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Chapter 1 – The Name in the Dust
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The noonday sun baked the main street of Dry Creek, bleaching the clapboard storefronts and driving most decent folk inside. Dust devils twisted in the ruts of wagon wheels, and the only sound was the creak of a half-loose sign over the saloon. It read: RED DOG.

That’s when she rode in.

The folks who glanced through shutters or from behind screen doors saw a tall woman in a long trail coat, the brim of her hat low against the glare. She rode a black mare with a stride as steady as its rider’s eyes. A Winchester rifle rested across the saddle horn, and a Colt Navy gleamed at her hip.

She reined in by the sheriff’s office, swung down easy, and strode toward the hitching post. Her spurs made a dry jingle in the dust, and if anyone thought to laugh at the idea of a woman carrying iron, they kept their mouths shut.

On the board outside the sheriff’s office flapped a wanted poster, edges curling from the heat. The face on it was rough-sketched but recognizable: Jesse Pike, wanted for robbery and murder. A thousand dollars reward—alive or dead.

She tore the paper free, read it once, and then folded it into her coat.

“Name’s Justine Justice,” she told the sheriff inside a minute later, her voice steady as the steel she carried. “I hear Pike’s been cutting through these parts. I aim to collect.”

The sheriff, a gray man with shoulders stooped from carrying a badge too long, looked her over like a man weighing silver. “Ain’t many that go huntin’ Jesse Pike,” he said.

Justine’s gaze didn’t waver. “Ain’t many that catch him either. That’s why they pay.”

The sheriff’s lips twitched—half a grin, half a wince. He slid a ledger across the desk, showing reports of Pike’s last raid: a stagecoach out of El Paso, blood on the seats, strongbox gone. Survivors said the gang rode north toward the mesa country, maybe hiding in the dry canyons.

Justine leaned over the map pinned to the wall. One finger tapped at the jagged mark where the canyons cut through the land. “He’ll hole up there. Wolves know their dens.”

The sheriff raised a brow. “That’s rough country. You’ll be riding alone.”

Justine adjusted the brim of her hat. “Always do.”

She stepped back out into the glare, mounted the black mare, and turned her toward the north. Dust rose around her boots as the horse started forward, each stride carrying her deeper into the desert heat.

Behind her, shutters closed and whispers rose. Folks in Dry Creek knew outlaws by name. But now they’d be whispering another—one spoken with both fear and hope.

Justine Justice.

And wherever Jesse Pike was hiding, the wind carried word that justice was riding his way.
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Chapter 2 – Sign of the Wolves
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The desert spread wide and harsh as Justine rode north, the mesas rising like sunburned fortresses against a sky too blue to trust. Heat shimmered off the sand, bending the distance into a wavering mirage. She rode steady, keeping the black mare’s pace easy—out here, rushing a horse meant killing it, and she intended for both of them to come back breathing.

By midafternoon, she found the first sign.

A scatter of spent shells glinted in the sun beside a dry creek bed. Tracks churned the sand—four, maybe five riders pushing fast. She dismounted, crouched low, and brushed her gloved fingers across the impressions. Broad hooves, weighted down by men riding heavy in the saddle. The drag of a boot heel where one rider had leaned wrong.

She smiled faintly. Sloppy.

But further up the wash, the signs grew stranger. Wolf prints crisscrossed the horse tracks, dozens of them, cutting in and out of the riders’ trail. She knew better than to think a wild pack followed men without reason. Wolves shadowed weakness, hunger, blood. Pike and his gang were leaving both in their wake.

By sundown, Justine reached a small trading post at the canyon’s edge. The place was little more than a storehouse and a corral, but a handful of travelers were camped there. Conversations fell quiet when she walked in, dust on her coat and a wanted poster folded in her hand.

The storekeep, a lean man with gray whiskers, eyed her cautiously. “Don’t see many women ridin’ armed through this country.”

“Then you haven’t been lookin’ hard enough,” she said, her voice even. She set the poster on the counter. “You seen him?”

The man glanced down at Jesse Pike’s sketch, then back up. “Maybe. Maybe not. Why?”

“Because the law’s payin’ me to bring him in. Dead or alive.”

A murmur rippled through the room. One ranch hand spat in the sawdust. “Pike’ll gut you ‘fore you get within rifle shot. Woman like you’d best go back where it’s safe.”

Justine’s gaze cut sharp as the edge of her Colt. “Safety’s for folks with nothing left to lose.”

The room went quiet again. After a long pause, the storekeep cleared his throat and muttered, “Riders passed through yesterday. Headed straight for the high canyon. Folks round here call it the Wolf’s Den. Don’t nobody go there.”

Justine nodded once, scooped up the poster, and walked out into the fading light. Behind her, voices picked up again, low and nervous. They’d seen bounty hunters before, but not like her.

She swung into the saddle, turned the black mare toward the rising mesas, and rode on. In the deepening twilight, a wolf’s howl broke across the stone ridges, long and low.

Justine adjusted her rifle in the scabbard. Jesse Pike wasn’t just being hunted. He was already cornered.
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Chapter 3 – The Wolf’s Den
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The mesa country closed in around her as dusk bled into night. Sharp ridges cut the sky, and the trail narrowed until it felt like she was riding straight into the throat of some great beast. The mare’s hooves echoed against stone, and each sound bounced back from the walls, making the canyon feel alive.

Justine dismounted when the ground grew treacherous, leading the black mare on foot. The air was cooler here, shaded even in twilight, but heavy with the smell of dust and animal musk. She crouched at a fork in the trail and studied the ground.

Fresh sign.

Horse tracks pressed deep into the sand, no more than a day old. Boot prints scattered beside them. And there—along the edge—paw prints. Wolves again, pacing alongside the men. Whether drawn by the outlaws or simply shadowing their trail, Justine didn’t know. But it made her lips curl faintly. The right kind of company for Pike’s gang.

A rock clattered above. She froze, hand slipping to the Colt. A figure moved briefly along the ridge—just a silhouette against the starlit sky. A sentry.

Justine eased back into shadow, breathing slow. Pike wasn’t just hiding here. He had the canyon wired, men posted to catch anyone fool enough to follow.

She waited until the silhouette moved on, then slipped down the narrower path, hugging the cliff wall. The black mare followed like a shadow, trained for the silence of such nights.

Around the bend, the canyon opened into a basin. Firelight flickered from below, orange against red stone. Voices carried upward—rough laughter, the clang of tin cups, the low tune of a mouth harp. Pike’s men, camped comfortable in the heart of the Den.

Justine crouched above them, one hand resting on the worn stock of her Winchester. She counted: six, maybe seven men around the fire. But no sign of Pike himself. Either he hadn’t come back yet... or he was waiting deeper in the canyon, the way wolves let their pack do the hunting.

The howl of a real wolf rose from the far ridge, long and low, answered by another farther off. The gang only laughed, raising their cups.

Justine’s eyes narrowed in the firelight. The wolves weren’t laughing. They were circling.

And so was she.
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Chapter 4 – Circling the Fire
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Justine lay flat against the stone ledge, watching the outlaws below through the flicker of their campfire. Seven men, half-drunk, careless in their laughter. Their rifles leaned against rocks and saddles, too far for a fast grab if the shooting started.

She slid the Winchester free, steadying the barrel against the stone. But she didn’t fire—not yet. She hadn’t tracked Jesse Pike for weeks to waste bullets on the wrong men. Pike wasn’t in the basin. Which meant the gang below was bait, or at the very least, scouts meant to sound the alarm.

The wolves howled again, closer this time. Shadows shifted beyond the firelight as gray shapes prowled the canyon rim. The gang laughed at the noise, one man lifting his whiskey tin in mock salute. “Drink up, boys. Wolves know better’n to come down here!”

The laughter died when Justine’s voice cut down from the rim.

“Reckon they know better than to laugh too loud.”

Heads snapped up. A few scrambled for rifles, too slow. The Winchester cracked once, the shot ringing off the canyon walls like a hammer blow. A tin cup exploded from a man’s hand, spraying whiskey across the fire.

Chaos erupted. Men dove for cover, some firing wildly at shadows along the ridge. The canyon threw their shots back at them, the echoes turning panic into confusion.

Justine moved fast, shifting position along the ledge, her coat blending with the rock. She fired again, another outlaw
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