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Chapter One
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The snake rose from the warm rock like a piece of the desert coming alive.

Lena Mercer froze.

One moment she had been crouched beside the small campfire, lifting the tin coffee cup she had just filled. The next moment the rattle sounded—a dry warning that seemed to come from everywhere at once.

She slowly turned her head.

The rattlesnake sat coiled on a flat slab of stone not six feet away, its body thick as a man’s wrist and its head lifted high. Its black eyes watched her with a cold patience that made her heart hammer.

“Easy now,” Lena whispered to herself.

Her revolver was lying on the ground beside her bedroll.

Unfortunately, the snake was closer to it than she was.

The rattle buzzed again.

Lena lifted her hands slowly, palms open.

“Alright,” she said quietly. “You win.”

The desert morning stretched silent around her. Snake Canyon lay still beneath the rising sun—red rock walls, twisted juniper trees, and wind-carved gullies that looked like they had never known mercy.

She had chosen the camp badly.

Very badly.

The snake swayed slightly, its tongue flicking.

Lena dared not move.

The coffee cup slipped from her fingers and landed in the dust with a soft clink.

The snake struck.

Lena jumped backward just as the fangs snapped where her hand had been.

She scrambled across the dirt, her heart pounding, reaching for the revolver—

But before she could grab it, a gunshot cracked across the canyon.

The snake vanished in a spray of dust and broken scales.

Lena froze again.

A tall rider stepped from behind the rocks a few yards away, smoke drifting from the barrel of his revolver.

He wore a long trail coat and a dark hat pulled low over hard eyes.

The stranger studied her calmly.

“You picked a lively campsite, miss.”
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