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Chapter One: The Price of Vengeance
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The desert sun beat down mercilessly, casting a golden haze over the land as Gertrude Westbrook rode alone through the dry, cracked earth. The heat shimmered above the horizon, blurring the distant mountains that rose like jagged teeth against the sky. Her horse’s hooves kicked up a fine dust, the sound of its steady gait the only company she had left.

Her heart was a cold, tight knot of rage, every pulse, every beat, urging her toward one thing—revenge.

The promise she’d made to Nathaniel, her fiancé, rang in her ears as clear as the moment he’d whispered it, his breath ragged, the life draining out of him beneath the scorching sun. “Find them, Gertrude. Make them pay... promise me.”

That was the last thing he’d said before the darkness took him, and it was all she had left of him now. The man she had loved, the man who had stolen her heart and held it with a tenderness she had never known, had been ripped away in a brutal ambush. They’d been together for a mere year, but it had been enough to make her believe in something more than the unforgiving land and the men who carved their lives out of it with violence and greed.

But it wasn’t just his death that had set her on this path. It was the betrayal, the unspoken truth that festered beneath his blood-soaked body—the betrayal of the very men who had killed him. The men who had taken everything from her, leaving her with nothing but a burning hunger for justice.

No one had come to help her. Not the law. Not the town she’d once thought she could belong to. No. All she had left was the promise in her heart and the cold steel of a six-shooter at her side.

The sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the land. Gertrude adjusted the wide-brimmed hat on her head and leaned forward in the saddle, her eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of her quarry. The trail was cold—too cold—but she wouldn’t stop. Not until every last one of those cowards was dead, their blood staining the earth beneath her boots.

The memories of that fateful day were still fresh, the ambush replaying in her mind like a cruel nightmare. Nathaniel had been riding beside her, smiling as he talked of their future, of the ranch they would build, the family they would raise. But that dream had shattered in an instant when the gunfire rang out from behind the rocks.

The men had come from nowhere, ruthless and quick, cutting them down before they even had a chance to fight back. But Nathaniel, in his final moments, had pulled her close and kissed her forehead. “Don’t let them get away with this.”

She had promised him she wouldn’t. And she would keep that promise, no matter the cost.

Gertrude’s mind snapped back to the present as the sound of hooves broke the silence. She pulled her horse to a stop, eyes narrowing as she listened to the echo of the approaching rider. For a moment, she thought it might be one of the men she was hunting. But the rider wasn’t moving like a fugitive. There was no fear, no hesitation in the movement.

Her hand went to the grip of her revolver, her body instinctively tensing. She wasn’t afraid, not anymore. But she was wary. The desert had a way of making people into something they weren’t, stripping them of their humanity and turning them into something far more dangerous.

The rider came into view—a tall man, silhouetted against the setting sun, his figure framed by the red-gold light of the horizon. He rode with a casual ease, a man who had been in the saddle longer than he could remember. His hat was low over his eyes, but there was something in the way he sat that told Gertrude everything she needed to know. This was no ordinary traveler.

He was a gunslinger.

The man pulled his horse to a stop a few feet from her, the reins held loosely in his gloved hands. He was dressed in black—a worn duster coat, a faded bandana around his neck, and a pistol holstered at his side. His face was weathered, a rugged kind of handsomeness that had been carved out by years of hardship, but it was his eyes that caught her attention. Cold, calculating, and familiar in a way that made her breath catch in her chest.

Jack “The Gunfighter” McCade.

She had heard the stories about him—the whispered rumors in the saloons, the terrified voices of those who had crossed him. He was a man who lived by the gun, and by the gun alone. A cold-blooded killer who had earned a reputation for quick draws and even quicker kills. He had no alliances, no loyalties. He was a man without a past, a man who only moved forward, leaving a trail of bodies behind him.

Gertrude had no time for men like him. She had no use for men who made their living off of bloodshed.

But Jack McCade didn’t flinch. He didn’t seem concerned by her hand on her revolver. He simply studied her with a knowing look, as if he already knew everything about her.

“You’re a long way from home, miss,” he said, his voice low and smooth, like gravel sliding through water. “What’s a lady like you doin’ out here in the wild?”

“I’m not looking for company,” Gertrude replied, her voice sharp as she kept her hand on the gun. “And I’m not interested in your kind of business.”

Jack’s lips quirked into a half-smile, a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Funny, ‘cause I’m pretty sure you’re out here for the same reason I am.”

Gertrude’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

Jack shifted in the saddle, his hand casually brushing the pistol at his side. “Revenge. Justice. Whatever you wanna call it.”

Her heart skipped in her chest. Was he following her? Had he somehow heard about her quest for vengeance?

“I’m not here to make deals with men like you,” she said, her voice tight with warning. “I’m here for something else.”

Jack studied her for a moment, then gave a short laugh. “I’m not asking you to make a deal, miss. I’m saying we’re after the same thing. And sometimes, it’s better to have someone watching your back when the bullets start flying.”

Gertrude’s fingers tightened on her revolver, but she didn’t draw it. Not yet. “I don’t need anyone watching my back. Not a man like you.”

Jack’s smile widened, and for a moment, Gertrude thought she saw a flicker of amusement in his eyes. “Funny, ‘cause I think you do. And I think you know it.”

The air between them crackled with tension, the weight of their words hanging heavy in the silence. For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Finally, Gertrude spoke, her voice low and filled with a steely resolve. “I’m going after the men who killed him. And I don’t need any help. Not from you, not from anyone.”

Jack’s expression softened, but his eyes never left hers. “I’m not here to stop you, miss. But sometimes, revenge isn’t as sweet as it seems.”

Gertrude didn’t flinch. “I’ve already made my choice.”

Jack studied her for a long moment, and then, without another word, turned his horse and rode off, the sound of his hooves fading into the distance.

Gertrude watched him disappear into the horizon, her heart still pounding in her chest. She didn’t know why he had approached her, or what he wanted, but she couldn’t afford distractions. Not now. Not when she was so close.

She kicked her heels into Dusty’s side, urging the horse forward. There was no turning back now. She had a promise to keep. And she would see it through, no matter who stood in her way.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two: Reluctant Allies
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The desert stretched endlessly before Gertrude, the horizon a blurred line where the earth met the sky. The air was thick with heat, but a storm was coming—she could feel it in the way the wind shifted, whipping the dry dust around her like a warning. It had been two days since her encounter with Jack McCade, and though she had tried to keep moving forward alone, his words echoed in her mind, lingering like a thorn she couldn’t remove.

“You’re after the same thing I am,” he had said.

But she wasn’t so sure anymore. Everything about the man seemed off—too calm, too confident, as if he knew things she didn’t, as if he were playing a game with rules she didn’t understand.

Still, there was no denying the truth. She was in over her head. The men responsible for Nathaniel’s death were still out there, and she couldn’t find them alone. She needed more than just a gun. She needed information. And McCade, for all his faults, had the kind of knowledge and connections that could get her closer to the truth.

But that didn’t mean she had to like it.

As she rode through the barren landscape, her thoughts swirled with the events of the past few days. McCade had followed her at a distance for a while, never pushing, but always there, lurking on the edges of her vision. He was persistent, like a shadow that





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





