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CHAPTER ONE
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Rachel Morgan had been riding alone for three days when she found the broken wagon beside the Red Ridge Trail.

One wheel lay in the dust. A wooden trunk had split open, scattering clothes across the rocks. Rachel dismounted and rested one hand near the revolver on her hip.

“Anybody here?”

A groan came from behind the wagon.

Rachel hurried around it and found a gray-haired man lying beneath a torn blanket. Blood darkened his shirt near the shoulder.

“My name is Rachel Morgan,” she said. “Who did this?”

The man opened his eyes. “Three riders. Took the horses and everything worth carrying.”

Rachel gave him water from her canteen.

“Can you ride?”

“Not far.”

Hoofbeats sounded along the trail.

Rachel drew her revolver and stepped in front of the wounded man.

A cowboy appeared around the bend, riding a spotted gelding and leading a packhorse. He raised one hand when he saw her weapon.

“Easy,” he said. “Name’s Clay Barrett.”

Rachel did not lower the gun. “You alone?”

“I was until now.”

Clay dismounted and examined the wounded traveler. He worked carefully, cleaning and bandaging the man’s shoulder.

“You a doctor?” Rachel asked.

“No. I have simply been shot enough times to learn.”

The wounded man gave his name as Bart Bell. He owned a small supply station farther up the trail.

“They took a strongbox,” Bart whispered. “Money belonging to the Red Ridge settlers. They’ll lose their land without it.”

Rachel looked toward the distant mountains.

“Which way did the robbers go?”

Bart pointed west. “Toward Black Pine Pass.”

Clay stood. “They have several hours on us.”

“Then we should stop wasting time.”

He studied her. “You always chase armed thieves?”

“Only when they deserve catching.”

Clay smiled slightly. “That sounds like often.”

Together they helped Bart onto the packhorse. Clay would take him to the nearest ranch.

Rachel gathered the reins of her chestnut mare.

“You are not following those men alone,” Clay said.

“I was not asking permission.”

“No,” he replied, mounting his horse. “But you might appreciate company.”

Rachel looked at the trail disappearing into the mountains.

Somewhere ahead, three thieves carried the future of an entire settlement.

She turned her horse west.

Clay rode beside her.

Neither of them noticed the distant rider watching from the ridge above.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rachel and Clay reached Black Pine Pass near sundown.

The narrow trail twisted between steep walls of red stone. Pine shadows stretched across the ground, and a cold wind moved down from the mountains.

Clay studied the tracks.

“Three horses,” he said. “One is favoring its left front hoof.”

Rachel leaned from the saddle. “How can you tell?”

“The stride is shorter.”

“You notice a great deal.”

“It keeps me alive.”

They found the abandoned strongbox beside a creek. Its lock had been smashed, and the money was gone.

Rachel crouched beside the muddy bank.

“One rider crossed here,” she said. “The others continued north.”

Clay nodded. “They split up.”

A rifle cracked from the rocks.

The bullet struck Rachel’s saddle horn.

Clay grabbed her reins and pulled both horses behind a boulder.

Another shot chipped the stone above them.

“Our watcher found us,” Rachel said.

Clay drew his rifle. “Stay down.”

“I have my own gun.”

“I noticed.”

Rachel crawled toward a fallen log while Clay fired twice toward the ridge. She caught sight of a man slipping between the trees.

She aimed ahead of him and fired.

The rider stumbled from hiding, dropped his rifle, and ran.

Clay mounted quickly. “You stay here.”

Rachel was already in the saddle.

They pursued the man through the trees until his lame horse stumbled on a steep slope. The outlaw jumped clear and disappeared into thick brush.

Clay recovered the abandoned horse and searched the saddlebags. He found several bundles of money.

“Only part of it,” Rachel said.

“And a map.”

The paper showed the Red Ridge settlement and a circle around the Morgan Ranch.

Rachel’s expression hardened.

“My father owns that ranch.”

Clay turned toward her. “Why would thieves mark it?”

“I do not know.”

The setting sun painted the cliffs a deep crimson.

Rachel folded the map and slipped it into her coat.

“I came home because my father wrote that someone was trying to force him off the land.”

Clay looked toward the northern trail.

“Then these robbers may be working for the same person.”

A distant howl echoed through the pass.

Rachel mounted her horse.

“The Morgan Ranch is one day from here.”

Clay handed her the recovered money. “Then that is where we are going.”

They rode until darkness covered the trail.

Behind them, the outlaw emerged from the brush.

He watched their campfire in the distance, then started north on foot.

He intended to reach Red Ridge first.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Morgan Ranch appeared beneath the mountains shortly before noon.

Rachel urged her horse into the yard.

Her father stepped from the barn with a shotgun in his hands. Silas Morgan looked older than she remembered, but his eyes brightened when he saw her.

“Rachel!”

She dismounted and hugged him tightly.

Clay remained near the gate.

Silas looked past her. “Who is your friend?”

“Clay Barrett. He helped me recover part of the settlers’ money.”

Silas lowered the shotgun. “Then he is welcome here.”

Inside the ranch house, Rachel showed her father the map.

Silas studied it in silence.

“The man trying to buy us out is Grant Weller,” he finally said. “He owns most of the valley north of here. If the settlers cannot make their payments, he will take their land too.”

“Would he hire thieves?”

“He would hire the devil if the price was low enough.”

Clay stood near the window. “Someone followed us from the pass.”

Silas looked alarmed. “Weller has men watching every road.”

That evening, several settlers gathered at the ranch. Rachel returned the recovered money, but nearly half remained missing.

“We cannot make the bank payment without the rest,” said Martha Ellis, a widowed rancher.

Rachel placed the map on the table.

“The robbers were riding north. Weller has an old line shack near Red Ridge.”

Silas shook his head. “You are not going there.”

“I did not come home to hide.”

Clay spoke quietly. “We should scout it before sunrise.”

Silas studied him. “You care what happens to my daughter?”

Clay glanced at Rachel. “More than is probably wise.”

Rachel felt warmth rise in her cheeks.

Before she could answer, a bottle crashed through the front window.

Flames spread across the floor.

Everyone rushed outside while Clay and Silas carried water from the well. Rachel smothered the remaining fire with a rug.

A note had been tied around the bottle.

LEAVE RED RIDGE BEFORE SUNDAY.

Clay picked up a fresh hoofprint near the fence.

“The rider headed north.”

Rachel buckled on her gun belt.

Silas caught her arm. “Rachel, wait.”

She kissed his cheek.

“I will be back.”

Clay mounted beside her beneath the rising moon.

They followed the rider’s tracks away from the ranch and into the dark hills.

For the first time, Rachel realized she was no longer afraid of facing danger.

She was afraid of losing the man riding beside her.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Rachel and Clay reached Weller’s line shack before dawn.

Two horses stood outside. A third was tied near a pine tree.

Through a crack in the wall, Rachel saw Grant Weller counting bundles of money across a wooden table.

The outlaw from Black Pine Pass stood beside him.

“You should have stopped the woman,” Weller said.

“I tried.”

Weller shoved the money into a leather bag. “We leave before sunrise. Once the settlers miss their payment, their land becomes mine.”

Clay whispered, “We need proof.”

Rachel pointed toward the bag. “There it is.”

A floorboard creaked beneath Clay’s boot.

The door flew open.

Weller’s men rushed outside with guns drawn.

Rachel and Clay took cover behind a fallen log as bullets tore through the branches.

Clay fired and knocked a revolver from one man’s hand. Rachel aimed at the lantern hanging beside the shack door.

Her shot shattered it.

Flames spread across the dry porch.

Weller came running out with the money bag under one arm. He mounted and raced toward Red Ridge.

Rachel leaped onto her horse.

“Stay with the other men!” she called.

Clay caught her reins. “Not alone.”

They pursued Weller along a narrow shelf trail above a steep canyon.

Weller turned in the saddle and fired. Rachel’s horse stumbled but recovered.

Clay moved between them.

“You cannot outrun us!” he shouted.

Weller reached the ridge where the trail narrowed between two boulders. He stopped and raised his gun.

Rachel drew first.
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