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Chapter One
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The Shot No One Claimed

The rattlesnake had me pinned.

It lay coiled in the thin shade of a juniper, thick-bodied and angry, its rattle buzzing low and steady like a warning meant only for me. I could feel the heat rising off the stones, the desert pressing close, every breath tasting of dust and sun-baked earth. One step back and I’d slide on the loose gravel. One step forward and the snake would strike.

I kept still, hand hovering near my belt, knowing a knife wouldn’t be fast enough.

The shot came from my left—sharp, sudden, final.

The report cracked through the frigid morning air, echoing off the low hills and scattering a flock of birds from the trees. The snake’s head vanished in a burst of dust and blood, the body thrashing blindly before going still.

For a moment, I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

Then I turned.

She sat astride a big dark horse on the rise above me, outlined against the rising sun. The light was wrong—too bright to make out her face—but I could see enough. Broad shoulders. A straight-backed seat. A rifle already lowering, the smoke drifting lazy from the barrel.

She worked the lever without hurry and slid the rifle back into the boot along her saddle, like she’d done it a thousand times before. No flourish. No look to see if I was grateful or dead.

“Hey!” I called, my voice carrying thin in the open air. “Hold up!”

She turned her horse instead.

The animal moved easy beneath her, hooves quiet, as if it knew better than to make noise. In a handful of seconds she was riding into the glare of the sun, her shape breaking apart in the light until all that remained was dust and motion.

I stood there longer than I should have, staring after her.

Who rides off after saving a man’s life without so much as a word?

When my legs remembered how to work, I stepped closer to the snake. The body had stilled, heat already leaving it. I cut the rattles and slung the meat into my saddlebag. Supper was supper, no matter how it came by.

I tipped my hat in the direction she’d gone.

“Much obliged,” I said to the empty land.

The desert didn’t answer.

She watched him from a mile out.

The man hadn’t been close enough to hear the second shot if she’d needed it. That was the point. Distance kept things clean. Distance kept her alive.

The Black Widow eased her horse along the ridge, eyes sweeping the basin below. She’d seen the snake before the man ever did—saw the way it shifted, the way his boot scuffed stone too close to its coil. She could’ve let it play out. The desert didn’t care one way or the other.

But something had stayed her hand.

Maybe it was the way he froze instead of panicked. Maybe it was just the quiet morning and the weight of another life on her conscience.

She didn’t linger long enough to wonder.

The wind tugged at her coat as she rode, dust curling up behind the horse’s hooves. Somewhere ahead lay nothing she could name and nowhere she planned to stay.

That suited her just fine.

Names had a way of sticking.

And she’d learned long ago that staying was how you got buried.

By the time the thunderheads began to bruise the far horizon, she was already gone—another shadow moving through a land that remembered everything and forgave nothing.

And somewhere behind her, a man would spend the rest of his life wondering who the woman was who saved him and vanished into the sun.

The Black Widow didn’t wonder at all.
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Chapter Two
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A Woman the Dust Remembers

By noon, the desert had burned away all trace of the morning’s cold. Heat rolled off the flats in shimmering waves, and the sky stretched pale and endless, giving no hint of mercy. The Black Widow rode with her hat brim low, reins loose in one hand, rifle weight steady at her side.
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