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CHAPTER ONE: The Night Came Screaming
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The moon rode high and colorless, like it had been scraped clean of mercy.

Caleb Rourke lay belly-down among the rocks above Widow Harlan’s cabin, dust packed into his sleeves, the smell of old stone and dried sage filling his nose. The ground still held the day’s heat, but the night was already turning sharp. Midnight always did that—came in quiet, then cut.

Below him, the cabin sat alone in the open, a single lamp burning too late. That light bothered him. A lamp burning after dark meant waiting. Or fear. Or somebody foolish enough to believe the night wouldn’t notice.

Rourke shifted the rifle a fraction, careful not to scrape metal. He’d been holding still for nearly an hour now, breathing slow, listening. Night sounds told more truth than daylight ever did. Crickets lied. Wind didn’t. Horses never did.

He heard them before he saw them.

Jonas Pike lay ten yards downslope, hat pulled low, revolver across his chest. Pike turned his head slightly.

“Company,” he whispered.

Rourke nodded once.

Hoofbeats carried up the draw, careless and loud. Not men sneaking. Men announcing themselves. The kind who thought noise meant ownership.

Rourke eased his cheek to the stock. He didn’t count the riders right away. He waited. Let them show themselves fully. Men in the dark always made mistakes when they thought no one was watching.

Four riders came into the open. Then a fifth, lagging back, cautious. That one mattered.

Pike hissed softly. “That’s one more than promised.”

Rourke didn’t answer. Promises didn’t survive midnight.

The lead rider fired into the air, laughing as the shot cracked and rolled through the canyon. Horses screamed. Somewhere inside the cabin, something shattered.

Rourke felt the familiar tightening behind his eyes.

He waited until the man leaned back in the saddle—until confidence showed him his chest.

Then Rourke squeezed.

The rifle kicked. The rider folded backward like he’d been cut loose from the world. He hit the ground hard enough to knock sound out of the night.

For half a second, everything froze.

Then midnight came screaming.
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Chapter Two: Widow With a Gun
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The shooting burned itself out the way fires always did—sudden, violent, and then strangely hollow.

Smoke drifted low across the ground, curling around the fallen horses and the men who would never ride them again. Powder hung in the air, sharp and bitter, stinging the back of Rourke’s throat. He stayed still for several breaths after the last shot, rifle steady, eyes searching the darkness for movement that hadn’t quite decided to stop.

Midnight had a way of pretending it was finished.

Jonas Pike rose first, moving too fast, excitement still buzzing through him. He laughed once—high and breathless—then cut it short when his boot nudged a body and the body didn’t react.

“That’s three,” Pike said, forcing the cheer out of his voice. “Maybe four.”

Rourke slid down from the rocks slower, careful with every step. He didn’t holster the rifle. Men had a habit of playing dead until you turned your back.

Below, the cabin porch groaned as a door opened.

A woman stepped into the lamplight.

She was taller than Rourke expected, shoulders straight despite the shotgun clenched tight against her chest. Her hair had come loose from its pins and hung in a dark fall around her face. She didn’t scream. Didn’t flinch. She took in the bodies the way a rancher took in a ruined fence—with anger, calculation, and the quiet knowledge that more work was coming.

Rourke stopped ten paces short.

“You Rourke?” she asked.

Her voice wasn’t steady, but it didn’t break either.

“That’s right.”

She nodded once, eyes never leaving him. “You’re late.”

Rourke glanced at the dead men. “We came when we could.”

One of the fallen riders groaned.

Pike spun, revolver snapping up. Rourke caught his wrist.

“Easy.”

The man on the ground tried to crawl, fingers clawing uselessly at the dirt. Blood bubbled from his mouth when he breathed. Rourke knelt beside him, careful to stay out of reach.

“You done?” Rourke asked.

The man’s eyes rolled toward him. Hatred burned there, bright and foolish. He tried to lift his gun and failed.
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