
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE WOMAN 

WHO SHOT FIRST

ABIGAIL STONE


Copyright © 2026 by J.C. Hulsey Books

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recorded, photocopied, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above-mentioned publisher of this book, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review. 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copy written materials. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is purely coincidental. 

This book may contain views, premises, depictions, and statements by the author that are not necessarily shared or endorsed by J.C. Hulsey Books.

For information contact: info@jchulseybooks.com

Cover design by J.C. Hulsey Books

Published by J.C. Hulsey Books

April 2026

10987654321 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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The man rode into Willow Creek like he owned the place.

Dust rolled behind his horse as he came down the main lane between the cottonwood trees, his hat pulled low and his coat open so the butt of his revolver showed plain.

Everyone noticed.

Men standing outside the mercantile went quiet. A ranch hand paused halfway through watering Chis horse. Even the old dog sleeping under the porch lifted its head and watched the stranger ride past.

The rider slowed when he reached the Holt place.

It wasn’t much of a ranch—just a whitewashed house, a small barn, and a stretch of pasture that had seen better years. The fence leaned in places, and the orchard trees behind the house looked thin from too many dry seasons.

But the land was good.

And that was why he had come.

The rider swung down from the saddle and tied his horse to the rail.

His boots crunched across the yard.

Clara Holt stepped out onto the porch before he reached the steps.

She was young for a widow—mid-twenties maybe—with sun-touched hair pulled back loosely and sleeves rolled to her elbows. She had been splitting kindling when she saw the stranger coming.

Now the axe rested beside the porch rail.

The man stopped at the bottom of the steps.

“You Clara Holt?”

Her eyes studied him calmly.

“That depends on who’s asking.”

He smiled slightly.

“Name’s Lyle Brackett.”

The name meant something.

Clara’s expression didn’t change, but she knew it. Everyone in the valley knew the name of the gunman who worked for the cattle syndicate out of Red Bluff.

Brackett rested his hand casually near his revolver.

“I’m here about this ranch.”

Clara folded her arms.

“My ranch.”

Brackett shrugged.

“Not for long.”

The wind moved through the orchard behind the house, rustling the leaves softly.

Clara didn’t move from the porch.

“You ride a long way to threaten women?”

Brackett chuckled.

“I ride where the money sends me.”

He looked around the property.

“This land’s been bought.”

Clara shook her head once.

“No.”

Brackett’s smile faded a little.

“Mrs. Holt... the valley’s changing.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“The big outfits are taking over.”

“That’s their business.”

He nodded toward the pasture.

“And this ranch is now theirs.”

Clara leaned against the porch post.

“Funny thing.”

Brackett waited.

“I never sold it.”
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