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The sun bled into the horizon, drowning the New Mexico badlands in molten gold. I hunched low in the saddle, swallowed by a tangle of junipers, the frayed fringe of my buckskin jacket whispering like a rattler’s warning. Beneath me, Big Red locked himself into stillness—every rope of muscle coiled tight, his ears pinned to dagger points. It was the kind of silence that comes before something breaks.

Then—movement.

They slipped through the dusk like smoke over water.

A Comanche war party, faces streaked with ochre and shadow, fanned across the riverbank. Twelve, maybe fifteen. My throat closed around the number. Enough arrows to stitch me into the dirt before I could even draw. The Rio Grande churned between us, black water gnashing at the rocks like a mouthful of broken teeth. But my heartbeat thundered louder.

“Easy, Red,” I whispered, reins slick in my grip though the desert air was dry as bone.

The lead warrior urged his paint mare into the torrent. The current clawed at the horse’s legs, but it pushed forward, nostrils flaring. One by one, the others followed, a procession as silent as it was lethal.

Big Red quivered beneath me, fire already in his blood. He knew the scent of danger better than I did.

“Not yet,” I breathed, palm brushing the Colt at my hip. A fool’s comfort against fifteen warriors, but I clung to it anyway.

I cursed under my breath—I should’ve stayed with Max and Chloe at Fort Pitt.

The first rider clawed his way up our bank, his mount slick with river froth, sides quivering from the fight with the current. Others followed, rising from the mist like vengeful spirits, their knot tightening—thirty paces off. They hadn’t seen us. Not yet.

“Now, Red!”

We exploded from the junipers like a rockslide.

Big Red slammed shoulder-first into a warrior’s pony, the impact shuddering up my spine. Horses reared, eyes rolling white. A war club whistled past my ear, so close I felt its wind. Painted faces lunged from every side, hands clawing for my reins—but Red was fury on four legs, all fire and muscle. He tore through them, carving chaos into their ranks.

“The river!” I yelled, though Red already knew. He pivoted, hooves skidding on wet stone, and hurled us straight into the torrent.

The cold punched my chest flat. “Yiyi!” Their war cries ripped after us as the Rio Grande caught Red’s legs, dragging like a beast with iron claws. But his haunches coiled and fired, every stride a rebellion against the river’s grip.

Behind—shouts, curses, horses balking at the churn. Arrows hissed like hornets. One shaft snagged my sleeve, and icy water tore at my arm through the rip.

Red surged, more storm than horse now, pistoning forward with a ferocity the river couldn’t choke. He hauled us up the far bank, stones scattering like gunfire under his hooves. Then we ran—his stride tearing open the dawn, the Comanche cries behind us thinning to coyote yips in the hardening light. Only when the Rio lay distant, glinting like a silver scar across the desert, did I let him ease.

“Easy, big fella,” I croaked, slapping his foam-slick neck. His sides heaved like bellows, ears flicking back—half pride, half scold. Yeah, I owe you an apple. Maybe three.
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TWO DAYS BEFORE...

The sun hammered the Santa Fe Trail into a cracked anvil, heat waves writhing off the plains like serpents starved of prey. Our wagon groaned with every rut, its weathered wheels chewing the earth in protest. Chloe wrestled the reins of four bone-weary mules, her knuckles white as sun-bleached skulls. Beside me, Max leaned forward against the jolts, his face slick with sweat and dust, more determined than afraid.

Ahead, the horizon shimmered with lies—water, shade, mercy. The prairie gave none. Dust caked my tongue, gritty as gunpowder, while the stink of leather and mule sweat clung thicker than smoke. Behind us, the wagon train slithered forward, a sun-rotted centipede of canvas and desperation.

Willis Morgan rode point, his back stiff as a rifle stock, eyes forever raking the distance. Trouble didn’t ride polite out here.

Then the mirage moved.

A rider came tearing across the flats, hell-bent and hatless. At first just a blur—a streak of crimson horseflesh and hair loosed from its braid, blazing like a prairie fire. The roan beneath her ate the ground in great, devouring strides.

Willis stiffened, then eased when she reined up beside him. Dust boiled around her boots as she snapped a salute sharper than steel.

“Captain.” Her voice rasped, roughened by the trail.

Willis spat tobacco, squinting. “Ain’t worn that title since Antietam, Ada.”

Ada. The name sparked in my skull like tinder catching flame.

Up close, she wasn’t like the scouts skulking along the border. She carried herself brighter, sharper, as if the sun itself had hitched a ride in her blood. Stray strands of auburn hair caught the light, freckled skin mapped with constellations. Her eyes—green as river water after spring floods—were fixed on Willis, the rest of us no more than tumbleweeds on the wind.

“Old habits.” The corner of her mouth tugged into a grin, but it didn’t last. “Comanche’s got Winchesters. Been trading lead with Navajas’ boys near the mission ruins.” Her roan shifted beneath her, restless, its flanks gleaming like wet copper.

Willis’s hand drifted toward his Colt. “How many?”

“Enough to turn this train into kindling.” She leaned closer, and the air between us carried the scents of sagebrush and gun oil. “There’s a white man with ’em. Built like a grizzly, eyes cold as a Comanchero’s blade. Bloody Knife’s riding at his side.”

The name hung like a noose. Willis’s jaw tightened, the weathered lines of his face drawing deeper. “That butcher’s got a taste for settler blood.” He paused, spitting dust, then asked, low and flat, “Where?”

“Mission ruins. A day’s ride.” Ada wiped sweat from her brow with a gloved thumb. “They’re loading up tonight. Ammunition, stolen horses—maybe worse.”

Morgan assessed his ragtag army: milk-pale shopkeepers clutching rifles the wrong way, mothers rocking feverish infants. “Fort Pitt’s three days.”

“Two.” Ada’s gaze slid to the wagons sagging under velvet and china. “If you ditch the pianos and porcelain.”

“Ain’t got two days’ water.”

“Ain’t got a choice.” She wheeled her roan. “I’ll rattle the Colonel’s cage for cavalry.”

Morgan caught her bridle. “You see that white man again—”

“I’ll let him chat with Sally.” She tapped the Sharps slung across her saddle. “From half a mile.”

His laugh startled a vulture from the thermals overhead. “You’re the worst shot in the Territory.”

“Best at makin’ men duck,” she threw over her shoulder, and with a sharp kick she was gone into the haze, leaving Morgan to peddle illusions of safety, time, and hope.

That evening, I found him crouched near the fire like a buzzard on carrion, a tin plate of beans welded to his calloused hands. Mesquite snapped in the flames, each crack punctuating the scrape of spoon against enamel. Shadows deepened the furrows carved into his sun-leathered face. He didn’t look up until my boots crunched gravel—then those flint-chip eyes pinned me, glittering with dry amusement.

“Her name’s Ada Holt,” Morgan growled, stabbing his spoon westward as though spearing the horizon. “Only scout worth a damn between the Red River and Palo Duro Canyon.”

I opened my mouth, but his bark of laughter cut through the desert silence. “Hell, boy, you been trackin’ her with your eyes since Laredo. Knew you’d come sniffin’ soon as pride let you.”

The campfire flared furnace-hot against my cheeks. “Girl can’t be more’n sixteen.”

Morgan’s spoon froze mid-bite. For three heartbeats, only grease popping in the fire spoke. Then he jerked his chin toward the star-flecked dark beyond camp. “Comanche took her folks when she was knee-high to a jackrabbit. That child’s been survivin’ on cactus juice and spite ever since—learned their trails, their tricks. Saved three wagon parties from ambush last dry season.” He leaned forward, iron-gray stubble bristling in the light. “You’ll find her at Fort Pitt—if she decides she wants found.”

I nodded, staring into the coals long after Morgan resumed scraping his plate. Ada Holt. Her name kept turning in my head like a wagon wheel stuck in a rut. I told myself it was only curiosity, that I was interested in her story—but evidently, I wasn’t being as subtle as I thought.

Later, when Chloe settled beside me, she caught on fast. She always did.

“You gonna call on her? Ask her to go a’courtin’?” she teased, nudging my elbow.

I scowled and pitched a pebble into the fire. “Why don’t you go play with a rattlesnake?”

Her laughter tangled with the coyote yips drifting from the dark. “That’s not a no.”
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Chapter Two
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Fort Pitt rose out of the haze like a mirage that refused to vanish—timber walls bleached bone-white under the hammering sun. The palisades crowned a scatter of adobe and plank buildings, all of it crouched on the desert floor as if daring the land to swallow it whole. Wind drove grit against our wagon canvas, rattling the hoops like a snare drum.

The wagons slowed at the gate. Captain Morgan barked orders, and the oxen were unhitched and driven inside while the settlers bunched close, clutching children and canteens. The wagons themselves—too wide for the fort yard—were left outside under a watch detail. The air smelled of dust, mule sweat, and the faint bite of gunpowder drifting from within the walls.

Inside, a blacksmith’s hammer rang against an anvil, each blow echoing off the barracks like a warning bell. Soldiers moved with the stiffness of men long drilled, but their eyes never stopped scanning the horizon.

On the porch above us stood Colonel Lucius Briggs—broad-shouldered, stiff-backed, his uniform sun-faded but worn like armor. Brass glinted at his chest as he looked us over, not unkind, but weighing us like a man counts cartridges.

“Welcome to Fort Pitt,” he called, voice rough enough to cut mesquite. The crowd hushed. “You’ll sleep under guard. Water comes at dawn and dusk. Waste goes in the trenches, not the yard. Don’t like the food, dig your own fire pit.”

And then I saw her. Ada Holt stood
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