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  WILD RIDE

  
  













The sun hung low over the Comanche hunting grounds, a molten orb spilling amber and crimson across the endless Texas prairie, where mesquite and buffalo grass bowed beneath a mournful wind. The Palo Duro Canyon, its red walls scarred by eons of flood and storm, cradled the valley like the bones of some ancient giant. Rip Campbell, a solitary figure astride his buckskin mare, felt the weight of that vastness settle into his chest, heavy as the memories he could not outride. Five years he’d wandered these territories, a drifter with a cavalryman’s scars and a heart too stubborn to quit, seeking a peace that always lay just beyond the next ridge.

The mare’s ears twitched, her hooves stirring alkali dust that shimmered like powdered silver in the twilight. Rip’s hand rested lightly on the worn grip of his Colt Peacemaker, the leather holster creaking as he leaned forward. A faint thread of smoke curled above the horizon, black and greasy, carrying the acrid tang of burning hides and spent powder. His jaw tightened, the lines of his weathered face deepening. Smoke in these parts meant trouble—homesteaders’ fires, cattlemen’s burns, or death. The wind told him it was the last.

He nudged the mare down the sage-dotted slope, her hooves clicking against shale. Below, the valley unfolded its grim tableau: a Comanche encampment reduced to ruin. Teepees smoldered, their buffalo hides charred to ash, poles splintered like broken lances. Bodies lay strewn across the trampled earth—warriors, women, elders—arrows still clutched in rigid hands, scalps taken in crude mockery of their own customs. The air hummed with the drone of flies, and the scent of blood mingled with the sharp bite of mesquite smoke. Rip’s throat tightened, a memory flashing unbidden: the Washita, 1868, where he’d ridden under Custer’s colors and seen a village die in the snow. He’d sworn never to wear a uniform again, but the ghosts clung to him, whispering in the wind.

A movement caught his eye. Not all were dead. A girl, no older than sixteen, knelt beside a fallen warrior, her fingers knotted in his bloodied buckskin shirt. Her braids, half-unraveled, framed a face streaked with soot and tears, but her eyes burned with a fury that could set the prairie ablaze. She was Comanche, her high cheekbones and lithe frame marking her as daughter of the plains, yet there was a defiance in her that spoke of something unbroken, something wild.

Rip dismounted, his boots sinking into the soft earth. He raised his hands, palms out, his voice low and steady. “Easy, sister. I ain’t one of them.”

She spat a word—“Wasichu!”—her voice a blade of contempt. A knife gleamed in her hand, its bone handle worn smooth by use. Rip held her gaze, unafraid. He’d seen that look before, in men and women with nothing left but rage. “Just passin’ through,” he said, his drawl soft as the dusk. “Saw the smoke. Didn’t come to draw blood.”

Her breath caught, a sharp hitch. Behind her, a groan rose from the wreckage—an elder, his chest riddled with bullet holes, clawing toward a fallen war lance adorned with raven feathers. Rip stepped past the girl, crouching beside the dying man. The elder’s lips moved, his words a halting mix of Comanche and English, but one name rang clear: “Pike.”

The ground shuddered beneath them.

Hooves, dozens strong, thundered up the canyon trail, their rhythm a war drum. Laughter followed, coarse and drunken, the sound of men who killed for sport. The raiders were returning. The girl’s knife pressed against Rip’s throat, her whisper fierce. “You lie. You scout for them.”

Rip’s eyes never left hers. “If I rode with Pike, you’d be dead already.”

A gunshot split the air, dirt spraying near Rip’s boot. No time. The raiders crested the ridge—fifteen men, their horses lathered, spurs glinting like cruel stars. At their head rode a giant in a preacher’s black coat, his wide-brimmed hat casting a shadow across a face carved by hate. Gideon Pike, outlaw king of the borderlands, his name whispered from Santa Fe to the Red River. His Sharps rifle gleamed, its barrel still warm from the day’s work.

“Well, now,” Pike drawled, his voice a serpent’s hiss cloaked in piety. “Seems we left a lamb unslaughtered.” His gaze slid to Rip, recognition flickering in his pale eyes. “And you, Campbell. Always sniffin’ where you don’t belong.”

Rip’s fingers hovered near his Colt, the weight of it familiar as an old friend. “This your handiwork, Gideon? Butchering folk who never raised a hand?”

Pike’s smile was a slash of white in the gathering dark. “The Lord’s justice ain’t always gentle.” He nodded to his men, their faces shadowed by dust and malice. “String up the squaw. The drifter—make him bleed slow.”

The girl moved, not toward Pike but for the fallen lance, its feathers dancing in the wind. A gun roared. She stumbled, blood blooming at her side. Rip acted before thought, his Colt clearing leather in a fluid arc. Two shots cracked the dusk, and two of Pike’s men fell, their horses screaming as they bolted.

Then chaos descended.

A tempest of sinew and shadow burst through the raiders—a stallion, black as midnight, its mane streaming like a war banner. El Diablo, the Comanche called him, a beast born of storm and vengeance. His hooves smashed a raider’s skull, the sound wet and final, and his teeth tore at another’s arm, shredding flesh to bone. The horse moved with a purpose beyond instinct, his eyes glinting with a fire that spoke of more than animal rage. Pike’s men scattered, their shots wild, bullets whining into the smoke.

Rip seized the girl, hauling her onto his mare. “Hold fast!” Her fingers dug into his duster, her breath ragged but fierce. They galloped into the haze, the mare’s hooves pounding a desperate rhythm against the earth. Behind them, Pike’s curses mingled with the stallion’s scream—a sound like the canyon itself crying out, raw and eternal.

As they vanished into the labyrinth of sage and stone, Rip felt the weight of the girl’s gaze, her pain and fury a mirror to his own. He knew one truth as surely as the stars above: Gideon Pike’s shadow stretched far beyond this valley, tied to iron rails and whispered deals in territorial halls. The war had begun, not with a shot, but with a horse’s defiant charge.

And Rip Campbell, whether by fate or folly, was bound to ride it to its end.
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The desert stretched like a sea of shattered glass beneath a sickle moon, its dunes and sagebrush bathed in silver light that turned the world to shadow and bone. Thunder Gorge loomed ahead, its jagged walls rising like the ramparts of some forgotten fortress, carved by winds that sang of ancient sorrows. Rip Campbell urged his buckskin mare through the alkali flats, her hooves kicking up whispers of dust that hung in the cool night air. Behind him, the girl—Lone Feather, she’d spat through gritted teeth—clung to his duster, her breath sharp with pain from the bullet graze at her side. The mare’s flanks heaved, her strength waning under the weight of two riders and a relentless pace, but Rip drove her onward, the distant pop of gunfire fading into the vastness of the Texas night.

He reined up in the shadow of a gnarled mesquite, its branches twisted like the fingers of a penitent reaching for salvation. The mare’s ears flicked, her nostrils quivering at the faint scent of creosote and blood. Rip listened, his weathered hand resting on the Colt at his hip, its walnut grip cool against his calloused palm. No hoofbeats followed—not yet. Gideon Pike’s men would be licking their wounds, regrouping under their master’s lash, but Rip knew the outlaw’s wrath was a hound that never tired. He’d stolen Pike’s quarry, and that debt would be paid in blood.

Lone Feather slid from the mare, landing in a crouch that betrayed her warrior’s grace despite the wound. Moonlight caught the sheen of sweat on her brow, her braids swaying as she pressed a hand to her side. “Why save me, wasichu?” Her voice was a low blade, honed by distrust, the Comanche word for white man dripping with scorn.

Rip dismounted, his boots sinking into the soft earth. “Didn’t fancy seein’ you swing from Pike’s rope.” He uncorked his canteen, the stopper dangling from its rawhide cord, and offered it with a steady hand. “Name’s Rip. Reckon we’re stuck together till dawn.”

She caught the canteen but held it like a rattlesnake, her eyes never leaving his. “I’d have met death with my father’s lance.” Her words carried the weight of a vow, her gaze fierce as the prairie stars.

Rip’s mouth quirked, a ghost of a smile. “Brave words, sister, but the dead don’t sing vengeance.” He turned to the mare, checking her sweat-streaked flanks for wounds, his fingers tracing the familiar scars of old battles. The bullet graze on his own shoulder burned, a reminder of years spent outrunning his past—Washita, where he’d seen a child’s blood stain the snow, a sin he’d never wash clean. He rummaged in his saddlebag, the leather creaking, and pulled out a tin flask of whiskey, its bite a fleeting shield against the ghosts.

A rustle broke the silence. The click of a hammer.

Rip froze, the cold steel of his own Colt pressing against his spine. Lone Feather’s voice was a hiss, her grip unsteady but fierce. “You’re a fool to turn your back.”

He took a slow swig of whiskey, the burn steadying his pulse. “Reckon so.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his drawl soft as the desert wind. “But if you’re fixin’ to shoot, pull the hammer proper. Ain’t no half-measures in a kill.”

Her breath caught, a frustrated growl escaping as she realized her error. Rip turned, slow and deliberate, his eyes meeting hers. She held the gun wrong, her finger outside the trigger guard—a mistake of inexperience, not spirit. “You ain’t no warrior,” he said, his tone gentle as dusk.

Her pride flared like a struck flint. “I am Daughter of Iron Wolf!” Her voice trembled with the weight of her lineage, the Comanche chief whose name echoed in campfire tales.

“Then honor him.” Rip plucked the Colt from her grasp, its weight familiar as his own shadow. “Pike’s got a score of men, all meaner than a cornered puma. You want his scalp? You’ll need more than a stolen gun.”

A coyote’s yip pierced the night, too sharp, too close. Rip’s head snapped up, his hand tightening on the revolver. Not a coyote—a signal. Pike’s tracker, likely that mute Apache who rode in the outlaw’s shadow, was closing the net. Rip kicked dirt over their faint fire, the embers hissing like a dying prayer. “Mount up.”

Lone Feather stood her ground, her knife glinting in the moonlight. “The hawk does not ask the wind’s permission.”

Rip swung into the saddle, the mare snorting at his urgency. “Fine. Stay and dance with Pike’s dogs. That Apache’ll have you trussed before the stars fade.” He nudged the mare forward, her hooves crunching on gravel. “Hope you like his brand of mercy.”

Her defiance wavered, and she vaulted up behind him, her grip fierce but fleeting. A rifle shot splintered the mesquite beside them, the crack echoing off the canyon walls. Rip spurred the mare into a gallop, weaving through scrub and shadow as bullets chewed the earth. The moonlight turned the desert into a chessboard of light and dark, perfect for hiding, deadly for ambushes. He aimed for the black maw of Thunder Gorge, its labyrinth of stone their only chance.

Lone Feather shouted, her words lost in the wind. Rip glanced back, his heart lurching. Not just Pike’s men now—a shadow ran with them, a stallion black as sin, its mane a storm cloud, its stride unbroken despite the blood streaking its flanks. El Diablo. The beast’s eyes burned with a purpose no whip could tame, not chasing but running alongside, a comrade in this desperate flight.

“Lord’s sake,” Rip muttered, his voice swallowed by the mare’s labored breaths.

The gorge yawned ahead, its cliffs towering like sentinels of stone. Rip reined up at the edge, pebbles cascading into a hundred-foot abyss. The mare skidded, her hooves scrabbling on loose shale. Pike’s men closed in, their whoops sharp as knives. No turning back. Rip’s gaze found a narrow game trail spiraling down the canyon wall, barely wide enough for a horse’s courage.

“Hold tight,” he said, his voice steady as the stars.

He kicked the mare forward. The world narrowed to the clatter of hooves, the mare’s terrified snorts, the void clawing at their heels. Behind, El Diablo followed, his iron-shod shoes striking sparks from the rock, his presence a defiance of death itself. A bullet grazed the mare’s haunch, her scream piercing the night. Lone Feather’s arm hooked around Rip’s waist, her strength anchoring him as the mare stumbled but held.

They reached the canyon floor, plunging into a crevice as Pike’s curses rained from above. One raider tried the trail, his horse slipping with a scream that ended in silence. The hoofbeats retreated, Pike’s voice a venomous prayer on the wind. Rip exhaled, his pulse a drum in his ears. They’d bought time, but not much.

Lone Feather slid down, her knees buckling. Rip caught her, her scent of sage and blood sharp in the close air. El Diablo paced nearby, his ribs heaving, his gaze fixed on the darkness beyond. Rip reached out, slow and reverent. The stallion snorted, teeth bared, then wheeled and vanished into the night, a shadow among shadows.

Lone Feather’s laugh was brittle as dry grass. “Even the storm bends to no man.”

Rip watched the stallion’s trail fade, the moonlight pooling like quicksilver. “Not yet,” he said, loading his Colt with practiced hands. Dawn was coming, and with it, Gideon Pike’s hounds, hungry for vengeance.

But in the heart of Thunder Gorge, where the earth whispered of old wars and older spirits, Rip Campbell felt a stir of something fierce and free. The devil horse ran, and he would ride in its wake.
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The dawn broke over Thunder Gorge like a hymn unsung, its first light spilling gold across the canyon’s red walls, where ancient petroglyphs whispered tales of Comanche hunts and starlit spirits. Creosote and juniper scented the air, their fragrance mingling with the faint tang of blood and sweat that clung to Rip Campbell’s duster. He crouched beside his buckskin mare, her breath steady now, though the bullet graze on her haunch glistened raw beneath a makeshift poultice of crushed yarrow. The mare snorted, her ears flicking toward the narrow crevice where they’d taken shelter, a stone womb carved by floods older than memory. Rip’s fingers worked the leather of his saddlebag, pulling free a strip of jerky and a battered tin of salve, his movements deliberate, as if motion could quiet the ghosts that dogged him—Washita, Red Creek, and now this girl who burned with a fire he could not name.

Lone Feather knelt a few paces away, her hands deft despite the pain that etched her face. She’d torn a strip from her deerskin tunic to bind the wound at her side, but blood still seeped through, dark as the vengeance in her eyes. Before her, a small fire crackled, its flames fed by sagebrush and a single braid of sweetgrass, its smoke curling upward in a prayer Rip could not read. She murmured low, her voice a cadence of Comanche words—puha, the power of healing, woven with the name of her father, Iron Wolf. Her knife lay beside her, its blade catching the firelight, a silent vow that she was no mere healer but a warrior born of the plains.

Rip chewed the jerky, the salt sharp against his tongue. “That smoke’ll draw Pike’s dogs,” he said, his drawl soft as the dawn breeze. “Ain’t much cover in this gorge.”

Her eyes flicked to him, sharp as a hawk’s. “The wind carries my father’s spirit to the sky. You fear smoke, wasichu, but I fear silence.” She crushed a handful of dried herbs—pennyroyal, perhaps, or some Comanche root—into a tin cup, her fingers trembling only slightly as she poured water from Rip’s canteen. The mixture steamed, its scent bitter and wild, like the land itself.

Rip’s gaze lingered on her, tracing the resolve in her high cheekbones, the grief buried beneath her defiance. She was young, but the weight of her people’s ruin sat heavy on her shoulders, a burden he knew too well. He’d been twenty when he rode with Custer, a boy who thought glory came from a saber’s flash, not the screams of the dying. The memory tightened his chest, and he looked away, his eyes finding the canyon’s rim, where a vulture wheeled against the paling sky.

“You got a name, sister?” he asked, breaking the silence. “Lone Feather’s a title, not a callin’.”

She stirred the herbal brew, her lips a thin line. “My name is for the wind, not your tongue.” Her voice softened, almost imperceptibly. “But you may call me Nika.”

“Nika.” Rip tested the word, its syllables strange yet fitting, like a stone smoothed by a river. “Reckon it suits you.”

A faint rustle stirred the gorge, not wind but something heavier, deliberate. Rip’s hand dropped to his Colt, the hammer’s click loud in the stillness. Nika froze, her knife gleaming as she rose, silent as a shadow. The mare’s ears flattened, her hooves shifting on the shale. Rip scanned the crevice’s mouth, where sunlight carved a blade of gold through the stone. A shadow moved—too large for a man, too swift for a horse.

El Diablo.

The stallion emerged from the dawn’s haze, his black coat dappled with sweat and dust, his mane a tangled banner of defiance. Blood crusted his flank, a wound from Pike’s bullets, yet he stood tall, his eyes glinting with a fire that seemed to draw the morning’s light. He was no mere beast, but a tempest bound in sinew, a creature of the Comanche’s whispered legends—son of the storm, bearer of their grief. Rip’s pulse quickened, not with fear but awe, as if the canyon itself had birthed this horse to challenge the heavens.

Nika’s breath caught, her knife lowering. “Tąąʼííʼąąʼí,” she whispered, the Comanche word for sacred horse, her voice thick with reverence. She stepped forward, her wound forgotten, and extended a hand, palm up, as if offering a piece of her soul. El Diablo snorted, his muzzle twitching, but he did not shy away. His hoof pawed the earth, striking sparks from the stone, a rhythm like a war drum calling the dead to rise.

Rip watched, his Colt still drawn, though he knew no bullet could tame this beast. “He’s hurt,” he said, his voice low. “Needs tendin’, same as you.”

Nika’s eyes narrowed, but she nodded, dipping her fingers into the herbal brew. She approached the stallion, her movements slow, her voice a soft chant that seemed to weave the canyon’s echoes into a lullaby. El Diablo’s ears flicked, his massive frame still, as if her touch carried the weight of her people’s trust. She smeared the salve across his wound, her hands steady despite the stallion’s restless power, and Rip saw it then—the healer’s gift, the puha she wielded like a blade against despair.

A distant shout shattered the moment, coarse and human, followed by the clatter of hooves on the canyon rim. Pike’s men, their voices laced with the hunger of predators circling a wounded herd. Rip kicked dirt over the fire, the sweetgrass smoke curling like a ghost into the dawn. “Time’s up,” he said, holstering his Colt and swinging onto the mare. “Can you ride?”

Nika’s jaw tightened, her knife sheathed with a snap. “The coyote does not ask the hunter




















