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Chapter One
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The girl rode into Red Basin at sundown.

The sky behind her burned the color of old blood, the same hard red that clung to the dust of the plains. Her horse moved steady and tired, the way a horse travels when the miles behind him are many and the rider hasn’t asked for anything more than patience.

She didn’t look like trouble.

That was the first mistake the town made.

Most folks in Red Basin noticed her the way people notice any stranger—curious for a moment, then ready to forget. A woman riding alone wasn’t common, but it wasn’t unheard of either. Ranch daughters rode. Widows rode. Schoolteachers sometimes rode out from the railhead with their trunks tied behind the saddle.

But none of them carried a Winchester laid across the saddle horn.

The girl did.

Her hat brim cast a shadow across her eyes as she rode down the single dusty street. The wooden boardwalks were busy with the last stirrings of evening—men drifting out of the saloon, a wagon rattling past the mercantile, a boy chasing a dog between hitching rails.

Conversation slowed as she passed.

She felt it without looking.

A man leaning against the barber pole stopped mid-sentence. Two cowhands at the water trough straightened. The bartender in the open doorway of the Silver Spur paused with a glass in his hand.

Nobody said anything.

The girl rode on.

At the end of the street stood the livery stable. The sign above the door creaked softly in the evening wind.

MORGAN LIVERY

She swung down from the saddle with an easy motion that told anyone watching she’d been riding most of her life.

The stableman stepped out from the shadows. He was a thick-set fellow with gray whiskers and a leather apron dusted white with dried sweat and horsehair.

He looked her over once—hat, buckskin coat, the Winchester, the long miles written in the horse.

“Evenin’,” he said.

“Evenin’.”

Her voice was quiet. Calm.

“Horse looks rode hard.”

“He’s carried me a long way.”

The man nodded toward the stall door.

“I can give him oats and water.”

She passed him the reins.

“See that he gets both.”

He led the horse inside while she followed, one hand resting lightly on the rifle.
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