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Chapter 1: Dust and Desperation

	 

	May Houston slammed her fist onto the scarred wood of the bar, the photograph of Houston Wayne trembling in her grip. "I asked if you have seen him, not for your hand on my thigh," she spat, her voice tight with a desperation she tried to mask with grit.

Lane Aldean chuckled, a low, wet sound that made her skin crawl. He leaned closer, the scent of cheap whiskey and unwashed hide rolling off him in waves. "A girl like you shouldn't be asking after outlaws in a place like Tombstone, sugar. You should be looking for a man to keep you warm."

She didn't hesitate. May drew the small derringer from her belt, pressing the cold iron against Lane Aldean's throat. The saloon went silent. The piano player stopped mid - chord, and the only sound was the heavy thud of boots on the floorboards behind her.

"Step aside, Lane," a voice rumbled. It was deep, like the grinding of stones at the bottom of a canyon, and it vibrated right through May's spine.

She turned her head slightly, her breath catching. Standing in the doorway was a man who looked like he had been forged from the very earth of the territory. He was tall, his shoulders broad enough to block out the light from the street. A wide - brimmed hat cast a shadow over his face, but his eyes - sharp, piercing blue - locked onto hers. He was dragging a man bound in heavy chains behind him, a ragged member of Waylon Dunn's crew.

"Luke McEntire," Lane muttered, his bravado vanishing as he backed away, hands raised. "I was just having a bit of fun."

"Find your fun elsewhere," Luke said. He didn't even look at Lane. His focus remained entirely on May. He took a step forward, his spurs jingling with a lethal rhythm. The air around him felt heavy, charged with a raw masculinity that made her knees feel weak. He looked down at the photograph in her hand and then back at her face, his gaze lingering on the curve of her lips.

"You are looking for Houston Wayne," Luke stated. It wasn't a question. He moved closer, the scent of leather, horse, and man overpowering the stale air of the saloon. He stopped just inches from her, his presence a physical weight. "A woman alone in this town is asking for a grave, especially one hunting for a man like him."

May squared her shoulders, refusing to flinch. "I am a bounty hunter. I can take care of myself."

Luke let out a short, harsh bark of laughter. He reached out, his large, calloused hand gripping her chin, forcing her to look up at him. His thumb brushed over her lower lip, a gesture that was both a claim and a warning. "You are a girl with a toy gun and a pretty face. Waylon Dunn would eat you alive before the sun sets."

The heat from his palm seeped into her skin, triggering a sudden, sharp ache in her chest. She felt her breasts tighten, a strange, heavy sensation she had never felt before, but she pushed the feeling down. "He is my brother. I am going after him, with or without help."

Luke's eyes darkened, his nostrils flaring as he took in her scent. He seemed to be fighting some internal battle, his jaw tight. Finally, he released her, though his gaze remained fixed on her chest for a moment longer than necessary.

"I am heading out at dawn to track the rest of that gang," Luke said, his voice dropping to a low growl. "I will take you as far as the canyon. But understand this, May Houston - once we leave Tombstone, my word is law. You follow my lead, or I leave you for the vultures. Do we have an agreement?"

May looked at the rugged man before her, sensing the danger he posed was of a different kind than Lane Aldean's. Luke McEntire was a storm, and she was about to walk right into it. "We have an agreement," she whispered.

He nodded once, his hand dropping to the heavy holster at his hip. "Dawn. Don't be late."

	 


Chapter 2: The Gates of Tombstone

	 

	The heavy thud of a knife sinking into the pine door frame made May Houston bolt upright in her narrow bed. The wood splintered just inches from her head, the blade quivering with a lethal energy. Pinned beneath the cold steel was a tattered piece of parchment, stained with something dark and iron - scented. She reached out, her fingers trembling as she pulled the knife free.

"If you want Houston Wayne alive, tell the big man to stop hunting my kin," the note read, signed with the jagged, brutal scrawl of Waylon Dunn.

Before May could catch her breath, the door swung inward on its rusted hinges. Luke McEntire stood there, his massive frame blocking out what little light filtered in from the hallway. He looked like a god of the frontier, his leather duster coated in a layer of trail grit, his wide shoulders nearly touching both sides of the frame. His eyes, sharp and predatory, landed on the knife in her hand and then the note.

"He found you," Luke growled, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in May's very bones. He stepped into the room, his presence shrinking the space until she felt the heat radiating from his hard, muscular body. He smelled of leather, gunpowder, and a raw, masculine musk that made her heart hammer against her ribs.

"Waylon Dunn has my brother," May said, her voice shaking despite her best efforts to remain the cold bounty hunter she pretended to be. "He says you have to stop."

Luke reached out, his large, calloused hand gripping her chin and tilting her face up to meet his intense gaze. The sheer power in his touch was overwhelming. "I don't take orders from scum like Dunn, and I don't let women I've sworn to protect get threatened under my watch."

May felt a strange, heavy ache in her chest as he loomed over her. Her chemise was thin, and she could feel his gaze drop to where her breasts rose and fell with her frantic breathing. There was a tightness there, a strange fullness that had been bothering her since she arrived in Tombstone, but she ignored it in favor of the fire in his eyes.

"You haven't sworn to protect me," she whispered, though she leaned into his palm.

"I have now," Luke replied, his thumb brushing over her bottom lip. The contact was electric, a jolt of pure, unadulterated desire that pooled in her belly. "But remember what I said. Out there, my word is the only law. You cross me, you defy me, and I will handle you the way a man handles a headstrong filly. Do you understand, May?"

She swallowed hard, nodding. The raw masculinity he exuded was a physical weight. He was a man of the wild, untamed and dangerous, and she was putting her life - and her body - in his hands.

"Get your gear," he commanded, his eyes darkening with a hunger he didn't bother to hide. "We leave now. Tombstone is no longer safe for you. The desert is a hard mistress, but she is honest. I'll see you at the stables in ten minutes, or I leave you to the vultures and the outlaws."

He turned on his heel, his spurs jingling with a rhythmic, metallic clink that seemed to echo the frantic beating of her heart. May watched him go, her gaze lingering on the broad expanse of his back and the powerful line of his thighs. She was a woman alone in a world of violent men, but Luke McEntire was a storm she was willing to brave.

She dressed quickly, her body feeling sensitive and heavy. Every rub of her cotton shirt against her nipples sent a jolt of sharp, stinging pleasure through her, a sensation so new and intense it nearly brought her to her knees. She didn't understand why her body was reacting this way, why her breasts felt so swollen and tender, but there was no time to dwell on the mystery of her own flesh.

Down at the stables, the air was thick with the scent of hay and horseflesh. Luke was already mounted on a massive black stallion, his silhouette imposing against the gray light of pre - dawn. Beside him stood Gunner Eastwood, a man with a scarred face who kept his ear to the ground for the local law.

"Seen Waylon Dunn's scouts near the edge of town, Luke," Gunner said, spitting a glob of tobacco juice into the dirt. "They are looking for the girl. They know she’s the key to Houston Wayne."

Luke’s jaw tightened, a muscle leaping in his tanned cheek. "Let them look. If they get close enough to see her, it will be the last thing they ever lay eyes on."

He looked down at May as she approached. With a grunt of effort, he reached down, his powerful arm hooking around her waist and hoisting her up onto his saddle as if she weighed nothing at all. He pulled her back against his chest, her small frame swallowed by his massive heat.

"Hold on tight, May Houston," he whispered into her ear, his hot breath sending shivers down her spine. "The trail to Waylon Dunn is paved with blood, and I intend to be the one spilling it."

With a kick of his heels, they bolted out of the stables and toward the gates of Tombstone. The town was a blur of shadows and dust as they raced toward the open territory. May clung to his thick forearms, her body pressed firmly against the hard planes of his chest. She could feel the iron - hard strength of him, the way his muscles moved with the horse, and she knew that from this moment on, her destiny was irrevocably tied to the lone cowboy who held her.

As they cleared the final outskirts of the town, the vast, unforgiving wilderness stretched out before them. The gates of Tombstone were behind her, and ahead lay a path of fire, discipline, and a passion that threatened to consume them both. May closed her eyes for a moment, breathing in the scent of the man who now owned her path, knowing that the journey into the canyons would change her in ways she could never have imagined.

	 


Chapter 3: A Photograph in the Wind

	 

	I have lost everything but a scrap of paper and the hope of a brother who might already be a ghost. Luke McEntire is a ghost of a different kind - a man of stone and silence. If I fall here, the desert will swallow my bones and no one in Tombstone will care to remember my name. The weight of Houston Wayne's photograph against my ribs felt like a lead brand, a constant reminder that I was tethered to a man who looked at me with more suspicion than compassion. There was no turning back to the dusty streets or the safety of the boarding house. Ahead lay only the jagged teeth of the canyons and the unpredictable temper of the lone cowboy who held my life in his calloused hands.

The horse’s gait was a rhythmic jar to her bones as they pushed deeper into the shadows of the territory. May could feel the heat radiating from Luke’s chest, a furnace of masculine power that both terrified and beckoned her. He didn't speak. He didn't have to. Every line of his body told her he was the master of this wilderness. When they finally drew rein near a jagged mouth of a limestone canyon, the silence of the desert felt like a physical weight.

"We camp here," Luke said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through May’s spine. He dismounted with a fluid, predatory grace and reached up to haul her down. His hands stayed on her waist a second too long, his thumbs brushing the underside of her ribs. "Stay by the gear. I’m going to scout the perimeter. Waylon Dunn has eyes everywhere, and I won't have my throat slit because you're spooked by a coyote."

"I’m not spooked," May retorted, her pride stinging. "I’m a Houston. We don't scare easy."

Luke leaned in close, the scent of tobacco, leather, and raw man filling her senses. "In this country, pride gets you buried. Stay put."

But as the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in bruises of purple and gold, May saw something. A flash of color - a blue bandana caught on a low mesquite branch. It looked exactly like the one Houston Wayne wore in the photograph. Her heart hammered against her ribs. Ignoring Luke’s command, she slipped into the deepening gloom of the canyon, her boots silent on the sand. 

She didn't hear him until it was too late. A hand, rough and smelling of rot, slammed over her mouth.

"Well now, what have we here?" a voice hissed. "A little bird far from the nest."

May struggled, catching a glimpse of a scarred face. It was Maverick Gentry, one of the scouts Luke had warned her about. He pinned her against the canyon wall, his knee forcing her legs apart as he let out a jagged laugh. "Waylon Dunn will pay a pretty price for a piece like you."

Before she could scream, a shadow detached itself from the rocks. Luke McEntire moved like lightning. He didn't use his gun; he used his hands. With a roar of primal fury, he tore Maverick Gentry off her and slammed him into the stone. The sound of bone hitting rock echoed through the canyon. Luke didn't stop until the scout was unconscious and bound with a length of rawhide.

Luke turned to May, his eyes burning with a terrifying, righteous anger. He didn't say a word as he grabbed her arm and marched her back to their small fire. He threw a handful of sagebrush onto the flames, the scent exploding into the air.

"I told you to stay," Luke growled, his jaw tight. "You nearly got yourself taken. You nearly got us both killed."

"I saw his bandana! I thought it was Houston!" May cried, her voice trembling.

"It doesn't matter what you thought. On this trail, my word is law. You broke that law, May. And in the West, we have a way of dealing with those who can't follow orders."

Before she could protest, Luke sat on a flat rock and hauled her across his lap. The shock of it stole her breath. He was a wall of hard muscle beneath her, and his large hand landed on her backside with a resounding crack. May gasped, the sting blooming across her skin.

"This is for your safety," Luke said, his voice thick with a dark, protective heat. He delivered another sharp, stinging swat, then another. "And this is so you remember whose word you're bound to."

The discipline was firm and traditional, a raw frontier lesson that bypassed her brain and went straight to her blood. With every stinging blow, May’s defiance melted. By the time he stopped, her skin was tingling and her breath was coming in short, needy hitches. He stood her up, but he didn't let her go. He pulled her flush against his hard frame, his eyes searching hers.

"Do you understand?" he whispered.

"Yes," May breathed, her heart racing. The fear had turned into a desperate, aching desire. 

Luke groaned, his mouth crashing down onto hers. It was a kiss of salt and fire. He carried her to the bedrolls, the scent of woodsmoke surrounding them. There, amidst the wild sage, he stripped away her clothes and his own. When he saw her, his breath hitched. He discovered the truth in her eyes - she had never known a man’s touch. 

"I'll be gentle, May. But I’m going to make you mine," he promised. 

He guided her through her first encounter with a man's hunger, his movements slow and deliberate until the pain gave way to a soaring, primal ecstasy. He marked her then, his body claiming hers in the ancient way of the wilderness. 

In the quiet aftermath, as the moon climbed high over the canyon, Luke’s hand wandered to her breasts. He let out a low, confused sound as he felt a dampness there. May gasped, a strange, heavy pressure building in her chest. A rare hormonal surge, brought on by the intense stress and the sudden, overwhelming bond with the man holding her, had caused her body to react in a way she didn't understand.

"May," Luke whispered, his voice full of wonder. He looked down to see beads of white milk pooling on her skin. 

He didn't pull away. Instead, the rugged, solitary cowboy leaned down and tasted her. The act was more intimate than the coupling itself. As he nursed at her breast, a deep, primal bond snapped into place. Luke McEntire, the most dangerous man in the West, looked up at her with a devotion that was more binding than any marriage vow. 

"You're mine now," he said, his voice a promise. "From here to the border and beyond. No one touches what's mine."

May reached out, stroking his thick hair, knowing she could never return to the world of Tombstone. She was the woman who had tamed the canyon, and she would remain by his side, no matter how much blood paved the trail ahead.

	 


Chapter 4: The Bounty Hunter-Luke McEntire

	 

	Tombstone was a jagged wound in the side of the desert, a place where the air tasted of sulfur, cheap rye, and the metallic tang of blood. May Houston clutched the faded photograph of Houston Wayne against her ribs, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm. The boardwalks were crowded with men whose eyes were as cold as gun barrels, their gazes lingering on the curve of her hips and the desperate determination in her eyes. She felt the weight of their stares, a heavy, suffocating pressure that made the dust - choked street feel like a gauntlet. This was a man's world, raw and unforgiving, and she was a woman alone with nothing but a name and a prayer.

She saw him through the haze of kicked - up dirt outside the sheriff's office. Luke McEntire was a mountain of a man, his presence so massive it seemed to pull the very oxygen from the air. He was hauling a battered outlaw toward the jail, his gloved hand clamped onto the man's collar like a vice. Luke was the epitome of the rugged frontier - shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of the territory, a jawline carved from granite, and eyes the color of a storm - tossed sky. He had just brought in one of Waylon Dunn's lieutenants, and the sheer, intimidating masculinity radiating from him made the rowdy crowd part like the Red Sea.

"I need your help," May said, stepping into his path. Her voice trembled, but she stood her ground. She held up the photo of Houston Wayne. "He's my brother. They say you're the only man who can find anyone in the canyons."

Luke stopped, his gaze raking over her with a slow, agonizing heat that made her skin flush beneath her high - collared shirt. He didn't look at the photo. He looked at her, his eyes darkening with a mixture of annoyance and a raw, primal interest he didn't bother to hide. "The wilderness is no place for a lady, especially one looking for a man Waylon Dunn wants dead," he growled. His voice was a low, gravelly rumble that vibrated in her chest. "Go home, Miss Houston. Before the desert swallows you whole."

"I'm not going anywhere," she snapped, her grit rising to match his iron will. "I'll pay you. I'll do whatever it takes."

Luke stepped closer, his scent - leather, woodsmoke, and pure male - washing over her. "Whatever it takes?" he repeated, his voice dropping to a dangerous level. "On the trail, my word is law. You don't speak unless I tell you to. You don't move unless I give the word. You cross me once, and I'll show you exactly how a man in these parts handles a headstrong woman. Do we have a deal?"

May swallowed hard, her pulse leaping at the unspoken promise in his words. "Deal."

The journey into the rugged canyons was a trial of fire. The physical attraction between them was a living thing, a cord of tension stretched to the breaking point. Luke rode with a silent, effortless grace, his powerful thighs gripping the saddle, his eyes always scanning the horizon. He was the lone cowboy, a man who needed no one, yet May found herself mesmerized by the way his muscles moved beneath his sweat - stained shirt.

Her defiance, however, proved difficult to tame. When they neared a narrow gorge, Luke ordered her to stay by the horses while he scouted ahead. But the sight of a scrap of fabric caught in the brush - something that looked like her brother's shirt - lured her away. She wandered deep into the shadows of the rocks, only to find herself staring down the barrel of a rifle held by Maverick Gentry. The scout for the Dunn gang grinned, his eyes gleaming with a filthy intent as he moved toward her.

Before Maverick could lay a hand on her, a shadow fell over the canyon. Luke McEntire descended like a vengeful god. With a roar of pure, masculine fury, he disarmed the scout and sent him fleeing into the darkness with a warning shot that clipped his ear. 

When Luke turned to May, his face was a mask of thunder. He didn't say a word. He grabbed her by the arm and marched her back to their camp. The fire was a small flicker against the vast, black night.

"I told you what would happen if you ignored my word," Luke said, his voice dropping into a terrifyingly calm register. He sat on a fallen log and hauled her across his lap. 

May gasped, her belly pressing against his hard, denim - clad thighs. "Luke, wait - "

"No more talk, May," he interrupted. His large, calloused hand descended, landing with a sharp, stinging crack against the seat of her trousers. 

The shock of the blow was eclipsed by the sudden, white - hot spike of desire that lanced through her. Each strike of his hand was a firm, traditional lesson in his dominance, a frontier discipline that melted her rebellion into a desperate, aching need. He spanked her until her skin burned and her breath came in ragged sobs, not of pain, but of a mounting passion she couldn't contain. When he finally flipped her over, her face was flushed and her eyes were wide with a new, hungry understanding.

"You're mine to protect," he whispered, his thumb brushing over her swollen lips. "And mine to command."

He claimed her then, amidst the scent of sagebrush and the crackle of the fire. As he moved over her, Luke discovered the untouched sweetness of her innocence. He was slow, his movements heavy and deliberate, guiding her through the shattering revelation of her first encounter with a man's hunger. He took her with a raw intensity that permanently marked her as his own, his body a powerful force that anchored her to the earth.

In the aftermath, as they lay tangled together under a heavy wool blanket, a strange pressure built in May's chest. The intense physical and emotional upheaval of the day, combined with a rare hormonal surge she didn't understand, caused her body to react in a way that was both shocking and beautiful. Beads of rich, white milk began to pool on her skin.

Luke's eyes widened as he looked down at her breasts. He didn't pull away in confusion. Instead, he leaned down, his rugged features softening with a devotion that was more binding than any marriage vow. He tasted her, his tongue swirling around her nipple as he began to nurse. The act was primal, an erotic discovery that forged a bond deeper than blood. For a man who had lived a hard, solitary life, this unique intimacy was the ultimate claim.

"You're the only thing that matters now," Luke promised, his voice thick with emotion. "I'll get your brother back, and then you're staying with me."

They found the camp near the Mexican border the following dawn. Waylon Dunn and his men never stood a chance against a man fighting for the woman he loved. Luke moved with lethal precision, a whirlwind of lead and steel, while May provided cover, her grit finally channeled into a purpose. They dragged Houston Wayne from the filth of his cell, bloodied but alive.

As the sun began to set over the jagged horizon, May looked at the brother she had saved and then at the man who had claimed her soul. She knew she could never return to the civilized world she had left behind. She was no longer just a girl from the East; she was the woman who had tamed the most dangerous man in the West. She reached for Luke's hand, her fingers locking with his, ready to follow him into whatever darkness or light the trail held next.

	 


Chapter 5: Iron Gaze and Leather Soul

	 

	May Houston slammed her shoulder into the swinging doors of the Bird Cage Theater, her fingers white - knuckled around the crumpled photograph of Houston Wayne. The stench of stale whiskey, blue tobacco smoke, and unwashed bodies hit her like a physical blow. Before she could take three steps into the sawdust - covered room, a heavy hand clamped onto her forearm with the force of a leg iron.

"Well now, what have we here? A fresh bit of lace in a town full of thorns," Lane Aldean sneered, his breath smelling of cheap rye and rot. He pulled her closer, his eyes raking over her travel - stained dress with a hunger that made May's skin crawl.

"Let go of me," May hissed, her voice steady despite the hammer of her heart against her ribs. She reached for the small derringer tucked into her corset, but Lane was faster, pinning her wrist against a rough - hewn support beam.

"I don't think so, honey. You look like you need a guide, and I'm feeling real charitable tonight."

The crowd of outlaws and miners began to circle, their laughter a low, menacing rumble that vibrated in the floorboards. May scanned the room for an exit, her grit failing her for the first time since she left the East. Then, the swinging doors creaked open again, and the room went dead silent.

A man stood in the frame, his massive frame silhouetted against the harsh Tombstone sun. He was draped in a duster - coat of worn, dark leather, and the spurs on his boots gave a singular, lethal chink as he stepped onto the wood. This was Luke McEntire. He looked less like a man and more like a mountain carved from granite and spite. He had just come from the sheriff's office after turning in one of Waylon Dunn's men, and the lethal energy of the hunt still clung to him like a shroud.

"Lane," Luke said, his voice a low, gravelly vibration that seemed to rumble in May's very chest. "You're blocking the way."

Lane Aldean stiffened, his grip on May loosening just a fraction. "This ain't your business, McEntire. I found her fair and square. Go find your own entertainment."

Luke moved with the predatory grace of a panther. In two strides, he was in Lane's space, the sheer heat of his body radiating outward. He was tall, his shoulders broad enough to block out the light of the entire saloon, and his eyes - a piercing, iron grey - fixed on May with an intensity that felt like a brand on her soul.

"I'm making it my business," Luke growled. He reached out, his hand larger than May's entire face, and gripped Lane's wrist. With a sharp, effortless twist, he forced the man to release her. Lane cried out, stumbling back into a table of cards, scattering chips and whiskey glasses.

May gasped, her back hitting the rough timber of the wall. She looked up, and for a moment, the world ceased to exist. Luke McEntire was the most terrifyingly masculine creature she had ever seen. His face was a map of hard lines and sun - darkened skin, his jaw covered in a thick, dark stubble that suggested days on the trail. The scent of him - woodsmoke, expensive leather, and raw, uncut man - filled her lungs, making her head spin with a sudden, dizzying heat.

Luke didn't look at the men he had just intimidated. He looked only at May. His iron gaze swept over her, taking in her disheveled hair and the fierce, desperate spark in her eyes. He stepped closer, invading her personal space until the tips of his heavy leather boots touched her toes.

"You're the Houston girl," he stated. It wasn't a question.

"I'm looking for my brother," May managed to say, though her voice was breathy, her heart tripping over itself at his proximity. "Houston Wayne. They said you might know where the Dunn gang took him."

Luke leaned down, his face inches from hers. She could see the flecks of amber in his grey eyes and the way his lips - firm and sensuous - set into a hard, uncompromising line. "A town like this eats girls like you for breakfast, May Houston. You should have stayed back East where the air is soft and the men are civilized."

"I don't care about civilized," she retorted, her defiance flaring even as her body betrayed her, her nipples hardening against the fabric of her chemise under his intense scrutiny. "I care about my brother. And I have the money to pay for a guide."

Luke's hand came up, his thumb grazing the line of her jaw. The touch was calloused and rough, but it sent a jolt of electricity straight to her core, settling into a heavy, throbbing ache between her thighs. He looked at her like he wanted to break her and protect her all at once.

"The trail I'm following is no place for a woman," Luke whispered, his voice dropping to a dangerous, intimate register that made her skin prickle. "If you come with me, my word is law. I don't tolerate disobedience, and I don't give second chances. You do exactly what I say, or I'll leave you to the buzzards."

May felt a shiver that had nothing to do with fear. The raw, primal magnetism rolling off him was intoxicating, a physical weight that demanded her submission. She looked at the man who was her only hope and her greatest danger.

"I'll do what I have to," she said, her voice dropping to match his.

Luke's eyes darkened, a flash of pure, territorial hunger crossing his features. He reached out and grabbed her waist, his fingers digging into the soft flesh above her hips, pulling her flush against the hard, unforgiving planes of his chest. May felt the ridged muscles of his stomach and the unmistakable, rigid proof of his sudden, violent attraction pressing against her belly.

"We'll see about that," Luke promised, his breath hot against her ear, sending a fresh wave of desire through her. "But remember this moment, May. Once we leave Tombstone, you belong to the trail. And you belong to me."

The collision of their wills was a spark in a powder keg. May knew, as she stared into the iron soul of the man holding her, that her life as she knew it was over. She was no longer just a bounty hunter on a mission; she was a woman caught in the gravity of a man who would claim every inch of her.

Luke turned, his hand still firmly on her hip, guiding her toward the door with a possessiveness that silenced the room. The outlaws parted like the Red Sea, none of them daring to challenge the man who walked like he owned the very earth beneath his boots. Out in the dust of the street, the heat of the sun was nothing compared to the fire Luke McEntire had just lit inside her.

"Gunner Eastwood is waiting at the stables with the horses," Luke said, his voice back to its clipped, professional tone, though he didn't let go of her waist. "We leave now. If you can't keep up, don't expect me to wait."

May looked at his broad back, at the way his leather duster swayed with every powerful, rhythmic stride. She adjusted her grip on her brother's photograph and followed him. She didn't know then about the canyons, or the scouts like Maverick Gentry, or the stinging discipline Luke would eventually demand to break her spirit. All she knew was the weight of his hand on her and the desperate, aching need to see just how far this iron - willed cowboy would take her before he finally made her his own.

	 


Chapter 6: Whiskey and Gunsmoke Shadows

	 

	Luke McEntire was a threat that May Houston could not outrun, even if she had the mind to try. As she followed him toward the stables, she realized that his presence was a physical weight, pressing against her senses until she could think of nothing but the sheer, rugged masculinity of the man. He was a danger to her heart and a hazard to her mission. He did not just walk; he claimed the territory with every heavy thud of his boots. May gripped the photograph of Houston Wayne so tightly the edges crinkled, a silent prayer that her brother was worth the price she was clearly going to pay for Luke’s help.

The way Luke’s leather duster flared around his thick, powerful thighs made her mouth go dry. He was a man carved from the very canyons they were about to enter, all hard edges and unforgiving stone. She had spent her life trying to be as tough as any man, a bounty hunter with a quick draw and a cold heart, but in the shadow of Luke McEntire, she felt her bravado melting into a puddle of raw, feminine heat.

They reached the stables, where the scent of hay and manure mingled with the sharp tang of woodsmoke. Gunner Eastwood was already there, tightening the cinch on a massive buckskin horse. He looked up as they approached, his eyes tracking May with a slow, appreciative whistle that Luke silenced with a single, murderous glare.

"The horses are ready, Luke," Gunner Eastwood said, his voice gravelly. "I packed the extra ammunition and the jerky like you asked. If we are going to beat Waylon Dunn to the border, we need to be moving before the sun dips."

Luke did not acknowledge the scout’s observation. Instead, he turned his full attention to May. He stepped into her personal space, his chest a broad wall of muscle that blocked out the rest of the world. He smelled of expensive whiskey, old leather, and a primal, masculine musk that made May’s head swim. He was so close she could feel the heat radiating from his body, a furnace of repressed energy.

"I am going to say this once, May," Luke growled, his voice a low vibration that seemed to settle deep in her belly. "Out there, my word is the only law. The desert is a cruel mistress, and I have no time to play nursemaid to a woman who thinks she knows better than the man leading her. You do exactly as I say. You stay where I put you. If you wander, if you defy me, or if you put this mission at risk with your recklessness, I will handle you the way a man handles a headstrong filly. Do you understand?"

The underlying threat in his words should have angered her. It should have sparked the famous Houston temper. Instead, a sharp, electric jolt of desire shot through her. She looked up at him, her eyes tracing the rugged line of his jaw and the hard, cruel set of his mouth. She felt a strange, heavy pressure in her chest, a fullness in her breasts that was becoming increasingly uncomfortable. It was a sensation she had never felt before, a pulsing ache that made her want to press herself against his solid frame.

"I understand, Luke," she whispered, her voice betraying the tremor in her soul.

Luke reached out, his large, calloused hand gripping her chin. He forced her to look him in the eye, his gaze dark and possessive. "I don't think you do. But you will. By the time we find Houston Wayne, you will know exactly what it means to belong to a man like me."

He let go of her, the absence of his touch leaving her cold despite the Arizona heat. He swung into his saddle with a powerful, rhythmic grace, his thick legs gripping the horse with practiced ease. May mounted her own mare, her thighs rubbing against the leather of the saddle in a way that made her breath hitch. Every movement was a reminder of the physical tension coiling between them.

As they rode out of Tombstone, the dust - choked streets gave way to the harsh, beautiful expanse of the wilderness. Luke rode at the front, his broad shoulders a constant silhouette against the horizon. May watched him, her mind swirling with the danger he represented. He was a lone cowboy, a man who lived by the gun and the trail, and she was stepping into his world with a body that was beginning to betray her in ways she couldn't explain.

The heavy sensation in her breasts intensified with every jolt of the horse. She felt a dampness against her chemise, a strange, sweet ache that made her nipples throb against the fabric. She didn't know then that her body was reacting to the raw, masculine pheromones of the man leading her, triggering a rare and erotic surge that would soon bind them together in a way that went beyond mere lust. 

She looked at the trail ahead, thinking of the scouts like Maverick Gentry who might be lurking in the shadows of the canyons. She thought of her brother, Houston Wayne, trapped in the clutches of a man like Waylon Dunn. But mostly, she thought of Luke McEntire, and the promise of discipline and fire she had seen in his eyes. He was going to break her, she realized with a shudder of anticipation. And God help her, she was going to let him.

	 


Chapter 7: A Woman Alone in the Territory
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