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Chapter One: The Dust of Vengeance
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The sun hung low in the sky, casting a golden haze over the barren desert landscape. The wind blew relentlessly, stirring the dust and sand into swirling clouds that danced across the horizon, as if the land itself were alive with secrets. Mattie Rivers didn’t mind the heat. She had long since grown accustomed to the scorching days and freezing nights that came with living on the edge of the world.

She was a woman shaped by the land, hardened by its cruelty, and now it was her only companion on a journey that would either define her or destroy her.

In the distance, the jagged outline of Coyote Ridge loomed, a place as dangerous and unforgiving as the man she sought. Sam Blackwood. The name echoed in her mind like the crack of a whip, sharp and painful. Blackwood had taken everything from her: her family, her peace, and the future she had once imagined. Now, she was coming for him.

Mattie spurred her horse, Dusty, into a faster trot, the steady rhythm of the hooves pounding against the earth beneath her. Each step brought her closer to the man who had killed her brother, and with every mile, her resolve hardened. Blackwood had left her family broken, and he had hidden himself away in the desolate wilderness of Coyote Ridge, confident that the rough terrain and its isolation would keep him safe. He was wrong.

She had been hunting him for months, following rumors, gathering information, and tracking every lead until she found herself at the edge of this Godforsaken place. But it wasn’t just Blackwood she was after anymore. The deeper she dug, the more she uncovered about the conspiracy that had been set in motion all those years ago—about the powerful men who pulled the strings from the shadows, men who would stop at nothing to protect their secrets.

Mattie had been a fool to think it was just about her brother’s death. She had been blinded by grief and rage, but now she saw the truth more clearly than ever. Blackwood’s crime was part of a larger story—a story tangled with corruption, betrayal, and blood.

The wind kicked up again, and Mattie tightened her grip on the reins, pushing Dusty forward through the swirling dust. The horse’s hooves clattered against the hard-packed ground, a sound that seemed too loud in the vast emptiness of the desert. Every step closer to the Ridge felt like a step into the unknown—a place where survival depended on strength, and weakness meant death.

Mattie had been born into hardship. Her father had raised her and her brothers with a firm hand, teaching them how to survive in a world that took as much as it gave. She had learned early on that justice was something you had to take, not wait for. But no amount of training or experience could prepare her for what lay ahead. Sam Blackwood had been a ghost in her life for too long, but he was no longer untouchable. Not now. Not anymore.

The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows over the jagged rocks that lined the desert, and Mattie’s eyes narrowed as she spotted the first signs of her quarry. A broken fence post, a burnt-out campfire, the crushed remnants of bootprints in the sand—small things, but they spoke volumes to someone who knew how to read the desert’s language.

“Blackwood, you coward,” she muttered under her breath, the words like a prayer or a curse. She urged Dusty onward, the horse responding with the grace and determination that had kept them alive for so long.

It wasn’t long before the rugged cliffs of Coyote Ridge rose before her, dark and foreboding against the fading light of the evening. She had reached the outer edge of the Ridge now, where the land was harsh and barren, where only the most hardened of souls dared to venture.

But it was here that Mattie had to make a choice. The further she went, the closer she got to the man who had torn her world apart—and the closer she got to the truth that might shatter everything she thought she knew.

The cold, hard truth was that revenge had its price. And Mattie wasn’t sure she was ready to pay it.

She slid off her horse, her boots hitting the ground with a soft thud. The night air was cooler now, but the heat of the day still lingered in her skin, and the weight of the journey ahead pressed heavily on her chest. She stood for a moment, staring at the Ridge, as though willing the answers to come to her. She wasn’t sure what she would find once she reached Blackwood, but she knew one thing for certain—there would be no turning back.

She had come too far. She had lost too much.

And now, she would make him pay.

As she adjusted the rifle slung across her back and began to move toward the cliffs, she heard the faint sound of hooves in the distance. A figure appeared on horseback, silhouetted against the darkening sky.

Mattie instinctively reached for her pistol, her hand steady on the grip. She hadn’t expected company, but the figure didn’t look like trouble—not yet.

As the rider drew closer, Mattie’s grip relaxed. The man was older, with graying hair and the kind of rugged face that spoke of years spent under the desert sun. He wore the faded, worn clothes of a desert wanderer, his expression unreadable.

“Evening, miss,” the man called out as he approached, his voice low and gravelly. “I reckon you’re headin’ into the Ridge, huh?”

Mattie didn’t answer right away. She studied him, her eyes sharp and calculating. The man looked like he had been out here a long time, and that meant he might know something.

“You could say that,” she finally replied, her voice steady. “I’m looking for someone.”

The man gave her a long look, then nodded slowly. “Ain’t many who make it out of Coyote Ridge. Dangerous place, that is.”

“I’m not afraid of danger,” Mattie said, her voice cold.

The man studied her for a moment longer before pulling his horse to a halt. “You’re looking for Sam Blackwood, ain’t you?”

Mattie’s heart skipped a beat, but she didn’t show it. “I am.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t seem surprised. “I figured. Word travels fast around here. Well, you’re not the first one to go after him, and you won’t be the last. But you might want to be careful. He’s not alone, and the people he’s mixed up with are the kind that’ll put you in the ground without a second thought.”
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