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Chapter One — The Boy With the Empty Holster
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I was seventeen when I rode into Brindle Wash with a borrowed saddle, twelve dollars, and an empty holster. The holster had belonged to my father. He had worn it until his hands shook too badly to hold a coffee cup, much less a six-shooter.

Folks called me a gunfighter before I ever fired at a man. All because I could shoot the eye out of a painted ace at thirty paces. A traveling marksman had taught me that trick in exchange for tending his horses. I reckoned hitting a playing card was one thing. Taking a life was another.

At the livery, a broad-shouldered fellow named Dace Morrow studied my holster. “Where’s your iron, boy?”

“Don’t have one.”

He laughed loud enough for the blacksmith to hear. “Then you’re smarter than you look.”

I took work mucking stalls for Mrs. Orla Venn, a widow who owned the livery and half the courage in town. She handed me a broom and warned me about a ranch boss named Garrick Sorn. Sorn had taken the valley’s water rights by frightening people into signing papers they could not read.

“Keep clear of him,” she said. “His men like a boy they can make an example of.”

That evening I saw two riders shove an old farmer into the street. One tore a deed from his pocket. The farmer begged them to leave his spring alone.

I knew better than to interfere. I also knew what it felt like to have the only thing you owned taken away.

“Give him his paper,” I said.

Both riders turned. And for the first time in my life, I wished that empty holster held a gun.
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Chapter Two — A Gun on the Ground
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The taller rider drew first. His revolver seemed to appear out of nowhere. Mine, of course, did not.

“Got something to say again?” he asked.

I kept my hands where he could see them. “Only that the deed belongs to him.”

The shorter man came at me with a fist. I ducked, caught his sleeve, and let his own momentum carry him into a watering trough. Before the taller one could turn his pistol, Mrs. Venn stepped from the livery with a double-barreled shotgun.

“Pick up your friend and ride,” she ordered.

They obeyed, but the tall one dropped the stolen deed in the mud only after promising to return.

The farmer, whose name was Enoch Vale, thanked me with a trembling handshake. “Sorn owns the sheriff,” he whispered. “There isn’t a court in fifty miles that’ll hear us.”

Mrs. Venn waited until he left. Then she set an old revolver on a feed barrel. The bluing was worn thin, but its action clicked cleanly.

“That belonged to my brother,” she said. “You can borrow it if you must. Just remember, wearing a gun means every fool in town will want to see you use it.”

I slipped it into my father's holster. The weight felt less like power than a stone tied to my waist.

After supper, I practiced drawing with the cylinder empty. Slow and steady. No flourishes. By lamplight, Mrs. Venn watched me from the doorway.

“You’re quick,” she said.

“Not quick enough to stop a bullet.”

“Then find a way to stop the man before he pulls the trigger.”

That was the best shooting lesson anyone ever gave me.
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Chapter Three — The Spring at Crowfoot Bend
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At first light, Enoch led me to his spring at Crowfoot Bend. The water came clear from a shelf of stone and ran through a narrow channel toward three small farms. Sorn’s men had started building a gate across it.

Enoch showed me a weathered survey marker, then an older map bearing the county seal. The spring lay on land his family had held for forty years. Sorn’s new deed claimed the same ground, but the boundary was drawn a quarter mile wrong.

“Could be a mistake,” I said.

“It's the kind that makes a rich man richer.”

We carried the map to the printing shop. A young printer named Tilda Roake compared it with the town’s property notices. She found three more deeds with the same crooked boundary line and one signature belonging to a man who had died in winter.

“We can print this,” she said. “Make sure everyone knows.”

Before she could set the type, Sorn walked through the door. He wore a fine black coat and a smile that never reached his eyes.

“You're the little gunfighter,” he said to me. “I hear you embarrassed my men.”

“They managed it themselves.”

His smile disappeared. He laid a silver dollar on the counter. “Leave town before sundown. Keep the dollar.”

I slid it back. “Keep your money. I'll keep my seat.”

He glanced at the papers spread across the counter. His hand drifted toward his holster, then stopped when Tilda raised a heavy iron
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