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Chapter One: Where the Music Stops

[image: ]




The music stopped wrong.

Not gradual. Not polite. It snapped off like a rope cut with a knife, leaving the night bare and dangerous. The piano player’s hands froze above the keys, one note hanging unfinished in the smoky air of the L.S. Bar.

Outside, lantern light spilled across the boardwalk, throwing crooked shadows that told the truth before words ever could.

Lila Grant felt it before she saw it—the sudden tightening in the man’s grip, the way his arm locked around her waist. The dance had been fast and reckless, skirts flashing, boots scraping wood, laughter loud enough to keep fear at bay. But now the laughter was gone, and the man holding her wasn’t dancing anymore.

“Easy,” she said softly, though her heart had already started running. “You’re steppin’ on my toes.”

Tom Calder didn’t answer. His eyes were fixed past her shoulder, jaw set, the smile gone clean away.

That was when she saw them.

Two men coming fast out of the street’s dust and shadow. One wore a dark coat open at the chest, his hand already low and hungry near his gun. The other moved wider, flanking, hat brim pulled down like he meant to disappear until it was too late.

Trouble had arrived the way it always did—confident it owned the place.

Tom’s hand slid to his pistol, but Lila was quicker. She twisted, putting herself square between Tom and the man in the dark coat. Her green dress flared, the fabric catching lantern light like a warning flag.

“Don’t,” she said, her voice sharp now. “Not here.”

The man in the dark coat laughed, slow and mean. “Step aside, sweetheart. This ain’t your affair.”

Lila didn’t move.

Behind her, Tom went still. He knew what she was doing. Everyone in towns like this knew. Sometimes a woman was the only pause between words and blood.

“You boys look lost,” she said. “Music’s inside. Whiskey’s still cheap. No need to ruin a good night.”

The man’s smile curled. “Night’s already ruined.”

The second man stepped closer, boots crunching dirt. Somewhere behind them, a third figure lingered, waiting for the first shot to justify his courage.
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