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Chapter One
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The Woman in Pearl Gray

The stage rolled into Red Bluff at sundown, wheels groaning like they’d carried secrets too heavy for the road.

Dust hung low over Main Street, turning the sky the color of old copper. Men stood in doorways. Boots rested on hitch rails. Cards paused mid-shuffle. Red Bluff wasn’t much for surprises.

Until she stepped down.

She wore pearl gray — proper for the 1880s, high-necked and fitted clean through the waist, skirts falling neat and respectable. Nothing improper. Nothing scandalous.

But the dress fit like it had been tailored with a man’s imagination in mind.

And her eyes — Lord help us — were blue enough to shame the sky.

Sapphire blue.

She took one look at the town and the town took three looks at her.

I was leaning against the livery post when the coach hit a rut and she pitched forward. I caught her by the elbows before she could hit the dust.

For a moment we stood too close.

“Careful, ma’am,” I said.

Her gloved hands pressed against my chest as she steadied herself. Not panicked. Not embarrassed.

Measuring.

“Perhaps,” she replied evenly, “you should be careful.”

Her voice wasn’t sweet.

It was smooth. Like polished steel.

I tipped my hat. “Deputy Marshal Cade Mercer.”

She didn’t give her name.

She just looked at me — and something in my chest tightened like a cinch pulled too fast.

Her lashes lowered, then lifted again. A flash of blue.

Storm light.

“Is Red Bluff always this... welcoming?” she asked.

“Depends who’s arriving.”

“And who am I?” she said softly.

That smile touched the corner of her mouth then — not wide, not warm. Just enough.

Trouble.

The coach driver handed down her single trunk. No maid. No escort. No explanation.

Respectable ladies didn’t travel alone across Apache country.

And they sure didn’t look that calm doing it.

“Hotel’s that way,” I said, nodding toward the boardwalk.

She glanced at the saloon instead.

Music spilled from the open batwings — piano and laughter and whiskey-thick promises.

“I prefer to see what kind of town I’ve arrived in,” she said.

“Ma’am,” I told her, “Red Bluff shows its teeth first.”

She turned back to me.

“I never feared teeth, Deputy.”

And then she walked.

Skirts swaying. Pearl gray against dust and sun. Every man on the street following her like iron filings drawn to a magnet.

I watched her go.

And I felt it deep in my bones.

That woman hadn’t come to Red Bluff by accident.

She hadn’t come for safety.

She hadn’t come for comfort.

She’d come for something.

And before the week was out, there’d be gunfire in the street.

Because women with sapphire eyes never rode into town alone.

They brought the storm with them.

And sometimes—

They were the storm.
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Chapter Two
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A Smile Like a Loaded Gun

Red Bluff had a way of pretending nothing was wrong.

Even when something was.

By nightfall the town had settled into its usual rhythm—piano banging out “Camptown Races,” glasses clinking, boots thudding across the warped boards of the Longhorn Saloon. Smoke hung thick enough to carve with a knife.
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