, the change in pressure triggering a new wave of torment as he crouched next to me. “It’s all bullshit, you know. There’s nothing good or right about being a gunslinger.”

      Sweat beaded on my forehead and blood rushed in my ears, but I would not give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream.

      He glanced at the pistol on the ground, looked back at me, and let out an irritated huff. “Yours is a dying breed, Cammy.” Then he was up and walking away, kicking my pistol out of reach as he went. I mustered every drop of energy I had and pulled myself toward the gun. The pain in my side rose to the surface, trapping a jagged breath in my chest.

      “Oh my, look at you. Maybe there’s hope for you yet,” Declan teased.

      My vision blurred. I heard his mocking tone, but his voice was a million miles away. I dragged myself another few feet before darkness swept over me in a thick, black blanket, curling around me, dragging me deeper and deeper into the nothing.

      Using every ounce of power I possessed—magical and not—I clawed at that darkness. I couldn’t fail now. Not like this.

      Countless seconds ticked by before the real world swam back into focus. I blinked back blistering tears and found Declan, already back on his horse and watching me the way a young boy might watch a writhing insect that he’d just pulled the legs off of.

      I pushed up off the ground, biting back the pain coursing through me. I focused on redirecting the feeling and funneling it into something I could use, something that fueled my fury even as it drained my body.

      “Impressive.” He sat back in his saddle looking as relaxed as ever. “Now that you’re back, let’s talk about your future.”

      I stumbled when I bent to pick up my gun, swallowing the urge to scream. My holster was a few yards ahead of me and I eyed it warily. Why hadn’t I just strapped it on before I’d slipped outside?

      “Really? You’re not still trying to win, are you?” Declan’s voice filtered through my thoughts. “I suspected you were something special, but this,” he swept a gloved hand in front of him, “I never expected this. How exciting.” He clapped like a giddy child.

      I ignored his taunting and studied his features. Images of my mother raced through my mind. His eyes, his cheek bones, even the color of his hair. There was no denying the likeness, or the instinctual realization that I could put a bullet between those familiar eyes and not feel a drop of guilt about it. Assuming the bullets worked.

      I kept my gaze steady as I limped forward, even as the wounds in my abdomen and thigh howled in protest.

      The grin that spread across his face was filled with cruel delight. “What exactly are you planning, child?”

      Trust your instincts, Cammy. I welcomed my mom’s voice in that moment, letting her words swirl around me as I raised the pistol. Trust yourself.

      “This again, really?” Declan’s playful façade slipped, and he cast me a tired look.

      “The bone of blood.” I said quietly.

      Shock flickered across his face a split second before I pulled the trigger. The bullet slammed home and his left arm spasmed, flinging his own pistol to the ground as the shot tore through flesh and bone at his shoulder. He bellowed in pain.

      “Looks like that magical invincibility of yours is malfunctioning. Welcome to my world,” I said, letting the vicious pleasure coursing through me lace my words. “Want to see if I can do it again?”

      I took a breath and let it out slow, fighting for a steady hand as the world fell away. The bullet exploded out of the barrel, ripping through the side of his shocked face, and opening a wide gash along his cheek. Part of his ear disappeared in a puff of pink, and bright red rivulets of blood poured down his face and neck.

      “No!” he howled, covering the torn flesh with one gloved hand.

      I was screaming the very same thing in my head.

      I’d missed. That should have been a kill shot, and I’d missed.

      I smothered my shock and forced myself to take another agonizing step forward. “One more time?” I asked, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel in the slightest. On the inside, I was shaky, and weak, and utterly terrified.

      Those were my last two shots in the gun, and two of the only four bullets I had left with my mother’s bone cast into the slug. The bone of a blood relative was the only thing that could pierce the magic of a shield as powerful as Declan. The other two bullets were still snug in my holster, but it had somehow migrated even farther away from me.

      “You stupid girl,” he hissed.

      My gaze snapped back to him, and I raised the barrel of my gun, lining up the sights with the spot right between his eyes. They were so much like my mother’s eyes, it hurt my heart to look at him.

      I rocked the hammer back, with blood thundering through my veins and my vision watery. It was a show. A gamble. I couldn’t make it to the holster and put the bullets in my gun faster than he could dismount and grab his.

      I just needed him to believe I still had a shot.

      Declan sneered at me and yanked his horse’s reins. He took off faster than should have been possible. Then again, nothing about the world felt entirely real in that moment. His voice was barely audible over the whip of the wind and the roar of the fire as he rode away, but I heard his words as clearly as if he’d whispered them right in my ear. “Hell is coming for your family, Cammy.”

      I held my ground until his horse crested the hill. When he finally disappeared, I glared down at the empty pistol in my hand with a grunt of disgust.

      I pressed my left hand to the wound on my side and pulled it away, slick and dark with blood. I’d already run through every scenario my mind could conjure and my head throbbed from the effort.

      If I went after Declan, Luke and Kinley were as good as dead. If I stayed, the exertion of trying to pull them from the fire would probably kill me.

      This was the moment I’d felt when Luke and I had first met.

      I still had time to catch my treacherous uncle, but only if I hurried. He was wounded, unarmed, and on the run—easy prey for a gunslinger, even an injured one. I still had two of my bullets in the holster. That was enough. It would take me a day to track him down, maybe two, then I could finally put my vendetta to rest.

      All I had to do was walk away . . .

      I let out the scream that had been building in me for gods only knew how long. It started deep in the core of my being, tearing up through my body in a torrent of emotion that left my heart and throat raw, and my chest heaving.
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        * * *

      

      Thick white smoke billowed into the sky as I shoved the heavy beam out of the cradles and wrenched one door open. A wave of blistering smoke knocked me backward. I gave it a second, covering my mouth with my bloody hand before stepping through. Kinley was the first to come into view, lying with her nose tucked into a gap under the other door. The clever wolf had been trying to dig her way out. I grabbed her paws and dragged her clear of the burning structure.

      On my way back in, I yanked the neck of the sweater up over my mouth and nose to block some of the smoke. It only took me a few seconds to find Luke, crumpled on the ground among a chaotic scattering of tools, with an axe suspended in the burning wall above his still body.

      I couldn’t lose him.

      I grabbed his wrists and pulled, but his body barely budged on my first try. I bellowed back against the fire, against the thick smoke and heat that stung my eyes and seared my throat. It was a guttural sound, an everything-I-had-to-give battle cry, and I used it to channel my strength into the next pull. Blinding pain radiated from my wounds and something inside me tore free.

      This is it.

      The thought should have ratcheted my already thundering heart rate up another notch. Instead, it felt like sinking calmly into the inevitable. The gentle flow of my warm blood soaking into my denims was oddly soothing.

      As long as I got him out, I was okay with whatever came next.

      I heaved again and again, until Luke’s unwieldy mass rested next to Kinley’s body in the morning light. Then I lowered myself to the ground, clenching my teeth against the pain when my leg gave out and I fell awkwardly at his side.

      I laid my head on his chest and listened. My body was spent, exhausted beyond measure, but my heart still leapt when I felt the gentle rise and fall of his torso with each shallow breath.

      “Good.” I patted his chest. “You’re not allowed to die.” I lifted my pounding head and crawled over to Kinley, pressing my ear to the wolf’s smoky, ash covered fur. The steady rhythm of the big animal’s heart brought a small smile to my lips, and I pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head. “That’s my girl,” I whispered.

      I tried to pull myself back around to Luke, keeping my eyes focused on the face of the man who’d managed to steal my heart, despite everything, but every inch of movement was a battle.

      Maybe if I let myself rest, just for a minute, then I can keep going. I slumped on my side a few feet shy of my goal and closed my eyes. Just for a minute.
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      What was that sound?

      I peeled my eyes open a crack and quickly slammed them shut against the harsh sting of the cool air. And my throat, holy hell. It felt like someone had jammed a hot poker down it, then forced me to swallow a handful of sand for good measure. I drew in a cautious breath, but it caught somewhere along the sandpaper tunnel of my windpipe. My lungs revolted the next instant, launching me into a ragged, agonizing coughing fit.

      I barely heard the whimper over the sound of my own hacking.

      “Kinley?” I croaked her name the second I could hold enough air in me to form the word. She’d never whimpered like that in her life. Not even when she was sick and weak, and on the edge of death as a pup.

      I forced my eyes open again. Hot tears blurred my vision, but it wasn’t the heat inside me that got my attention. I sniffed tentatively at the air—smoke and burnt hair—and all at once I remembered where I was.

      “Cam!” I wrenched my tired body into a sitting position, hacking violently as I tried to get my bearings. I blinked rapidly and focused on the form curled on the ground a few feet from me.

      “No.” I wasn’t sure if I spoke the word or just thought it, but it reverberated within me like a shockwave. Cam was curled on her side, with a deep red stain soaking into my sweater, and a ragged hole in her thigh leaking blood.

      I dragged myself over to her, rolled her gently onto her back, and pressed my ear to her chest.

      Nothing.

      “No.” I tilted her head back, pinched her nose closed, and sealed my lips over hers. I blew into her mouth twice, desperately trying not to cough as my breath flowed into her. My hands shook like an addict in withdrawal as I put the palm of one on her chest between her breasts and laced the other over it. It took all my concentration to remember how to control the depth and pace of my compressions.

      The count to thirty took an eternity, but the second I got there, I repeated the process. Then I did it again. And again.

      In the middle of what felt like my hundredth round of compressions, when my back ached and my hope was beginning to fail me, Cam’s chest expanded. I froze, waiting and watching to see if it would happen again.

      Please. It was the only prayer I could think of, more a plea than a prayer, but I threw it out into the universe with my entire being.

      “Come on, Cam,” I whispered, desperate for any sign that I might not have lost her.

      Another inhale lifted her chest and I nearly collapsed on top of her with relief. Her breathing was shallow and labored, but she was doing it on her own.

      It was something. I could hold on to something.

      I yanked my shirt off over my head and ripped it in half, tying one piece into a makeshift tourniquet and twisting it tightly around Cam’s thigh. Then I lifted the sweater to look at the damage to her side. The bullet had gone clean through, but that left two bloody holes to contend with. Not ideal, but she was breathing. I needed to focus on the good.

      I balled up the other half of my shirt and pressed it against the larger hole in her back while using the heel of my other hand to apply pressure to the wound at the front. I was still a trembling mess, but I knew what to do.

      She groaned when I pushed hard enough to stem the bleeding. It was a deep sound, laced with pain, but I didn’t pull back. Weakness wouldn’t help her.

      “That’s it, Cam,” I said, finally finding my voice. It was raspy and raw, and the words raked fire up my throat as I spoke them, but it was worth it. “Keep fighting.” I would have given anything to see her open her eyes, but that moan was better than nothing.

      Kinley laid next to her, sidling closer to our gunslinger and resting her big head on her hip.

      “She won’t make it if we don’t find her some help,” I said, more to myself than anything. Or maybe I was talking to the universe.

      Either way, it was Kinley who heard me. She lifted her head and barked, pawing gently at Cam’s hip. I stared at her for a moment. Was this for real? She was smart, but . . .

      I shifted my grip on her bandage and reached into Cam’s pocket, pulling out her blue bandana. It was nothing. Just an old scrap of fabric, but Kinley’s golden eyes glittered and she barked again.

      Cam had pointed out the direction of the house the evening before. If Kinley was as smart and observant as I liked to pretend she was, she would know where to go.

      Or I was losing my mind. Either option felt perfectly viable just then.

      I held out the bandana. It was a hell of a long shot, but I didn’t have any other options aside from yelling for help at the top of my lungs. If the smoke from the burning barn hadn’t already caught her sister’s attention, there was no way some helpless hollering would get the job done.

      Kinley pulled the ball of fabric carefully from my blood-soaked palm, holding it in her jaws with the kind of gentle care that reminded me of a mama dog carrying a young pup.

      “Be careful, Kin. I can’t promise they’ll know what this is or that they’re anywhere near as understanding as Cam.”

      She flicked her head up. Whether it was an acknowledgment or a dismissal, I couldn’t tell, but the next second she was gone, racing down the path toward the house.

      I pressed my hand back over the bloody hole in Cam’s side and she moaned again. The sound sliced me open, but I could deal with that. If it meant keeping her alive and in my life, I would endure that kind of misery a thousand times over.

      I leaned in and pressed my lips to her temple. “I know it hurts. Help is coming. Just stay with me.”
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      An eternity passed before I heard the pounding of hooves beating a rhythm in the air. I stiffened. I couldn’t help it. I desperately needed help for Cam, but that help was coming in the form of her sisters. Gunslingers.

      Kinley burst into view with a horse and rider hot on her heels. The woman in the saddle reined the stallion back when she spotted me and all but launched herself off the horse. She bore a passing resemblance to Cam, save for the wild shock of curls that framed her features.

      The weary mistrust in her eyes was so familiar my stomach twisted, but I didn’t have time to worry about her reactions to me. All that mattered was Cam.

      “Which one are you?” I asked impatiently as she ran toward me, pistol in hand.

      “Who the hell are you? And what the hell did you do to my sister?” She stopped a few feet from us and examined the situation, clearly itching to close the gap but smart enough to get a read on me first.

      “I’m not armed and I’m not a threat. Cam has been shot, twice. She’s breathing on her own now, but she’s lost a lot of blood.” I glanced at the horse and ground my teeth. “And that’s not going to work. Can you go back and get a wagon or something?”

      “Reinforcements are already on the way.” The woman holstered her gun, slung her olive bag off over her head, and dropped to her knees next to Cam. She pressed two calm, clinical fingers to the side of her neck. She was focused in a disconnected way as she looked over Cam’s battered body. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, wracking my brain and trying to remember what Cam had told me about her sisters. It wasn’t a lot, but maybe she’d given me just enough to work with. “My name is Luke.” I opened my eyes and met her assessing gaze. “You’re Berkley, right?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. In any other instance, I could have let that go, but with Cam’s life bleeding out through my fingers, all it did was piss me off.

      She must have read that frustration in me. It wasn’t like I was going to great lengths to hide it. I don’t think I could have even if I’d wanted to. Everything inside me was too raw.

      She leaned over and pulled my blood-soaked sweater up Cam’s torso, getting a better look at nothing because my hand was still firmly planted over the wound. “Okay, Luke, you said she’s breathing on her own, now. That means she wasn’t at some point, correct?”

      I took a minute to process the question. “Right. Just after dawn, I woke up in the barn and everything was on fire. I couldn’t find Cam. Kinley and I were locked in. I tried to break through the wall with an axe, but I must have passed out from the smoke. When I came to, we were out here and Cam was lying next to me, not breathing.”

      “And she just magically started breathing again, all on her own?” Disbelief colored her words.

      “No,” I said, biting back my anger. “I have some triage experience. I resuscitated her.”

      Berkley narrowed her eyes. “How do I know you didn’t shoot her?”

      “If I was the one who shot her, do you really think I’d be trying to save her?” I glared back with a tilt to my head that I knew smacked of frustration.

      “Do you know who did?”

      I had a pretty good idea. “I heard her talking to someone. Sounded male. If I had to guess, I’d say Declan ambushed her. She’s been saying that she thought he was headed this way, and I know for a fact he has a thing for watching people burn.” The last came out in an unintentional snarl, and Berkley reacted to the venom, rocking back on her heels as her gaze flicked to my hands.

      Kinley walked over and nuzzled my chin. The furry contact helped soothe my nerves. Not much, but even a little calm was better than the storm raging inside me.

      “It’s okay, girl. I’m not mad at anyone here.” I kissed the wolf’s snout without taking my hands from Cam’s stomach. “Thank you for getting help.” She nuzzled my chin again, briefly, then sat dutifully at my side.

      Berkley turned her attention back to Cam, following the same steps she had a minute earlier, checking her pulse and listening to her breathing. “She sounds stable for the moment. It looks like you did a decent job staunching the blood flow.” She reached for the tourniquet around Cam’s thigh, but Kinley’s low growl had her freezing with her hand hovering over the tightly wound fabric.

      “It’s okay, Kinley,” I said. “I’m pretty sure this lady here is the family doctor. Did I get that right?”

      “You did.” Her eyes rested on the empty holster a few yards away. “Where is her pistol?” she asked, scanning the area.

      “No idea. Finding her gun wasn’t exactly my top priority.”

      Berkley stood and walked over to where Cam’s pistol was laying in the dirt. She picked it up, dusted it off, and checked the cylinder before turning back. “Who are you to my sister?” She asked, lifting her chin as she moved to pick up the holster.

      I looked down at Cam’s soot-coated, tear-stained face. “It’s complicated.” That was easier than admitting I didn’t know. She’d opened herself up to me the night before, but neither of us had actually said the words.

      And now she was bleeding out in my arms.

      “Why aren’t you doing somethin—”

      The creak and jangle of a horse-drawn cart interrupted me as a stunning white draft horse came into view with another woman riding high on the bench. This one shared so many features in common with Cam that there was no missing the family connection. If it wasn’t for the light blue eyes and her very blond, very short hair partially hidden beneath her hat, the two could have passed for twins.

      I let out a brief sigh of relief when I got a look at the cart. It was easily wide enough to load Cam up and allow me to sit alongside her. I expected Berkley to argue when I insisted on being the one to keep pressure on Cam’s wounds, but she didn’t fight me.

      “There’s a reason I didn’t try to take over when I got here,” she said.

      Her brow was creased, and tension simmered just beneath the surface. I couldn’t blame her for the grudging look. Her big sister was dying in the arms of a stranger.

      “You already have a feel for how much pressure to keep on the wound. You’ve managed to stabilize her, somehow. Triage, you said, correct?” She shook her head and went on without giving me a chance to answer. “Soldier? Former soldier?” Her hand didn’t exactly twitch toward the gun on her hip, but it definitely drifted that way.

      “Former. Reformed, if that suits you better,” I said. “Who I am isn’t important right now.” I looked down at Cam. “Saving her is all that matters.”

      She let out a sigh and motioned the other woman over. “Agreed.”

      There was nothing else to say. Cam had told me Berkley was the level-headed one of the bunch, but it still came as a bit of a shock given the situation. Even when Kinley leapt over the side of the cart and laid by Cam’s head, burying her nose in her hair, Berkley didn’t protest.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to the house was agonizingly slow, but the pace was necessary avoid jostling my unconscious gunslinger too much. By the time we arrived at the ranch house, I’d let doubt creep into my mind. Cam had been quiet most of the ride, despite the uneven road. Breathing but utterly silent.

      Would she wake up? I had no idea how long she hadn’t been breathing when I came to and found her. Even a minute could spell the difference between surviving something like that intact and ending up a vegetable. And then there was the blood loss.

      What would I do if she never woke up? What would I do if she died? My chest ached fiercely at the thought.

      Berkley had ridden ahead to get things prepped and was waiting on the porch with Cam’s youngest sister. While the other two were clearly Cam’s siblings, the youngest looked nothing like the rest of them, but I still got a heavy dose of déjà vu looking at her.

      Then again, my mind was a jumble of worry and heartache, so what did I know?

      The three of them worked seamlessly together, nudging me out of the way as they placed her on a homemade stretcher and carried her into the house. When the screen door banged shut, it was just me and Kinley standing awkwardly outside with the short-haired blonde giving us a once over.

      “She’s in good hands,” she said. There was a softness to her voice but also an undeniable confidence.

      I looked down at my own hands and winced inwardly. They were coated in Cam’s blood.

      “I’m Tanner, by the way.” She slapped me hard on my bare shoulder and I jolted at the contact. “Come with me. Both of you.” She gave Kinley a pointed glance. “We’ll get you cleaned up so you’re right and pretty when Cammy wakes up.”

      I snapped my head up. “What did you say?”

      “I said we’re going to get you cleaned up, so you’re not covered in blood when Cameron wakes up,” she said, enunciating each word carefully and patiently.

      “You called her Cammy.”

      “Yeah, so?” She gave me a confused look. “We’ve all called her that for as long as I can remember.”

      “Declan called her that.”

      The woman’s semi-friendly demeanor shifted. “You sure about that?”

      It was a subtle change. A slight tilt of the head. The congenial smile she’d worn effortlessly the moment before hardened. Even the way her blue eyes seemed to zero in on me. Each barely perceptible shift morphed her features—so similar to Cam’s—into something menacing.

      I stumbled over my thoughts, startled by the woman’s sudden transformation from friendly to deadly. My mind raced back over everything I’d heard through the crackle and roar of the fire. I moved to run my hand over my head, but only got halfway there before I caught a glimpse of Cam’s blood drying on my palm. “It was loud inside with the fire,” I said, letting my hand drop to my side. “But I think he said it more than once, like he was trying to get under her skin.”

      “And you’re sure she went toe-to-toe with Declan?” There was no skepticism in her voice, just honest, attentive curiosity.

      “I’d bet my life on it.”

      “Good to know.” Her mood or attitude, I couldn’t tell which, shifted again, and the woman in front of me eased right back into a friendly, helpful sister. “Speaking of your life, if you were locked in the barn when shit went down, how’d you get out?”

      I stiffened. “I’m pretty sure Cam pulled me out.” I reached down and scratched behind Kinley’s ear. “She pulled us both out.”

      “Was that before or after she got herself gut-shot?”

      An angry flush crept up my neck, and I again had to fight the urge to rake my hand over my head. “After.”

      Tanner whistled, a sound of impressed admiration that was wholly confusing. “You must be something special, kid. Come on, let’s head over to the stables.”

      It took me a minute to get my feet moving, but eventually I fell in behind the confusing woman, a woman who was clearly several years my junior. “What do you mean?”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Cammy is amazing, loyal to a fault, but she wouldn’t charge into a burning building with wounds like that to save just anyone.” She tapped her temple. “It’s not how her brain works.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t sound like the Cam I know. She’s helped everybody we’ve run into along the trail, including me.”

      She nodded and led us through the open door of the stables. “I didn’t say she wasn’t kind-hearted, because she is that. But she’s also mission-driven and has what you might call an overdeveloped sense of survival.”

      “Yeah, that I’m familiar with.”

      Her voice hardened a little. “It’s a good thing, considering the shit she’s been through. It’s saved her life on more than one occasion, but it also makes her a hell of a lot harder than most.” Tanner motioned to the open door. “There’s a toilet and a shower through there. Careful with the hot water though. Jaq rigged up a boiler system a few weeks back, and she’s still working out the kinks.”

      “Look, I know she puts on a tough front, but I always—” I always thought there was more to it, more to her. “She’s hard on the outside. What about the inside?”

      “I’d wager you already know the answer to that one.” She flashed me a knowing smile and hooked her thumbs in the front pockets of her faded jeans. “I’ll be on the porch when you’re finished in here.”

      That was it. After that, she just turned on her heel and strolled out of the big building, whistling a tune I didn’t recognize.
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      The washroom was pitch black, save for the shaft of light angling in through the open door. My nerves were on edge and every sense was in overdrive as I felt along the wall for a lantern. Instead, my hand landed on a small switch. I recognized the feel of it from my time working in the capital. Many of the wealthier families had electric lines run to their houses when the engineers rebuilt the power plant, and the ruling family had been the first in line for the upgrade.

      I flicked the sturdy copper lever and an overhead light flickered to life, filling the room with a soft, yellow glow. I glanced down at Kinley. “Are you up for a wash?”

      She shook her whole body like she was already wet and shot me a glare.

      “Well, tough. We’re both covered in soot, and we smell like an old chimney.” Not to mention the blood. My heart throbbed painfully just looking at it.

      Kinley plopped down on the ground, keeping her attention focused on the closed door, and I dropped to a knee beside her, stroking her smoky fur. “I know. I’m worried too, but there’s nothing we can do to help right now.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I sat on the steps of the front porch, clean and dressed in clothes I’d borrowed from one of the ranch hands. They didn’t fit quite right, but it was a thoughtful gesture, and one I couldn’t afford to refuse. Everything I owned, which wasn’t much to start with, had burned with the barn, my pistols included.

      Kinley glared at me from the edge of the porch. She was still upset about getting a shower, but she would forgive me, eventually. She always did.

      A piercing scream from inside the house wrenched me to my feet as adrenaline poured into my blood, readying for a fight.

      Tanner rose from her glossy oak rocking chair, smooth as silk, and held up a steady hand. “Stay here,” she ordered.

      I marveled at the lack of urgency in her movements. I was a barely contained ball of nerves, but she swaggered into the house like nothing was amiss. A minute later, another agonizing scream tore through the air, and I headed for the door. There was no way I could just sit there and listen. I had some experience with medical care. Maybe I could do something.

      I needed to do something.

      Just as I pulled the sturdy wooden frame open, Tanner stepped out, right into my space, pushing me backward with a hand on my chest. On instinct, I moved back, but that give only lasted two steps.

      “What’s going on?” I tried to push past her, but she kicked the screen door shut behind her and blocked my path.

      I could move her. She was a little smaller than Cam, so physically, it wouldn’t take much to just pick her up and set her aside. But something in her steady gaze told me I would be signing my own death warrant if I tried.

      “The good news is Cammy’s awake. So, yay.” She smiled, then plastered on a forced frown. “The bad news is, she woke up when B was still trying to dig the bullet out of her leg.” She twirled a hand toward the house while half rolling her eyes. “Hence the screaming.”

      “Can I help?” Anything. At that point, I would do anything.

      “Yep.” She nearly cut me off with the word, like she already knew what I was going to ask. “Stay out of the way. Berkley knows what she’s doing, and Jaq is in there playing nurse and holding Cammy down. I doubt she’ll give her enough wiggle room to take another swing, but B is definitely gonna have a shiner tomorrow.” The smile that broke across her face was both infectious and entirely out of place. Did she really think any part of this was fun, or funny for that matter?

      “Cam woke up and punched her sister?” I asked in disbelief. “And you’re grinning about it?”

      “Well, in Cammy’s defense, B was digging around in her leg with tweezers and forceps. I seriously doubt she had any idea who she was swinging at. She was probably just trying to make the pain stop.” Tanner canted her head to the side and pointed up. “Do you hear that?”

      “I don’t hear anything,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Exactly. That’s the reason I was in there so long. I had to fetch the sleepy juice out of the medicine cabinet.” She dropped me a playful wink.

      I furrowed my brow and stared hard at her. The woman had to be insane. That was the only logical explanation. “What exactly is ‘sleepy juice’?”

      She quirked her lips. “Chloroform.”

      I shook my head, not understanding.

      She flipped her hand dismissively, a move I was quickly learning all the Hale sisters enjoyed employing. “It’s a medical thing. Berkley uses it to knock people out when she works on them. Makes it so they can’t fight back.”

      “But it’s safe, right?”

      A huff of humor slipped through her lips. “Nope, but neither is having Cammy flailing about on the table while B is trying to fish a hunk of metal out of her thigh.” She held up her hands in the classic weigh-your-options gesture.

      “You get right to the point, don’t you?”

      “Yep.” She popped the P at the end of the word as she dropped into the chair and resumed her slow, steady, maddeningly unconcerned rocking.
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        * * *

      

      The hours stretched on, and on, folding over themselves in a way that made the waiting—the helpless, impotent waiting—feel like torture. Eventually, though, I heard the shuffle of boots in the house clearly through the screen door and perked up.

      “Family meeting!” One of the women hollered from the kitchen.

      Tanner stood and opened the door. “Hang tight, bucko. I’m sure one of us will come fetch you soon.”

      I glared at her. “My name is Luke.” Not that I really gave a shit. I was tired and frustrated, and scared half to death, and she was just so blasé.

      “I know.” That was it, and she said it without bothering to so much as glance over her shoulder before the screen door shut behind her.

      I was glued to the bottom step of that long porch, petting Kinley absent-mindedly while I strained to hear what the three women were discussing. They didn’t make it easy. Their voices were little more than hushed whispers. I managed to pick out a few words when the conversation got heated, including my name, but the words meant nothing without the rest of the argument for reference.

      The scrape of wooden chair legs against the floor made me jerk upright, but I stood slowly and backed a few feet away from the steps as the women filed onto the porch. This was the moment they would decide my fate, if they hadn’t already.

      I instinctively stepped in front of Kinley, dropped my hands to the guns that weren’t there, and swore under my breath.

      The Hale sisters loomed over me from their elevated position, with each one wearing an unreadable expression and a pistol strapped to her hip. They weren’t all the same guns, but Jaq, the one who looked so unlike the rest of them and so eerily familiar all at the same time, carried the twin to Cam’s revolver on her left side.

      The sight of those fierce women lined up like a firing squad raised the short hairs on the back of my neck to the point of pain. Kinley must have felt the inherent threat too because she planted herself between me and them. If that didn’t get the message across, there certainly was no mistaking the warning in her low growl.

      I called her back to me with a cluck of my tongue. These were Cam’s sisters. Sisters she adored and respected. They would give me a fair shake, if nothing else. Kinley hadn’t budged though, not an inch, and I wasn’t sure my stubborn wolf had any intention of listening to me. After a few tense beats, she backed up slowly and anchored herself to my side, keeping her golden eyes locked on the porch.

      Berkley spoke first. “We have questions.”

      I dipped my head respectfully and searched for some semblance of calm within me. “I’ll do my best to answer.”

      She nodded once. “How did you meet Cameron?”

      I laid out the basics, from the overturned wagon to my family’s massacre in Carrick. When I got to the part where I tailed her to Dumas, Tanner held up a hand.

      “You were stalking her?” She narrowed her eyes in a move so slow and predatory it sent a chill through me.

      “I had a feeling she knew more about who was responsible for the attack on my village than she let on. Since I had no idea who I was looking for and she’d made it clear that she didn’t want company, yeah, I followed her.” But even in the beginning it wasn’t just about using her. Sure, I’d wanted vengeance for what happened to my family. I still did, but even in those darkest days, part of me followed her because I wanted her.

      “How long ago was that?” Berkley asked.

      I did some quick math in my head. “Three or four months, give or take.”

      The women exchanged glances, all except Tanner who never took her eyes off me. “We received a letter from Cameron a few weeks ago. It never mentioned you,” she said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Jaq chimed in. She was the shortest of the bunch and looked young, even for a seventeen-year-old, but she spoke with the same authority as her older sisters. “She did say she’d picked up a stray along the way.”

      I pressed my lips together to stifle an unexpected chuckle. It felt so strange in such a strained moment. “That sounds about right.”

      “You think she was talking about you?” Tanner asked.

      Her blue eyes twinkled, but I couldn’t tell if it was with humor or malice. Why was it so hard to get a read on her?

      “Probably. I’ve gotten to know Cam pretty well over the last few months. She’s got a great sense of humor, even if it is a little . . . different.” I offered her a half shrug.

      The corner of Berkley’s lips twitched. “And exactly how well is ‘pretty well’ when it comes to knowing our sister?”

      Tanner’s hand, which had been tapping out some unidentifiable rhythm on the side of her holster, settled on the butt of her pistol. Nothing in the world could freeze a man’s blood faster than the unspoken threat in a woman like that going completely still.

      I shored myself up as best I could and met Berkley’s gaze head on. “Respectfully, I’m going to have to say that’s none of your business.”

      “I disagree,” Tanner said with a deadly coolness in her tone.

      Cam’s background was still something of a mystery to me, but I was fully aware of how bad this could go based on what I’d pieced together.

      Honesty was the best policy in a situation like this. “Well enough to know I would put my life on the line for her without a second thought, and she would do the same for me or Kinley.” I drew in a breath to steady my voice. In all the ways I’d imagined declaring my feelings for her, I never once thought I’d be confessing them to a tribunal of gunslingers. “And well enough to know that I am hopelessly in love with her.”

      Tanner’s stance relaxed minutely, and her hand resumed its methodical tapping. She let out another one of her low whistles. The woman needed to trademark the sound, because it suited her perfectly.

      I put my hands up. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go running to her with the news, seeing as how I haven’t shared those feelings with her yet.”

      “Why not?” Jaq asked, taking a small step forward. She was a solid four inches shorter than the other two women, but with her arms crossed over her chest like that, she looked like she was itching for a fight.

      The words jumbled in my brain, because what I wanted to say sounded horrible in my head. Damning.

      “I needed her to trust me first.”

      Two sets of eyes narrowed at me, but it was Tanner’s brows that winged up. Each woman up there was intimidating in some way, but the short-haired blonde with a mood that seemed to turn on a dime was especially unnerving.

      I put my hands back up like a man surrendering and fought the urge to take a step back. “Look, I know something horrible happened to her. She flinched anytime we touched, and the first time I kissed her she damn near shot me, shoved me away and pointed her pistol at my manhood.”

      Tanner’s lips pursed like the thought impressed her and she said quietly, “Way to go, Cammy.” Then she flashed me a grin that nearly stopped my heart because it was such a vivid reminder of Cam.

      It took me a second to pull myself back together enough to go on. “That night, I realized it was bad enough that I needed to back off and wait for her to come to me. The only way she would do that was if she trusted me. Since we came to that realization of trust for the first time last night, and I woke up locked in a burning barn with the woman of my dreams fighting for her life on the outside, I haven’t exactly had the occasion to get all confessional about my feelings.”

      The screen door creaked, and Berkely and Jaq turned toward the sound. Tanner kept her light blue eyes trained on me.

      “Leave him alone.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest at the sound of Cam’s gravelly voice, grinding to a full stop before taking off again. It took a second before it found a rhythm that would let me breathe, and I sucked in the first whisper of relief I’d felt since waking up surrounded by flames.

      “What the hell are you doing out of bed?” Jaq asked.

      “Oh, no you don’t,” Berkley chided.

      Tanner flipped her invisible mood switch and hopped down two porch steps. “Good job, kiddo. Never back down.”

      I sucked in another breath and kept my voice low, so Tanner knew the question was only for her. “Did I pass your little test then?”

      She winked playfully and a stunning smile lit her face. “Phase one, yeah.”

      “May I?” I took a step forward and motioned toward Cam.

      “Hey, B, the new guy wants to know if he can talk to Cammy,” she called out without moving out of my path or taking her eyes off me.

      I looked to where Cam was leaning against the doorjamb for support.

      Nope. I wasn’t waiting for permission. I stepped around the grinning gunslinger. Berkley and Jaq were still chastising Cam for getting out of bed and trying to usher her back into the house, but Cam’s gaze stayed locked on mine. I stepped between the sisters, fully aware I was taking my life in my hands with the move, and gently swung Cam’s left arm over my shoulder, careful not to jostle her splinted wrist.

      “I’ve got you,” I said softly.

      She looked up at me with a mixture of pain and relief and whispered, “I know.”

      Those two words were a balm to my battered soul. I pressed a soft kiss to her cheek. “Thank you for saving me from the great gunslinger inquisition.”

      She chuckled quietly, then pressed a hand to her side with a wince. I’d have to remember not to crack any jokes for a while.

      I supported most of her weight as we made our way through the house and back to her room. It took every thread of self-control I possessed not to just pick her up and carry her. It would have made me feel world’s better to hold her close and take care of her like that, but Cam wasn’t the kind of woman who wanted to be carried.

      She needed to do what she could for herself, and that was something I would have to square with.

      I tucked her into her bed under the careful, if not slightly overbearing, supervision of Berkley.

      “Where’s Kinley?” she asked, her voice raspy but stronger.

      I looked around, taking in the spartan nature of her space as I searched for my big wolf. “Can one of you get Kinley and bring her in here, please?”

      Berkley shook her head. “No dogs in the house while she’s trying to heal.”

      “She’s not a dog,” Cam and I said in unison.

      Berkley’s eyebrows popped up and she took a step back. “Fine. I’ll get the wolf, but she stays on the floor. Got it?”

      “Understood.” I nodded. A moment later, Kinley trotted into the room and popped her front paws up on the bed.

      “Hey!” Berkley protested.

      “Settle down,” Cam said. “She’s just checking on me.” She reached her right hand out and scratched Kinley’s chin. “Hi, pretty girl. I’m glad you’re okay.” Her gaze shifted and found mine. “I’m glad you’re okay, too.”

      I pulled the last cover over her, taking a mental inventory of the damage I’d seen; injured wrist, gunshot wound to the side, gunshot wound to the thigh. How she ever found the strength to drag me out of that barn, I’d never know.

      I bent down and kissed her forehead. “Get some rest, Cam.”

      She smiled weakly and let her head sink back into the pillows. “Okay.” Her eyelids fluttered and drooped. “I just need a minute.” It came out on a mumble, but a second later her eyes flew open. “You’ll be here when I wake up, won’t you?”

      “Always.” I leaned in and captured her lips, audience be damned. It was a soft kiss, filled with more emotion than I could ever put into words, and she met me right there in the middle. When I pulled away, my pulse thrumming through every inch of me, her gaze darted across my face, searching for something. “I promise,” I said quietly.

      A smile ghosted her lips a half-second before her eyelids drifted closed.
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      Berkley reminded me of an agitated bee the way she was buzzing around me.

      “You shouldn’t be moving around like this yet.” She hovered at my side, not quite touching, but with her hands out to catch me.

      I limped my way down the hall, using the wall for support. “I’m tired of being cooped up in that room, so I’m going to go sit on the porch for a while. It’s not the end of the world.” When I reached the end of the hallway, I eyed a nearby chair. A smarter woman would have found something to use as a crutch. Not me though.

      “Don’t do it,” she said, giving me a stern look that, for once, made me want to laugh.

      I gauged the distance to my target and lurched forward. Of course, I nearly missed and ended up cursing violently in my mind as the effort to catch myself tugged at the stitches in my stomach, back, and thigh.

      Okay, maybe she wasn’t wrong.

      “Luke!” she hollered, shaking her head and pinning me with a look of irritation.

      Heavy boots clomped across the porch and Luke swept the screen door open. He was a sight for sore eyes, even if I had seen him just a few hours earlier, before my latest healing nap.

      “Your girlfriend refuses to listen to her doctor,” she said, throwing her hands in the air.

      His knowing smile made my heart melt as he moved to my side, offering his strong arm for support. “Can’t say I blame her.” He kept his warm, steady gaze on me. “I know I’d be more than a touch stir crazy after a few days locked inside.”

      I chuckled softly and held my hand to my injured side. “Please don’t make me laugh while I’m standing.”

      “Which is exactly why you shouldn’t be standing,” Berkley said.

      “Fresh air. That’s all I’m asking for. Just one measly hour of fresh air. Isn’t there something about that in your precious medical books? A happy patient is a healthy patient.”

      She scowled at me. That look hadn’t changed since we were kids and it almost made me laugh again because I knew what it meant. Cue the huffy storm out.

      “You know what? Fine. Do whatever you want.” She poked a finger in the air at me. “But when I have to stitch you up again, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She stalked to the screen door and shoved it open.

      Tanner’s taunting laughter drifted through the air. “You know you’re not helping the situation, right?” I asked, stepping out onto the porch.

      “Since I wasn’t shooting for helpful, things are going just as planned.” She smiled sweetly at me and rocked herself up and out of the chair. “Here, take mine.”

      I winked at her. “I was thinking about trying for the one all the way down there at the end.”

      Berkley’s huff filled the air between us, and we both laughed. Well, Tanner did. What escaped my lips was a weak equivalent, far too breathy to be considered real laughter.

      “I’m kidding,” I said. “I’ll sit right here like a good little patient.” Luke helped me into the rocker with the patience of a saint. When I was settled, I pushed against the wooden floor with my good leg, set the chair in motion, and let out a satisfied sigh. “Much better.”

      Berkley took the seat next to mine and Luke ducked into the house, returning with two chairs from the kitchen. He handed one to Tanner and set the other beside me. She spun her chair around and straddled it, resting her forearms across the sturdy wooden back.

      “Now that I’ve had a chance to clear my head with something other than the stuffy old air in the house, who’s going to tell me what happened?” I asked, looking at Luke, Tanner, and Berkley in turn. I could have heard a cricket sneeze in the silence that followed.

      “Come on. I know he’s not dead, but did anyone find anything out near the barn?” I shot Luke my most pleading look.

      He caved. “We did.”

      “Weak.” Tanner shook her head and gave him a disapproving look.

      He leaned back and laced his hands behind his head. Even in the state I was in, early in the healing process and dead ass tired, that move still made my mouth water.

      “She wants to know, and we’ve already kept her out of the loop long enough,” he said. “Besides, if one of us doesn’t tell her, she’s likely to hurt herself trying to find out on her own.”

      “He has a point. That sounds like a very me thing to do.”

      Tanner tipped her head from one side to the other. “I guess you’re right. But still . . .”

      “Weak. I get it,” Luke said, rolling his eyes dramatically. They’d clearly been making some progress toward getting along during my long hours of unconscious healing.

      I chuckled, which triggered a fresh round of coughing and sent a sharp pain lancing up my side. Luke settled his big hand on my uninjured thigh. “I’ll get you something to help soothe your throat. Tea with honey?”

      “Stay right there, big guy,” Tanner said, pushing up from her seat. “You keep her company, and don’t let B bully her into going back inside. I’ll get it.”

      Of all my sisters, Tanner was the one most likely to shoot a man just for breathing in my direction. Telling her what had happened with Eli had changed the way the then-teenager treated men, all men, including the ranch hands who had been loyal to the family for years.

      Now that she was a confident, lethal, twenty-two-year-old, she was a force to be reckoned with. While her mistrust of men in general had faded over time, it never truly went away.

      That was part of the reason I’d agonized over bringing Luke to the ranch. There were many reasons, but seeing that he’d managed to find a comfortable rhythm with my most unpredictable sister gave me hope.

      “You two seem to be getting along well,” I said.

      “It was touch and go there for a while,” he replied. “I’m honestly a little surprised she didn’t shoot me on that first day.”

      “Me too!” Tanner hollered from the kitchen.

      That got a laugh out of Berkley. It was the first laugh I’d heard from her since I’d been back, and with it, another silent thread of hope wormed its way into my heart. It was a strange feeling.

      I looked at her closely, choosing my words with care. “Does that little glimmer of humor mean I get to talk with my sister instead of my doctor?”

      She let out a long sigh, though the look she gave me said she was only half as exasperated as she sounded. “For now. I’m sorry if I’m being overprotective. I just don’t want to see you wind up hurt again.”

      “Sis, look at what we do for a living. Injury comes with the territory. But, since you’re the one who always gets stuck with the mending, I will try a little harder to avoid life-threatening injuries in the future. Okay?”

      She shook her head with a tart little purse of her lips. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Well, in any case, thanks for saving my life.” I reached out a hand and grabbed hers.

      She squeezed gently. “You’re welcome, but it wasn’t just me. He’s the one who brought you back and kept you breathing until I got there.”

      Brought me back? What the hell did that mean?

      I narrowed my eyes. “Brought me back from where?”

      Luke rubbed my thigh slowly. I looked down at the point of contact, enjoying the heat of his palm soaking through the thin cotton of my sleep pants. He’d become far more liberal with touching me, almost like he was testing my limits. He was always proper about it, never wandering into indecent territory.

      And miracle of miracles, I hadn’t flinched once.

      “When I woke up outside the barn that morning, you weren’t breathing.” His voice cracked on the last word, and my gaze snapped to his rich brown eyes.

      So, I really did die.

      Hurt flashed in his expression, and I turned to stare out across the hayfield. Seeing that kind of pain on his face, pain that clearly had to do with almost losing me, made me feel all kinds of vulnerable.

      I took my time, closing my eyes and letting the afternoon sun warm my skin, while I searched for the right thing to say. Part of me didn’t want to believe it, but I knew. I’d seen it happen before I ever took that first step toward the flames. I’d felt it the first time we’d touched.

      “It couldn’t have been for long, since you’re here now,” he said, squeezing my thigh gently and pulling me back to him. “Kinley and I owe you our lives.” He looked at me with an expression of jumbled emotions. Gratitude, guilt, and something else I couldn’t define. “How in the world did you get us out of the barn?”

      I replayed that morning in my head for the hundredth time and shrugged. “Declan dropped the lock bar, that’s what trapped you in there. After I shot him and he ran, I shoved it out of the way and pulled you both out. Kinley was easy, she was right by the door. You, well . . .” I smothered the memory of the pain with what I hoped was a mischievous smile. “I’m going to have to build up my strength if I’m going to keep saving you. Dragging you out of there nearly killed me.”

      Tanner, who had just pushed through the screen door with a tray of drinks, started laughing so hard the mugs rattled on the tray, spilling fragrant sweet tea on the glossy wooden surface.

      Luke tried to scowl, but with Tanner’s infectious laughter, even a statue couldn’t help but smile. “All you women have a strange sense of humor.”

      I chuckled quietly, keeping my hand curled protectively around my side. “You’ll get used to it.”

      When the dark humor subsided and the tea was distributed, I plunged right back into my interrogation. “All right, what happened to Declan?”

      Tanner raised her hand excitedly. “Ooo, I know! He got away.” She stuck out her bottom lip in mock disappointment. When I just rolled my eyes in response, she let out a little huff. “Fine, killjoy. Jaq and I went back to the barn to try to piece together what happened. We found his pistol off in the grass and a trail of blood leading toward the foothills, but it disappeared after a half-mile or so.”

      “What did you do with the gun?” I wanted that weapon.

      “Stashed it in the library,” Berkley said. “It has some ornate markings on the handle and barrel. We’re looking into it.”

      “You might check it against the family records,” I said.

      Tanner perked up. “Why?”

      I’d kept this secret to myself long enough. If Declan knew who we were and who Jaq was, my sisters had a right to know who they were dealing with. “He was one of us.”

      She didn’t even try to hide her skepticism. “As in a gunslinger?”

      I pressed my lips together and met Luke’s gaze before turning my attention to my sisters. “As in a Hale.”

      “What?” Tanner’s expression hardened. “Did he actually say that?”

      “He didn’t have to. Mom wrote about him in her journal.”

      “Are you fucking with me right now?” Tanner growled. “Because I’ve read all of her journals.”

      Berkley gave our fiery younger sister a stern look. “Let her explain, T.” Then she pinned me with an equally unmovable glare. “Because she will explain.”

      “You’ve read all but one. Do you remember that day when we were kids, when I cut my hand pretty bad in the kitchen?” I held up my left hand and wiggled my partially lame thumb.

      “Vaguely.” Berkley nodded. “You were what, thirteen back then?”

      “Yeah, thereabouts. Dad kicked all of you out of the kitchen and stitched me up. Back then, I was still really angry with him for holding me back the day mom died, and I kind of fell apart on him.”

      “You know you couldn’t have done anything to help her, right?” Berkley asked. “At least, not without getting yourself killed in the process.”

      “I know that now. Back then, I was young enough to believe I could have.”

      Tanner flipped her hand impatiently. “What does any of that have to do with Declan?”

      “That was the day dad gave me mom’s journals and told me he was our uncle. Mom’s older brother. He was the one who killed her sister, their sister, I guess. He let mom live because she was still just a kid.”

      She shook her head. “There’s no record of grandma having a son, or of any Hale woman having a son since before the shift. What, did grandma supposedly give him up and try to hide his existence?”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Think about it. Doesn’t it strike you as at least a little strange that there haven’t been any boys born into our family in all these generations?”

      “A little. Maybe.” Tanner rolled her bottom lip between her teeth before giving her head a little shake. “Or maybe it’s just one of those funny little family quirks, like how some families all have bumpy noses or red hair. Besides, what possible reason would any woman have for hiding the birth of a son, let alone a Hale?”

      I’d asked myself that question a thousand times over the years, and still hadn’t come up with a good answer. “I wish I knew. Vanity, maybe. Maintaining the proud female gunslinger lineage. Power. Your guess is as good as mine. What I do know is Declan is a Hale. He looks just like mom.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it, since I barely remember what she looks like anymore.” Tanner leaned her chair forward, balancing it on two legs as she cupped her half-empty glass of sweet tea in front of her. “But I’ll play along. If he is our uncle, why does that matter?”

      Berkley and I shared a glance, and I gave her a small shrug. It was all I could manage with the way my side was beginning to ache. “It would explain his motivation, I guess. Kill the family that rejected you.”

      “He did call her Cammy,” Luke added, taking my hand and threading our fingers together. “It sounds like he knows more about you lot than you probably realize. And even setting that aside, what other reason would he have to show up here and try to kill one of you? I mean, how many people actually know who you really are, aside from a bunch of sisters who own a ranch?”

      “He has a point.” Berkley sighed, sounding almost as tired as I felt.

      “He usually does.” My energy was fading fast, but I managed to give him an affectionate smile.

      Tanner sucked air through her teeth as she glared at me, then rocked her chair back on to all four legs. “Can you two knock it off with the warm and gooey crap? I just found out my oldest sister has been keeping a gigantic secret from all of us.” Her expression changed, taking on a glint of humor. “If you weren’t already injured, I would seriously consider kicking you in the shins over this.”

      “You’d have to go through me,” Luke said, tempering the declaration with a wink. He might have been trying to cut the tension, but the comment only drew Tanner’s ire.

      “Don’t tempt me. You’re not off the hook here either, pretty boy.”

      “Whoa. Settle down, rowdy.” Luke held his hands up defensively, but he wore a taunting smile. “I’m just finding out about it too.”

      Berkley leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and looked pointedly between the two of them. “How about we use our energy to look through the records in the library and see if we can find anything to back up that story, rather than devolving into petty violence?” She pinned Tanner with a hard stare. “Think you can handle that?”

      Tanner stuck her tongue out at Luke, then turned to Berkley. “Fine. I will keep the petty violence to a minimum. For now.”

      “I want to help,” I said. “I’m basically on bedrest anyway, right?”

      “You’re supposed to be, but you clearly aren’t since you’re out here,” Berkley pointed out.

      “Right, but going through old family records is like bedrest, kind of.”

      Tanner scoffed noisily. “Doesn’t sound like bedrest to me.”

      “It’s not,” Berkley chimed, “but I think it’s about as close as we’re going to get. Is that a safe assumption?” She knew me so well. I nodded and painted on a smile. “Fine. You can help, but only if you promise to let someone else bring you anything you need. No lifting.”

      “Deal.”

      She held up a finger. “I said promise.”

      I ground my teeth. Promises were a big deal in our family. She was intentionally backing me into a corner, and I didn’t appreciate it. “When did you become so bossy?”

      “You were gone for over a year,” Tanner said. “Someone had to step in and take over as the local curmudgeon.”

      I couldn’t help the laugh that popped out of me, and I instantly regretted it. Biting back a wince, I said, “I was never a curmudgeon.”

      Instead of arguing with me, Tanner looked to Luke for confirmation.

      He tipped his head back and scratched his chin. “Nope. I’m not getting in the middle of this.”

      “Smart man,” Berkley said.

      Tanner put her fist to her lips and fake coughed her reply, “Suck up.”

      Before the conversation could shift fully back to nonsense, I held up a hand. “I just have one more little thing to add, and you’re not going to like it. Declan has magic. He’s a shield. My first few shots knocked him back a bit, but they didn’t even break the skin from what I could tell.”

      “But you made him bleed. I saw the trail.” Tanner eyed me. “Or was that someone else’s blood leading away from the barn?”

      “It was his.” I took a deep breath, as deep as I could manage with the growing throb in my side. This would be the thing that made them hate me. “I had a hunch he was a shield from mom’s journals and what I remembered of the day she was killed. So, I found a way to counteract it. Or to pierce it, to be more accurate. I made some special bullets before I left, but I only kept two in my gun at a time, since I only had enough of the . . . ingredient, to make five of them.”

      Tanner leveled me with what would have been a withering look, if I weren’t her older sister. As it was, all that look did was piss me off. “What was the special ingredient?” she asked coolly.

      “Bone.”

      “From?”

      I licked my lips. “Mom.”

      Silence fell over the porch like a shroud, and everything came to a stop. Luke’s hand on my leg, Berkley’s rocking chair, even the breeze that had been teasing my hair seemed to die with my confession.

      “You dug her up?” Tanner finally asked. There was no emotion in the question or her expression.

      That was always worrying.

      “I did, but I didn’t move her. I took one tiny bone from her right hand and reburied her right where she was. Next to dad. I shattered the bone into five pieces and cast them into slugs. It was those bullets that actually cut through Declan’s shield, or whatever magic protects him.”

      “How?” Berkley asked. Her voice came out a little breathless and I turned to face her. “How did you know that would work?”

      “I didn’t know, not for sure. It was a hunch based on some cryptic information. But I do know the only way it could have worked, was if he was a blood relative. ‘The bone of blood.’ That was only thing I could find that would cut through shield magic.”

      “How did you learn about it?” Tanner asked. “Something in the library?” I could feel her gaze burning into me without looking at her.

      I reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yeah.”

      “Which book specifically?”

      “It wasn’t just one. I pieced it together from a handful of sources.” Fatigue washed over me in a heavy wave, and I let my eyes drift shut for a minute. “I’ll make you a list.”

      “At least that explains why mom couldn’t kill him,” Berkley said quietly. She sounded very far away.

      I nodded slowly, my aching head feeling as though it weighed twice as much as normal, and forced my eyes open. I’d been the only one holding key pieces of a very old puzzle. I still had a few hidden up my sleeve, but there was also a lot I didn’t know. Like how Declan knew about Jaq or her magic. The girl was, technically, the heir to the territory’s throne, but I thought I was the only person left living who knew that. Even she didn’t know.

      And her magic? If I hadn’t seen her flicker out of existence that one time, I would have sworn the girl didn’t have any at all.

      “We have some research to do,” Tanner said.

      “Tomorrow? I think I’ve rebelled against my doctor’s advice enough for today.” Excitement burned in my mind, but my body was undeniably exhausted, and I was fading fast.

      Luke stood and held out his hands. “I can carry you, if you’re not feeling up to walking.”

      Oh, that was a tempting thought, but no. I smiled up at him. “I adore you, Luke, but if you try to lift me up right now, I will let Tanner shoot you.”

      He just smiled in that wicked way of his, making my pulse race and my body tighten. “It was worth a try.”

      I scooted to the edge of the seat and offered him my hand. “Would you settle for helping me up?”

      He eased me out of the chair, draped my arm over his shoulder, and took my weight easily as we made our way inside.
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      I’d barely gotten Cam situated and settled in bed before she started coughing again. The heat and the smoke had done a number on her throat and lungs, and every time one of those fits struck, I felt so utterly unworthy of her.

      “I left your tea out on the porch,” I said. “Give me a sec and I’ll go grab it.”

      She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and nodded, stifling another cough.

      I didn’t mean to sneak through the house, but I’d taken my boots off just inside Cam’s room, intent on spending the rest of the afternoon with her. When I heard Tanner’s voice drifting through the door, a little hushed, I almost turned around.

      Almost.

      I knew I shouldn’t eavesdrop. This was their home. But something in that hushed tone had me tiptoeing silently forward all the same.

      “Fess up, B. Why didn’t you tell her the truth about the pistol?” She narrowed her eyes at her older sister.

      The calm in Berkley’s expression disappeared, and she glared back. “Are you going to tell me we shouldn’t trust Luke? Because Cameron clearly does.”

      Tanner rolled her eyes. “No. He’s fine. I get that ‘good guy’ vibe from him.”

      That was something at least, though I didn’t feel all that good at the moment.

      “But you have to admit, Declan carrying a fancy-ass pistol with the Marchon crest on it raises a few questions. Add to that the fact that Luke was a protector for that family, for years . . .”

      Berkley shrugged. “The crest is proof of nothing, and you know it. Declan easily could have stolen that gun from a Marchon guard. Until we know what the inscription on the barrel actually means, it’s all just speculation anyway. I will not have you riling her up over nothing when she’s just starting to feel better.”

      “Says the woman keeping her chained to her bed,” she fired back.

      “That’s a gross exaggeration. Besides, by encouraging her to stay in bed, she’s learning to rely on Luke, at least a little.”

      “Now you’re playing cupid?”

      “No, but if keeping her on bed rest helps her realize she can trust someone other than us, then I’ll keep her in there as long as I think it’s beneficial.”

      “That’s pretty sneaky, B. Even for you.”

      It was, but it also made me feel the tiniest bit better. Cam had put her life on the line for me, literally, and I’d been feeling a mountain of guilt over it. Hearing that her sisters thought I was worth trusting helped. Not a lot, but some.

      Berkley slumped back in her seat and gave her a tired look. “What can I say? We all have layers.”

      “And what do we do about Declan? You know he’s not done with her, or us.”

      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “I don’t know yet, but we’ll figure something out.”

      Tanner stretched up and laced her hands behind her head, nudging the rocking chair into motion. “At least things are finally starting to get interesting around here.”
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        Do you want to learn more about Cameron’s family?

      

      

      
        
        Sign up for Myka’s Newsletter for a free novella featuring Cam’s mom, Jordan Hale, and for all the latest news about Myka’s upcoming projects!
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        https://books.mykabound.com/bab-novella
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        Myka Bound loves writing romantic fantasy about tortured characters with big hearts buried beneath their damage. She’s also awkward as hell in real life, especially when she has to leave pretty much anyone a voicemail.

      

      

      
        
        She lives in the Rocky Mountains with her lumberjack-looking husband and their rowdy rescue dogs. And yeah, she’s a total sucker for the rough-around-the-edges type. That goes for people and dogs.

      

      

      
        
        When she isn’t reading or writing, you can usually find her doing just about anything that gives her a reason to ignore her phone.
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