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Chapter One
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Cole Ransom first saw Prairie Bend from the high ridge just before sunset.

He pulled his horse to a stop and studied the narrow valley below. A thin river curved through the grass, bending around a lone cabin that sat close against a stand of cottonwoods. Smoke rose from the chimney in a quiet gray ribbon.

Behind him another rider climbed the ridge.

Jed Fallon rode up and squinted toward the valley.

“That the place?” he asked.

Cole nodded slowly.

“Looks like it.”

Jed leaned forward in the saddle.

“Not much of a town.”

“It isn’t.”

The valley held only the cabin, a small corral, and a stretch of pasture that ran down to the river bend. No barn. No other houses. Just one lonely homestead sitting in a wide piece of country.

Jed studied the ground below.

“Funny thing.”

“What?”

“No cattle.”

Cole noticed it too.

For a ranch sitting on good grass, the pasture looked empty.

“Maybe they moved the herd,” Cole said.

Jed shrugged.

“Maybe.”

They started down the ridge.

The trail wound through scrub brush before opening into the valley floor. As they approached the cabin, a man stepped into the yard.

He held a rifle.

Cole stopped his horse about thirty yards away.

“We’re just riding through,” he said.

The man didn’t lower the rifle.

“You picked a bad valley.”

Jed tipped his hat slightly.

“Bad how?”

The stranger studied them carefully before answering.

“Gunmen rode through here yesterday.”

Cole glanced at the empty hills surrounding the valley.

“Looking for something?”

The man nodded toward the cabin.

“Looking to take it.”

Jed frowned.

“That’s bold.”

The stranger lowered the rifle a few inches.

“Name’s Ben Carter.”

Cole swung down from the saddle.

“Cole Ransom.”

Jed followed.

“Jed Fallon.”

Carter watched them the way a man watched strangers who might become trouble.

“You boys passing through?”

“That was the plan,” Cole said.

Carter glanced toward the southern hills.

“Well... plans change.”

Cole followed his gaze.

“What’s out there?”

Carter’s voice turned quiet.

“Rafe Calder.”

Jed frowned.

“The cattle buyer?”

Carter laughed once, without humor.

“That’s what he calls himself.”

Cole studied the valley again.

“What does he want with this place?”

Carter pointed toward the river bend.

“Water.”

The evening wind moved softly across the grass.

Cole nodded slowly.

Water was worth more than gold in dry country.

“Calder offer to buy?”

Carter’s expression hardened.

“He offered.”

“And?”

“I said no.”

Jed rubbed his jaw.

“And that’s when the gunmen came.”

Carter nodded.

“They’ll be back too.”

Cole looked across the quiet valley once more.

The cabin.

The empty pasture.

The lonely bend in the river.

Then he looked back at Carter.

“When?”

Carter’s eyes drifted toward the southern trail.

“Soon.”

Behind them the sun slipped lower behind the ridge.

Long shadows stretched across Prairie Bend.

And somewhere out beyond those hills—

Rafe Calder’s riders were already on the trail.
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The sun dropped behind the ridge and the valley darkened quickly.

Cole Ransom tied his horse beside the corral while Jed Fallon watered the animals at the river bend. The small homestead looked even lonelier in the fading light.

Ben Carter stood near the cabin door, watching the southern hills.

“They usually ride in just after dark,” he said.

Cole glanced toward the empty trail.

“How many?”

“Depends on the day,” Carter replied. “Sometimes five. Sometimes ten.”

Jed returned from the river, wiping his hands on his coat.

“Calder must want this valley bad.”

Carter nodded.

“That bend in the river holds water year-round. Only place for thirty miles where a herd can drink through summer.”

Cole looked across the grassland again.

Good pasture.

Good water.

Worth fighting for.

“Why didn’t you leave?” Jed asked.

Carter didn’t answer right away.

Instead he looked toward the cabin window where a woman stood inside with a young boy beside her.

“My family built this place,” he said quietly.

Jed nodded.

“Fair enough.”

Cole rested his elbow on the corral rail.

“You say they rode through yesterday?”

Carter nodded.

“Burned the Miller cabin two miles east.”

Jed frowned.

“Anyone hurt?”

“The Millers left before the fire.”

Cole looked back toward the hills.

“And the sheriff?”

“Town’s two days south.”

Jed chuckled softly.

“Funny how law always lives two days away from trouble.”

The wind shifted across the valley grass.

For a moment everything was still.

Then Jed froze.

“You hear that?”

Cole lifted his head.

Hoofbeats.

Distant.

But coming closer.

Carter’s grip tightened on his rifle.

“They’re early.”

Cole reached for the Winchester leaning against the fence.

“How many?”

Carter listened carefully.

“More than yesterday.”

Jed stepped up onto the porch and looked toward the darkening trail.

Shapes appeared against the fading sky.

Riders.

A lot of them.

Jed whistled quietly.

“That’s no visit.”

Cole chambered a round in the rifle.

“No.”

Carter stepped beside him.

“You boys don’t have to stay.”

Cole watched the riders spreading across the ridge above the valley.

Too many to count in the fading light.

Jed spoke from the porch.

“Looks like we’re staying anyway.”

The riders started down the hill.

Dust rolled behind them as they came toward the cabin.

At their front rode a tall man in a dark coat.

Even from a distance the way he sat in the saddle told the story.

Ben Carter whispered the name like a warning.

“Calder.”

Cole lifted the rifle to the fence rail.

“Well,” he said calmly...

“Guess Prairie Bend’s about to get noisy.”
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Chapter Three
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The riders spread across the valley as they came down the slope.

Cole Ransom counted quickly.

Ten... maybe twelve.

Too many for a friendly visit.

Dust rolled behind them in the fading light while the horses picked their way down the hill toward the cabin.

Jed Fallon stepped off the porch and rested one boot on the lower step.

“Looks like Mr. Calder brought the whole outfit.”

Ben Carter stood beside the corral fence, gripping his rifle tight.

“They burned the Miller place with half that number.”

Cole kept his Winchester steady on the fence rail.

“Let’s see what they want first.”

The riders slowed as they approached the homestead.

Then one man rode ahead of the others.

Tall.

Black coat.

Calm in the saddle.

Rafe Calder.

He stopped his horse about thirty yards from the cabin.

“Well now,” Calder called.

His voice carried easily across the quiet valley.

“Looks like Prairie Bend picked up a couple of strangers.”

Cole didn’t answer.

Jed tilted his hat slightly.

“Just passing through.”

Calder’s eyes moved from one man to the other.

“Passing through seems to take a long time these days.”

Carter stepped forward.

“This land isn’t for sale.”

Calder smiled faintly.

“You’re still thinking about that?”

Cole watched the riders behind him.

Several held rifles across their saddles.

None of them looked like they planned on talking long.

Calder shrugged.

“I made you a fair offer.”

“You made a threat,” Carter replied.

Calder sighed.

“You settlers always make things difficult.”

Jed rested his hand near his revolver.

“Funny thing about folks who live somewhere.”

“What’s that?” Calder asked.

“They tend to stay.”

A few of the riders chuckled.

Calder’s smile faded.

His eyes settled on Cole.

“You the one planning to stop me?”

Cole shrugged slightly.

“Maybe.”

The valley grew quiet.

The wind moved softly through the grass.

Calder studied him for a moment.

Then he nodded toward the cabin.

“You know how this ends.”

Cole didn’t move.

“Maybe.”

Calder leaned forward in the saddle.

“I’ll give you one chance.”

Jed raised an eyebrow.

“That’s generous.”

Calder pointed toward the northern trail.

“You ride out of this valley tonight.”

His voice hardened.

“Or tomorrow morning I burn that cabin and bury anyone standing near it.”

The words hung in the evening air.

Cole lifted the rifle slightly.

“I guess we’re staying the night.”

Jed grinned.

“Looks that way.”

For a long moment Calder stared at them.

Then he laughed once.

“You boys must like trouble.”

Cole met his eyes.

“Only when it comes looking.”

Calder turned his horse slowly.

“We’ll see how much you like it tomorrow.”

He raised a hand.

The riders wheeled their horses and began riding back toward the ridge.

Dust followed them into the darkening hills.

Jed watched them disappear.

“Well,” he said quietly.

“That didn’t go great.”

Cole lowered the rifle.

“No.”

Ben Carter looked at the empty trail.

“They’ll come back.”

Cole nodded.

“Yes.”

Jed rested his hand on his revolver.

“Tomorrow morning.”

The valley grew still again as the last light faded from the sky.

And somewhere beyond the hills, Rafe Calder’s riders were already planning how to burn Prairie Bend.
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