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Chapter One: A Woman Riding Hard
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Eliza Mae Calder rode as if the ground itself were chasing her.

Her horse—a rawboned bay with a white sock on his left foreleg—labored up the rise, breath steaming in the cool morning air. Eliza leaned forward in the saddle, skirts tucked tight, one hand on the reins and the other resting near the small Colt hidden beneath her coat. Dust clung to her hair and lashes, and the wind tore at the loose ends of her braid, but she did not slow.

She had learned long ago that hesitation was a luxury for people with choices.

Behind her, somewhere beyond the low hills and scrub, men were riding who would not stop until they found her. They had names for what she was—thief, accomplice, outlaw—but none of them knew the truth, and none of them would care if they did. All they wanted was the reward nailed to saloon walls and courthouse doors, and the satisfaction of turning a woman into a story they could brag about later.

Eliza crested the ridge and reined in just long enough to look ahead.

The land fell away into a shallow basin, sunlit and open, dotted with greasewood and dry grass the color of old bone. A narrow trail cut through it, heading toward a cluster of low buildings in the distance. Raven’s Ford. She had hoped to reach it by nightfall, but hope was another thing she could no longer afford.

She urged the bay forward again.

The memory of gunfire followed her like an echo she couldn’t shake—the sharp crack of revolvers, the shouts, the way one man had screamed when he fell. She had not pulled the trigger that day. She told herself that often. But she had been there, close enough to smell the smoke and hear the thud of a body hitting dirt. Close enough that the guilt clung to her just the same.

By the time she reached the outskirts of Raven’s Ford, the sun was climbing fast, burning the chill out of the air. The town looked like most others she’d passed through—one long street, a scattering of false-front buildings, a hitching rail bleached nearly white by years of sun and neglect. No welcome sign. No sheriff in sight.

That worried her.

Eliza slowed her horse, scanning doorways and windows. Towns without lawmen were either dead... or dangerous.

She swung down from the saddle near the hitching rail, boots hitting the dirt with a soft thud. Her legs ached, and her mouth tasted of dust and fear, but she kept her shoulders straight and her chin level. Looking weak was an invitation she couldn’t afford to offer.

A man sat on the porch of the general store, chair tipped back against the wall. He wore a hat pulled low and chewed on something that might once have been tobacco. His eyes followed her with mild interest, the way a man might watch a storm forming on the horizon.

“You ridin’ alone, miss?” he called.

“For now,” Eliza replied. Her voice was steady. She’d practiced that.

He spat into the dirt. “That’s a hard way to travel.”

“So is the other way.”

The man chuckled and went back to his chewing.

Eliza led her horse toward the stable, paid the sleepy boy inside with the last of her loose change, and took a long moment to rest her forehead against the bay’s warm neck. “Just a little longer,” she murmured. “Then we’re clear.”

She did not believe it, but saying it helped.

Inside the saloon, the air was thick with smoke and the smell of cheap whiskey. Only a handful of men occupied the room—two at a table playing cards, one slumped at the bar, and another standing near the far wall, his back half-turned as if he were listening to something no one else could hear.
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