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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  










The Oregon sun, a molten coin in the vast, bleached-blue canvas of the sky, beat down on the raw timber and dusty thoroughfares of Bend. It was a town clawing its existence from the high desert, a place where the scent of pine resin from the mills mingled with the sharper tang of dust, horseflesh, and the ever-present undercurrent of stale beer and desperation wafting from the batwing doors of its numerous saloons. Wagons creaked, iron tires grinding against the packed earth, and the sporadic clang of a smithy’s hammer punctuated the afternoon’s simmering heat.

Rip Campbell rode into this crucible of nascent civilization not with a swagger, but with the quiet, coiled stillness of a man who had learned that survival often meant being the least noticed wolf in the pack. His horse, a deep-chested roan with the grit of long trails etched into its lean flanks, moved with a ground-eating gait that spoke of endurance. Campbell himself was cut from similar cloth. He was a man whose age was difficult to pinpoint; his face, shadowed by the brim of a stained Stetson, was a roadmap of hard miles and harder decisions, tanned to the color of old leather by sun and wind. His eyes, the grey of a winter sky before a storm, missed nothing, constantly sifting the ebb and flow of the street, the faces in doorways, the men lounging on boardwalks. A Colt Peacemaker, its walnut grip worn smooth by long acquaintance, rode low on his right hip, tied down in the manner of a man who expected to need it in a hurry.

He’d come to Bend for supplies, a brief respite before pushing further into the lonely, formidable country that lay eastward. He had no quarrel with the town, nor it with him, so he thought. But trouble, like a carrion bird, had a way of scenting Rip Campbell, no matter how low he kept his profile.

He’d just exited the mercantile, the weight of a sack holding fresh coffee, beans, and a small tin of peaches a welcome burden, when he saw him. Marshal Dan Lassiter.

Lassiter was a man carved from granite and duty. He wasn’t tall, but he possessed a solidity, a rootedness that made him seem larger than his physical stature. His vest was unbuttoned over a faded blue shirt, revealing the glint of a star pinned there, a small, potent symbol of the law in a lawless land. His face was square, sunburned, with a jaw that looked like it could crack walnuts, and his eyes, steady and direct, were currently fixed on Rip Campbell with an unwavering intensity. He stood near the corner of the assayer’s office, thumbs hooked in his gun belt, not in a gesture of aggression, but of readiness. He knew Campbell; the recognition was stark and immediate in those unblinking eyes. And Campbell knew him, by reputation if not by sight – a lawman who didn’t scare, didn’t bribe, and didn’t quit.

A hush seemed to fall over their small section of the street. A dog, previously intent on a discarded bone, slunk away. Men who had been talking in low tones suddenly found reasons to move inside or further down the boardwalk. Campbell felt the familiar prickle on his neck, the tightening in his gut. He didn’t alter his stride, didn’t betray the sudden tension that sang through his nerves. He just continued towards his horse, hitched a few storefronts down.

“Campbell!”

Lassiter’s voice was not loud, but it cut through the afternoon air like a honed blade. It wasn’t a question, but a summons.

Rip stopped. Slowly, he turned, the sack of supplies still held in his left hand. He faced the marshal, his own expression unreadable. “Marshal,” he acknowledged, his voice a low rumble.

“Figured those posters out of Wyoming might’ve exaggerated,” Lassiter said, his gaze never leaving Campbell’s. “But I reckon not. You’re a long way from Cheyenne, Rip.”

“A man’s got a right to travel, Lassiter. Last I heard, this was still free country.” Campbell’s eyes flicked momentarily, taking in the marshal’s stance, the way his right hand rested near the butt of his holstered Colt.

“Free for some. Not so free for men with a price on their head for murder, bank robbery, and general hell-raising,” Lassiter countered, his voice hardening. “I’ve got a warrant here, Campbell, duly sworn. Says you’re to be brought in, dead or alive. I’d prefer alive, but that’s largely your decision to make.”

The air crackled. Campbell could feel the sweat trickling down his spine, the oppressive heat suddenly more intense. He knew this dance. He’d danced it before. “Warrants can be mistaken things, Marshal. Full of lies penned by frightened men.”

“This one feels pretty solid to me,” Lassiter stated, his hand dropping a fraction closer to his gun. “Now, are you going to unbuckle that gun belt, or are we going to settle this in the dust?”

Campbell weighed his options, a lifetime of such calculations flashing through his mind. Lassiter wasn’t a man to be bluffed. Surrender meant a rope, or a slow death in some territorial prison. He’d sworn he’d never see the inside of another cage. His eyes, cold and hard as agates, met Lassiter’s. The sack of supplies dropped from his left hand with a soft thud, kicking up a small puff of ochre dust. It was his only answer.

The world seemed to explode in a heartbeat.

Lassiter, for all his stocky build, moved with a speed that belied his frame. His hand blurred towards his holster, the practiced motion of a thousand draws. But Rip Campbell had survived this long because he was more than just fast; he was instinct, honed to a razor’s edge by a life lived on the precipice.

Campbell’s right hand was a tawny streak, sweeping down, fingers closing around the familiar, reassuring shape of his Peacemaker. The oiled mechanism of the draw was a fluid, deadly ballet. Metal whispered against leather.

The two guns roared almost as one, the concussions slamming against the storefronts, sending a flock of pigeons scattering from the eaves of the hotel. Dust kicked up between them as Lassiter’s first shot went a fraction wide, splintering the wooden post Campbell had stood beside moments before.

Campbell felt a searing, white-hot poker tear through his left side, just above the belt. The force of it spun him half around, a gasp torn from his throat. For an instant, the street, the sky, the hard face of the marshal, all blurred into a kaleidoscope of pain and shocked surprise. He stumbled, his left hand instinctively clamping over the burning wound, feeling the sudden, slick warmth of blood.

But even as the agony bit deep, his own gun was bucking in his hand. He’d fired on pure reflex, his sights aligning with the center of Lassiter’s chest as he completed his draw. Through the haze of his own hurt, he saw the marshal jolt, a look of stunned disbelief flashing across his rugged features. Lassiter took a step back, then another, his own gun wavering. A dark stain blossomed on his blue shirt, spreading with alarming speed. He tried to raise his weapon again, a grimace of effort and pain twisting his lips, but the strength seemed to be deserting him. His knees buckled, and he went down, first to one knee, then sprawling forward into the unforgiving dust of Bend’s main street, his Colt clattering beside him.

For a stretched second, Rip Campbell stood swaying, the acrid scent of burnt powder filling his nostrils, the roar of the shots still echoing in his ears. The fire in his side was a living thing, consuming him. He knew the wound was bad. He could feel the lifeblood pumping out, hot and urgent.

He had to move.

Ignoring the shouting that had erupted from onlookers, the doors now spilling curious and fearful faces, Campbell lurched towards his roan. Every step was an agony, his vision tunneling. He grabbed the saddle horn, his knuckles white, and hauled himself aboard. The horse, spooked by the gunfire, sidestepped nervously but held.

He wheeled the roan, casting one last look at the fallen marshal, a still figure in the sun-baked street. Then, digging his heels into the horse’s flanks, he sent it lunging forward, away from the town, away from the law, towards the vast, indifferent sanctuary of the open desert. Behind him, the sounds of Bend – the shouts, the running feet, the sudden, horrified silence – began to fade as he galloped eastward, a wounded wolf fleeing into the wilderness, the taste of blood and dust bitter in his mouth.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  






“Just a little further, blast it,” Rip Campbell rasped, the words a dry friction in his throat. His own voice sounded distant, alien, nearly drowned by the rhythmic thunder of his roan’s hooves against the sun-hardened earth.


He was a man running, not just from the freshly spilled blood in Bend, but from a lifetime of shadows that clung to him like desert dust. Each league eastward was meant to be a league further from Marshal Dan Lassiter’s still form and the accusing eyes of the townsfolk. Yet, distance alone couldn’t erase the searing fire that clawed at his left side. The bullet had torn through him with vicious intent. It was a ragged, burning protest against his desperate flight.

The roan, a beast of staunch heart and incredible stamina, responded to the pressure of his heels. It stretched its neck, ears flattened against the wind that Rip’s own flight generated. The animal’s breath came in great, shuddering gasps. Its coat, once a rich, dusty red, was now dark with sweat, lathered white where the reins and saddle leather rubbed. Campbell leaned low over its neck. He tried to become one with the horse, to minimize wind resistance, to urge it on with the sheer force of his will.

The high desert of eastern Oregon unspooled around them. It was a vast, unforgiving tableau of sagebrush, juniper, and volcanic rock. The terrain was broken by sudden arroyos. These dry, sandy washes offered momentary concealment but also threatened to snap a horse’s leg with a misplaced step. Campbell used them when he could. He’d plunge into their dusty depths, follow their winding courses for a mile or two, then burst out onto the flats again, hoping to break the relentless line of his trail. He knew Lassiter was a popular man. A posse would be forming even now, if it wasn’t already breathing down his neck.

He risked a fleeting glance over his shoulder. The horizon behind him was a shimmering line of heat haze. There was no visible pursuit, but that meant little. A skilled tracker could follow a single horse across this arid expanse for days. He had to assume they were coming.

The pain in his side was a relentless, throbbing drumbeat. He’d managed to stuff a strip torn from his kerchief into the wound during a brief, jolting pause where the roan had snatched at a mouthful of dry grass. It was a poor substitute for a proper bandage. Already, he could feel the fresh, warm slickness soaking through his shirt again. His vision would swim at times. A cold sweat, unrelated to the desert heat, beaded on his forehead.

He guided the roan with his knees, his hands occupied with clinging to the saddle horn and pressing against the fiery torment in his flank. He needed to think. East was the general direction, but a straight line was a fool’s path when hunted. Nevada lay to the south and east. It was a wilder territory, less settled, with more places for a man to disappear. He veered the roan slightly southward, aiming for a distant, broken line of hills that promised rougher country, harder tracking.

As the sun climbed higher, becoming a merciless white fire in the sky, the heat and the blood loss began to take a more serious toll. A light-headedness assailed him. The sagebrush seemed to waver and distort. It was in one of these moments, as the landscape shimmered like water, that the memory ambushed him. It came unbidden, sharp and visceral, triggered by the metallic taste of blood in his mouth and the burning ache in his side.


He was younger then, not by much, but the lines on his face were fewer, his eyes perhaps a shade less haunted. He was holed up in a box canyon in the Arizona Strip. A posse, led by a vindictive rancher whose prize bull Campbell had ‘accidentally’ rustled during a lean winter, had him pinned. For three days they’d exchanged sporadic gunfire. His water was gone. His ammunition was dwindling.

“Campbell!” The rancher’s voice, amplified by the canyon walls, echoed like the crack of doom. “We know you’re in there! Thirsty, ain’t ya? Hungry? Come on out, and we’ll make it quick!”

He’d pressed himself flatter against the scorching rock. His lips were cracked. His tongue felt like a swollen piece of wood. He remembered the desperation, the feeling of the trap closing. He’d made a break for it under the indifferent stars of a moonless night. It was a wild, chaotic scramble over loose rock, bullets whining past his ears, ricocheting off the canyon walls with angry, spitting sounds. One slug had plucked at his sleeve. Another had kicked dirt into his eyes. He’d reached his horse, a wiry buckskin then, and had ridden it into the ground, escaping by the thinnest of margins, leaving a trail of exhausted possemen cursing in his wake. But the fear, the raw, primal terror of being cornered, had branded itself onto his soul.


The memory dissolved, leaving Campbell trembling, the reins slick in his sweating palms. That was the feeling he had now. The walls of the world were closing in. He was a target, stark and solitary against the immense, uncaring canvas of the desert. The paranoia, always a quiet companion, now screamed in his mind. Every shadow seemed to lengthen, to take on the shape of a pursuing rider. Every gust of wind sounded like the distant drumming of hooves.

He urged the roan onward, his voice a harsh croak. “Faster, boy, faster.”

The line of broken hills that had been his southern beacon was closer now, perhaps another hour’s hard ride. They offered the promise of shade, perhaps even water if he was lucky, and a maze of canyons to lose himself in. But the roan was faltering. Its powerful strides were becoming



















