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CHAPTER ONE – Pinned Down
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The first shot clipped bark off the tree and sang past Cole Riker’s ear.

He didn’t flinch. He dropped low, rolled left, and came up behind a thicker trunk. Revolver already out.

“Two of ’em,” he said.

“Maybe three,” Tom Bledsoe answered from the grass, voice tight. “I saw movement by the river bend.”

Another shot cracked. Dirt spat near Bledsoe’s boots.

Riker leaned, fired once.

No shout. No fall.

“Who are they?” Bledsoe asked.

Riker didn’t answer right away. He watched the brush. The tall green stalks moved in places where there was no wind.

“They know the ground,” he said.

“That ain’t an answer.”

“It’s the only one that matters.”

Bledsoe crawled closer, keeping low. Sweat ran down his neck, soaking his collar. The heat sat heavy, pressing the air flat.

“You think it’s Harlan’s men?”

Riker checked his cylinder. Four rounds left.

“Could be,” he said. “Could be someone who don’t like witnesses.”

Bledsoe swallowed. “We didn’t see nothing.”

Riker looked at him.

“That don’t matter,” he said.

A flash in the brush.

Riker fired.

This time there was a grunt.

Then silence.

Too much silence.

“They’re circling,” Bledsoe said.

Riker nodded once. “Yeah.”

“How do we break it?”

Riker glanced toward the river. Forty yards. Maybe less. Open ground for the last ten.

Bad odds.

But staying was worse.

“You run when I say,” Riker said.

“And you?”

“I’ll keep ’em busy.”

Bledsoe shook his head. “Not leaving you.”

Riker didn’t argue.

Didn’t have time.

A shot cracked from the left.

Another from the right.

They were closing.

Riker stepped out, fired twice—quick, controlled.

A man cursed.

“Now!” Riker snapped.

Bledsoe ran.

Low, fast, crashing through grass.

Riker shifted, drew fire, moved again. Never still.

A bullet tore through his sleeve.

He ignored it.

Counted steps.

Listened.

Tracked movement.

Bledsoe hit the last stretch.

Open ground.

A shot rang.

Bledsoe stumbled—

Then kept going.

Good.

Riker backed off, firing once more before turning.

He ran.

The brush grabbed at him, slowed him, fought him.

He broke through—

And dove for the riverbank.

Hit hard.

Rolled.

Came up behind mud and rock.

Bledsoe lay a few feet away, breathing hard.

Alive.

For now.

Across the water, the brush moved.

One figure stepped out.

Hat low. Rifle steady.

Riker watched him.

The man didn’t shoot.

Didn’t rush.

Just stood there.

Like he knew how this ended.

Riker spat in the mud.

“Not today,” he said.
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CHAPTER TWO – No Way Through
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The river wasn’t wide.

That didn’t make it safe.

Current moved fast, cutting hard against the bank. Mud slicked underfoot. No clean crossing unless a man wanted to get swept downriver and picked off halfway across.

Bledsoe pushed up on his elbows. “We go now?”

Riker shook his head. “They want us in the water.”

“Then what?”

Riker kept his eyes on the far bank.

The man with the rifle was gone.

That was worse.

“They split,” Riker said. “One stays high. One comes around.”

Bledsoe cursed under his breath. “We’re boxed.”

“Not yet.”

Riker scanned the tree line behind them. Thick. Heavy. No clear trail. But there—slight break in the grass.

Used ground.

“See that?” Riker said.

Bledsoe squinted. “Maybe.”

“They got a path back there. Means they’ve been through before.”

“You want to go toward them?”

Riker looked at him.

“You got a better way?”

Bledsoe didn’t.

Riker reloaded two rounds from his pocket. Six again.

“Stay tight,” he said. “Don’t outrun me.”

They moved.

Low. Slow. Careful.

The brush swallowed them quick.

Noise mattered now.

Every step placed.

Every branch avoided.

They didn’t speak.

Didn’t need to.

Ten yards in—

A shot tore through the leaves.

Too close.

Riker dropped, rolled, fired back.

A man cried out.

Bledsoe hit the ground beside him. “That was close.”

“Means we’re on the right path,” Riker said.

Another shot.

Then another.

They were pushing.

Driving them deeper.

Riker rose, moved fast, cutting left instead of straight.

Bledsoe followed without question.

Good.

They broke through a thinner patch.

Sun hit them hard.

Open space.

Wrong move.

“Back!” Riker snapped—

Too late.

A rifle cracked.

Bledsoe jerked—

Dropped to one knee.

“Hit?” Riker said.

“Leg,” Bledsoe gritted. “Still works.”

Riker grabbed him, dragged him back into cover.

“Can you move?”

“Yeah.”

“Then move.”

No time for more.

They pushed again.

Harder now.

Less careful.

The brush tore at them.

Shots followed.

Closer.

Relentless.

Riker felt it then.

Not fear.

Pressure.

The kind that said this wasn’t random.

This was planned.

“Riker,” Bledsoe said, breath rough, “who are these men?”

Riker didn’t slow.

“They’re the kind that finish things,” he said.

“And us?”

Riker checked his gun.

“They think we’re unfinished.”

A shape moved ahead.

Close.

Too close.

Riker fired.

The man dropped without a sound.

They ran past him.

Didn’t stop.

Didn’t look.

Behind them, the brush closed again.

And the shooting didn’t stop.
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CHAPTER THREE – The Man They Sent
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They ran until the shooting thinned.

Not stopped.

Just spread out.

That was worse.

Riker slowed first, hand up.

Bledsoe stopped behind him, breathing hard but controlled. Blood darkened his pant leg, but he stayed on his feet.

“Still with me?” Riker asked.

“Still here,” Bledsoe said. “Leg ain’t done yet.”

Riker nodded once. “Good. We’re close.”

“Close to what?”

Riker crouched, brushing aside a patch of grass.

Boot prints.

Fresh.

Three men. Maybe four.

All moving the same direction.

“They’re not chasing blind,” Riker said. “They’re driving us.”

“Into what?”

Riker stood. “We’re about to find out.”

They moved again, slower now.

The brush thinned just enough to see ten yards ahead.

That’s when Riker saw him.

A man leaned against a cottonwood, rifle resting easy in his hands like he’d been waiting all day.

Hat low.

Coat open.

No rush in him at all.

Riker stopped.

Didn’t reach for his gun.

“Afternoon,” the man said.

Bledsoe shifted, but Riker held a hand back.

“Afternoon,” Riker answered.

The man pushed off the tree.

“You took your time getting here,” he said.

“Had to make sure we were invited,” Riker said.

The man smiled a little. “Oh, you were.”

Bledsoe glanced between them. “You know him?”

Riker didn’t take his eyes off the man. “Yeah.”

The man nodded. “Figured you would.”

“Name?” Bledsoe asked.

The man tipped his hat slightly. “Gideon Harlan.”

Bledsoe’s breath caught.

“That Harlan?” he said.

“The only one that matters out here,” Harlan replied.

Riker’s voice stayed flat. “You sent them.”

Harlan shrugged. “Had to be sure it was you.”

“And now?”

“Now I know.”

Silence settled between them.

Heavy.

Measured.

“You’re a long way from your ranch,” Riker said.

Harlan’s eyes sharpened just a touch. “So are you.”

Riker shifted his weight. “We didn’t come looking for trouble.”

Harlan chuckled. “No man ever does. He just finds it where he shouldn’t be.”

Bledsoe spoke up. “We didn’t see nothing. We don’t want—”

Harlan raised a hand.

Bledsoe stopped.

“That’s the thing,” Harlan said calmly. “You did see something.”

Riker’s jaw tightened.

Harlan nodded. “Yeah. Thought so.”

“What we saw ain’t our concern,” Riker said.

“It became your concern the moment you kept breathing after,” Harlan said.

A faint movement in the brush behind them.

Riker heard it.

Didn’t turn.

“How many you got?” he asked.

Harlan smiled. “Enough.”

Riker believed him.

“Then why talk?” Riker said.

“Because I respect a man who don’t run blind,” Harlan answered. “Figured I’d give you the chance to stand still.”

Bledsoe shifted again. “That don’t sound like much of a choice.”

“It ain’t,” Harlan said.

The wind moved lightly through the trees.

Riker watched it pass through the leaves.

Counted seconds.

Measured distance.

Then—

He moved.

Fast.

Gun up.

Two shots.

Harlan dove sideways, returning fire.

Bledsoe dropped, firing low into the brush.

Men shouted.

The quiet shattered.

Riker rolled behind a fallen log, came up firing again. A man went down ten yards out, clutching his side.

“Three!” Bledsoe shouted. “Maybe four!”

“Keep moving!” Riker snapped.

They broke left.

Harlan’s rifle cracked.

Wood splintered inches from Riker’s shoulder.

“Don’t lose him!” Harlan shouted.

They ran.

Hard.

The brush fought them again, closing tight, grabbing at legs and arms.

Riker pushed through, cutting angles, never straight.

Bledsoe stayed with him.

Barely.

A shot rang—

Bledsoe stumbled—

Caught himself.

“Still good!” he barked.

Riker didn’t slow.

Didn’t look back.

Behind them, Harlan’s voice carried through the green.

“Run all you want!” he called. “This ground don’t let men go!”

Riker didn’t answer.

He already knew.

They weren’t escaping.

They were being shaped.

Driven.

Toward something Harlan had already picked.

Riker checked his gun as he ran.

Three rounds left.

He glanced at Bledsoe.

Blood loss slowing him.

Not much time.

“Next time we stop,” Riker said, “we don’t run again.”

Bledsoe nodded, teeth set. “About time.”

Ahead, the brush opened.

Not wide.

But enough.

Riker saw it.

And knew.

This was the place.

He slowed.

Turned.

Raised his gun.

“Here,” he said.

Behind them—

The green hell moved.

And came for them.
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