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Zack Ledlie held the Winchester across his lap, fingers tracing the worn stock where thirty years of sunlight had bleached the wood pale. The rifle hadn’t fired at a man since ‘92, when the rustlers came through Windy River valley thinking two aging ranchers would roll over.

“You remember that?” Zack nodded at the shotgun chaps hanging on the wall, stiff with ancient blood.

Mace Baxter followed his gaze. “Turner. Had him dead to rights at two hundred yards.”

“Five hundred.”

“The hell it was.”

“I paced it after.” Zack set the rifle aside and lifted his whiskey. “Five hundred and change.”

Mace drank, said nothing. The leather chair creaked under his weight. Outside, the afternoon sun hammered the Lazy L ranch house, turning the air thick and still.

“Got a letter from that bank in Denver,” Zack said. “Wanting to know my interest in selling.”

“Which bank?”

“First Territorial.”

“They wrote me too.” Mace set his glass on the side table. “Hank Sneed’s been around again. Third time this month.”

“That land speculator?”

“Calls himself a developer now. Says he’s got Eastern money looking to invest. Cattle prices what they are, he figures we’re ready to pack it in.”

Zack looked at his friend. They’d ridden together since before the valley had a name, back when Comanche still held the high country and every water source got paid for in blood. Mace had gone gray first, but Zack’s face carried more scars.

“You thinking about it?”

“No.” Mace pulled a cigar from his vest. “You?”

“No.”

They sat in the silence that comes from knowing a man thirty years. The kind where nothing needs saying.

Zack’s mind drifted to his son. Jeff would’ve been twenty-three now, old enough to take over the Lazy L, young enough to still think he knew everything. The diamondback had crawled into his bedroll two summers back, and they’d found him at dawn already cold.

Mary had been gone twenty-three years before that. Cancer took her slow, and Zack had watched every day of it.

The ranch felt large now. Empty.

“Sneed said something about the water table dropping,” Mace said. “Claimed he had survey reports.”

“Survey reports.” Zack snorted. “Kaw Creek never ran dry in living memory.”

“That’s what I told him.”

“Man’s a snake.”

“Won’t argue that.”

Boot heels sounded in the hallway. The door swung open and Bernita Baxter walked in, pulling off her riding gloves. Dust covered her from hat to boots, and she wore men’s range clothes like she’d been born to them.

“Still trading war stories?” She hung her hat on the rack. “I thought you two would’ve run out by now.”

“We were discussing business,” Mace said.

“Sneed?”

“How’d you know?”

“He stopped me on the road. Wanted to know if I might convince my father to consider his ‘generous offer.’” She made the last part sound like a curse. “I told him where he could put his offer.”

Zack laughed. “That’s my goddaughter.”

“He’s persistent, I’ll give him that.” Bernita crossed to the window. “Saw three of his men surveying near the north section yesterday. When I asked what they were doing, they said checking fence lines.”

“On my land?”

“Claimed it was county easement.”

Mace stood. “I’ll ride over there tomorrow and—”

The gunshot cracked sharp across the valley.

Zack was on his feet, Winchester in hand before the echo faded. Mace already had his Colt out, moving toward the door. Bernita stayed at the window.

“Rider coming in hard,” she said. “One horse, no pursuit I can see.”

They stepped onto the porch. Heat rolled off the packed earth. A horseman tore down the slope, bent low in the saddle, dust plume streaming behind. His right hand held a Colt, but he kept looking back over his shoulder.

“You know him?” Mace asked.

“No.”

The rider wheeled toward the corral, a big round pen with eight-foot rails. He hit the ground running, reached for the catch-rope hanging on the gatepost.

“Hey!” Zack brought the Winchester up. “That’s far enough.”

The young man turned. Early twenties, lean as a whip, with eyes that calculated distances. He’d been running hard but his breathing came steady. His hand moved toward the holstered Colt.

Zack fired. Dust jumped between the stranger’s boots.

The young man’s hands came up empty.

They closed the distance fast, Zack keeping the rifle centered on the stranger’s chest while Mace circled right, cutting off any escape toward the horses. Bernita hung back but her hand rested on the small revolver she carried.

“Stealing horses now?” Zack kept his voice level. “Awful young for it.”

“Not stealing. Trading.” The young man’s voice carried an edge, like he’d already decided how this would go and didn’t much care for it. “Mine’s used up. Got rustlers on my trail.”

“Rustlers.” Mace spat the word. “Where?”

“Were skylined two minutes ago.”

Bernita moved to where she could see the ridgeline. “Six riders. They’ve stopped.”

“Now they’re turning back,” the young man said. “Figure they saw the ranch house, decided it wasn’t worth it.”

“Worth what?” Zack lowered the rifle an inch. “What’d you do to them?”

“Killed two of their friends. They killed mine first.”

Mace studied the young man’s horse. He walked over, ran a hand down the animal’s neck, checked its legs. “This horse isn’t blown. Got plenty left.”

“Didn’t know how far to town. Couldn’t risk it.”

“Three miles to Lone Cedar,” Mace said. “Straight shot.”

The young man’s jaw worked. He looked at the horse, then at Zack. “My mistake then.”

“You got a name?” Zack asked.

“Rip Campbell.”

“Where you from, Rip Campbell?”

“Alamo County. Brought sixty head of whiteface up this way, looking for decent graze. Found a gulch about ten miles north. Rustlers hit us at dawn.”

Zack felt something shift in his chest. A young man alone with a small herd, trying to make his start. Just like he’d been once. Just like Jeff might’ve been.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-one.”

“My son would’ve been about your age.”

Mace shot Zack a look but said nothing.

Rip Campbell met Zack’s eyes. “I feel low about the horse. Wasn’t thinking straight after watching them gun down Jerry. That was my hired man.”

“You said you killed two of them?”

“Yes sir.”

“Good.” Zack lowered the Winchester. “I’ll get some men together. We’ll ride back to that gulch, see about your cattle.”

“Just like that?”

“You got a problem with help?”

“No sir.”

Mace’s voice came hard. “I got a problem with it. We don’t know this man from Adam. Could be he killed his partner himself, stole the cattle, and now he’s spinning stories.”

Zack turned. “That what you think?”

“I think it’s damned convenient.”

The two old ranchers stared at each other while the sun beat down and the stranger stood with his hands still raised, watching something break apart that had been solid for thirty years.
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Three Lazy L hands came in from the north range trailing dust and questions. Pete Quinlan, the foreman, swung down first. He wore angora chaps and had the build of a man who’d spent forty years in the saddle.

“Heard shooting,” Quinlan said.

“We got company.” Zack gestured at Rip Campbell. “Says rustlers hit his herd up in Tortilla Gulch. Killed his partner.”

Quinlan looked Rip over the way a man examines a horse he’s thinking about buying. “You trust him?”

“I do.”

“I don’t.” Mace hadn’t holstered his Colt. “Story’s got more holes than a rotted fence.”

“What holes?” Bernita asked.

“His horse isn’t winded. He claims he didn’t know the distance to town, but Lone Cedar’s the only settlement for fifty miles. Any man driving cattle through here would know that.”

Rip lowered his hands. “I came up from the south. Never saw the town.”

“Bull.” Mace pointed his pistol at the ground. “South route passes right through Lone Cedar’s main street.”

“We circled it. Heard there was trouble between homesteaders and ranchers. Didn’t want to get caught in the middle.”

Quinlan spat tobacco juice. “He’s got an answer for everything.”

“Let me see your bill of sale,” Mace said.

Rip’s hand went to his vest pocket, came out with a folded paper. Mace snatched it, smoothed it flat. His eyes scanned the document.

“Diamond M brand. Sixty head purchased in Alamo County two months back.” Mace held the paper up to the light. “Could be forged.”

“Could be real,” Zack said.

“Could be he killed the real Rip Campbell and took his papers.”

“That’s quite a theory.”

“It’s a theory that keeps us breathing.”

Zack took the bill of sale, examined it himself. The paper showed wear, the ink had that settled look of age. “Seems legitimate to me.”

“Of course it does. You want it to be.” Mace turned on him. “Your boy’s been dead two years, Zack. This saddle tramp shows up with a hard luck story and you’re ready to adopt him.”

The words hung in the air like gun smoke.

Zack’s face went still. When he spoke his voice came out flat and cold. “That’s low, even for you.”

“It’s the truth.”

“The truth is a young man needs help. We used to be the kind of men who gave it.”

“We also used to be the kind of men who stayed alive by not trusting strangers.”

Bernita stepped between them. “Both of you stop. Right now.” She looked at Rip. “You said rustlers took your cattle?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“How many?”

“I counted eight. Two dead now, if I hit what I aimed at.”

“Six men driving sixty head won’t get far before dark,” Bernita said. “Not in this country. If we ride now, we can catch them at the gulch or track them if they moved on.”

Quinlan nodded. “Girl’s got a point.”

“She’s not going,” Mace said.

“I wasn’t asking permission.”

Mace’s face colored. “You’ll do what I tell you.”

“I’m twenty-three years old, Dad. I’ll do what makes sense.” She turned to Zack. “If his cattle are there, he’s telling the truth. If they’re not, we turn him over to the sheriff. Either way, we get answers.”

Zack holstered his Colt. “Quinlan, get two more men. We ride in ten minutes.”

“The hell we do.” Mace grabbed Zack’s arm. “You’re not thinking straight.”

Zack pulled free. “I’m thinking fine.”

“You’re thinking with your grief. This boy could be leading us into an ambush.”

“Then stay here.”

“I’m going,” Mace said. “Somebody needs to keep you from getting killed over sentiment.”

Quinlan headed for the bunkhouse. The other two hands followed. Rip stood by the corral gate, watching the old ranchers face each other like bull elk in rut.

“Appreciate the help,” Rip said. “Both of you.”

“Don’t thank us yet,” Mace told him. “You show us an empty gulch and I’ll put a rope around your neck myself.”

They saddled up. Zack rode a big roan that had carried him through three range wars. Mace favored a black gelding with a white blaze. Quinlan and his men brought spare ammunition and rifles. Bernita checked her cinch twice, tightened it, swung aboard a paint mare that danced under her weight.

Rip mounted his horse and took point. “Tortilla Gulch is north by northwest. Hour’s ride, maybe less.”

They set out across the valley, seven riders in loose formation. The sun had started its fall toward the western peaks. Shadows stretched long across the bunch grass.

“You run cattle alone?” Zack asked, pulling alongside Rip.

“Had Jerry with me. Good man. Sixty years old if he was a day, but he could still wrangle.”

“Where’d you know him from?”

“Worked a drive together three years back. Galveston to Dodge.”

“Long drive.”

“It was that.”

Zack watched Rip’s face. The young man kept his eyes forward, scanning the horizon. His right hand never strayed far from his gun.

“You shoot much?” Zack asked.

“Some.”

“Kill men before today?”

Rip looked at him. “Is that what you’re asking? Whether I’ve killed?”

“It’s what I’m asking.”

“Yes. I’ve killed.”

“How many?”

“More than one. Fewer than ten.”

“That’s quite a range.”

“It’s the truth.”

They rode in silence. Behind them, Mace talked low to Quinlan. The foreman kept glancing at Rip’s back.

“He doesn’t trust easy,” Zack said.

“Can’t blame him. World’s full of wolves.”

“You a wolf, Rip Campbell?”

“Used to be, maybe. Trying not to be now.”

Zack considered that. “Fair answer.”

The land rose toward the gulch country, limestone breaks cutting through the prairie like knife wounds. Patches of oak and juniper clung to the slopes. A hawk circled high overhead, riding thermals.

Bernita moved her paint up on Rip’s other side. “This partner of yours. Jerry. He have family?”

“A sister in San Antonio.”

“You plan to tell her?”

“I plan to.”

“That’s good. Some men wouldn’t.”

“I’m not some men.”

She studied him. “No. I don’t think you are.”

Mace called out from behind. “Nita, drop back here.”

“I’m fine where I am.”

“I said drop back.”

She ignored him. Rip caught the muscle working in her jaw.

“Your father’s protective,” Rip said.

“My father treats me like I’m twelve.”

“Could be he lost someone too. Makes a person hold tight to what’s left.”

She looked at him different then, something shifting in her eyes. “You’re smarter than you look, Mr. Campbell.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, Miss Baxter.”

Quinlan spurred forward, split them apart. “Save the courting for later. We got company.”

Six riders sat their horses on the ridge ahead. Too far to make out faces, but the silhouettes showed rifles across their saddles. They watched the Lazy L group approach, then turned and disappeared over the crest.

“That them?” Zack asked.

“Hard to say.” Rip kept his hand near his gun. “Could be.”

“Could be a lot of things,” Mace said. “None of them good.”

They climbed the last hundred yards. The gulch opened below, a long slash in the earth with steep sides and a thin stream running through the bottom. And there, scattered across the slopes, sixty head of whiteface cattle grazed in the evening light.

“I’ll be damned,” Quinlan said.
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They found Jerry’s body a quarter mile from the wagon, face down in the alkali dust. Two bullets in the back. Flies had already started their work.

Rip knelt beside him, removed his hat. “He ran when I told him to. Should’ve stayed and fought.”

“Then you’d both be dead,” Quinlan said.

“Maybe.”

Zack surveyed the gulch. Spent brass littered the ground near the wagon. Blood stained the rocks where Rip claimed he’d dropped two rustlers. But no bodies.

“Their friends took them,” Rip said, reading Zack’s expression. “Didn’t want them identified.”

Mace climbed down from his horse, walked the perimeter. He picked up a cartridge, examined it, tossed it aside. Picked up another.

“These are fresh. Fired this morning.” He moved to the cattle, checked their flanks. “Brand’s clean. No sign of road wear on these animals either.”

“I told you. Two months from Alamo County.”

“Hundred miles, you said?” Mace ran his hand over a heifer’s hide. “These cattle haven’t been pushed that far. They’re in too good a condition.”

“We took it slow. Had time.”

“Time and grass don’t put this much fat on stock.” Mace turned to Zack. “He’s lying about something.”

Zack studied the cattle himself. Mace had a point. The whitefaces looked too good, their coats glossy, their weight solid. Like they’d been on rich graze for months, not trailing across dry country.

“Maybe they found better feed than expected,” Bernita said.

“Maybe.” Mace didn’t sound convinced. “Or maybe these cattle came from closer than Alamo County.”

Rip’s face stayed neutral but his eyes went cold. “You calling me a thief?”

“I’m calling you a man with a convenient story and cattle that don’t match it.”

“The bill of sale’s legitimate.”

“Bills of sale can be forged. Brands can be altered.”

“Dad.” Bernita moved between them. “Look at the ground. There was clearly a fight here. Mr. Campbell’s partner is dead.”

“Dead men make good props for a lie.”

Rip took a step forward. Quinlan’s hand dropped to his gun.

“Easy,” Zack said. “All of you.”

But nobody eased. The air felt charged, like before lightning strikes.

Zack looked at the dead man, at the brass casings, at the cattle. The pieces fit together but something about the picture felt wrong. Mace sensed it too. They’d survived thirty years by trusting their instincts.

“Here’s what we do,” Zack said. “Rip, you move these cattle to better graze. I’ve got a strip along Kaw Creek that’s sitting empty. Good grass, good water.”

“Kaw Creek?” Mace’s voice climbed. “That’s my water.”

“It’s on my land.”

“My herd drinks from it every summer. Has for twenty years.”

“And you’re welcome to keep using it.”

“With sixty head of his cattle there?” Mace pointed at Rip. “How’s that supposed to work?”

“Creek’s never run dry. Won’t start now.”

Mace’s face went red. “You can’t do this.”

“It’s my range.”

“It’s a betrayal is what it is.” Mace grabbed Zack’s arm, pulled him aside, dropped his voice. “Use your head. This boy shows up with a story full of holes and you’re handing him prime grazing?”

“He needs help.”

“He needs investigating.” Mace released him. “You put him on Kaw Creek and I’ll have words about it.”

“Words or worse?”

“Whatever it takes.”

Zack’s jaw set. “You threaten me, Mace?”

“I’m telling you straight. That water matters to my operation. You cut me off and there’ll be consequences.”

“I’m not cutting you off. There’s room for both herds.”

“In a dry year? When the water holes on my range turn to mud?” Mace shook his head. “You’re making a mistake. Worse, you’re making it for the wrong reasons.”

“What reasons are those?”

“Jeff’s been gone two years. You don’t replace him with the first drifter who rides in.”

Zack hit him. A straight right that caught Mace on the jaw and sent him stumbling back three steps. Quinlan jumped between them. The other hands spread out, not sure whose side to take.

Mace worked his jaw, spat blood. “That how it is?”

“That’s how it is.”

“Fine.” Mace walked to his horse, swung up. “You string wire on Kaw Creek, I’ll tear it down.”

“Come with wire cutters and I’ll come with a gun.”

“Thirty years, Zack. Thirty years we’ve been friends.”

“Thirty years you’ve known me well enough not to push.”

Mace looked at him, something dying in his eyes. “I don’t know you at all anymore.”

He wheeled the black gelding and rode out of the gulch at a gallop. The sound of hooves echoed off the limestone walls then faded into silence.

Bernita stared after him. “Uncle Zack, what just happened?”

“Your father and I reached a disagreement.”

“About water rights? Or about me?” She turned to Rip. “This is my fault.”

“No ma’am. It’s mine.” Rip picked up his hat, slapped dust from it. “I should ride on. Find range somewhere else.”

“You’ll do no such thing.” Zack rubbed his knuckles. “I made you an offer and I stand by it.”

Quinlan cleared his throat. “Boss, maybe we should think this through. Mace ain’t one for empty threats.”

“Neither am I.”

“This could turn ugly.”

“It already has.” Zack mounted his roan. “Campbell, get your cattle moving. I’ll have Quinlan bring fence posts and wire tomorrow. We’ll mark out your section clear so there’s no confusion.”

“You’re fencing the creek?” Quinlan asked.

“Part of it. Campbell’s portion. So Baxter knows where the line is.”

“That’ll just make him madder.”

“Can’t be helped.” Zack turned his horse. “Wrap Jerry in a blanket and put him in the wagon. We’ll see him buried proper.”

They worked in silence. Rip hitched the wagon team while the hands gathered the cattle. Bernita helped without speaking, but Rip caught her watching him.

“I’m sorry,” he said when they had a moment alone. “About your father and Zack.”

“Not your doing.”

“Feels like it is.”

She adjusted her reins. “They’ve been heading for a split for years. Dad’s gotten harder. Less willing to bend. And Uncle Zack, after losing Jeff…” She trailed off. “Maybe you’re not the cause. Maybe you’re just the excuse they needed.”

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No. It’s supposed to make you understand what you’ve walked into.”

She rode off to help move the cattle. Rip watched her go, then climbed onto the wagon seat. Behind him, wrapped in canvas, Jerry’s body lay in the bed.

The sun had dropped below the ridge. Long shadows filled the gulch. Somewhere in the distance, a coyote called and another answered.

Rip took up the reins and started the team forward. The cattle fell in behind, trailing south toward Kaw Creek and whatever trouble waited there.

Quinlan rode up beside the wagon. “You really own these cattle, son?”

“I do.”

“But not from Alamo County?”

Rip looked at him. “Does it matter?”

“Might. If things go sideways.”

“Things already went sideways.”

“They can get worse. Usually do.” Quinlan spat. “Mace Baxter’s got forty men on his payroll. Zack’s got maybe fifteen. Math works against us in a range war.”

“You think it’ll come to that?”

“I think two stubborn old men just drew a line neither one can cross without losing face.” Quinlan pulled his hat low. “And I think you’re standing right in the middle of that line.”

They rode in silence after that. The cattle lowed and the wagon wheels creaked and somewhere behind them, Mace Baxter was riding home with thirty years of friendship dead in his chest.

Rip touched the gun at his hip and wondered if he’d live long enough to regret what he’d started.

He figured probably not.
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The fire burned low by the time the cattle settled. Rip sat on the wagon tongue, hands wrapped around a tin cup, watching the whitefaces graze in the moonlight. Kaw Creek ran silver through the grass, talking to itself in the dark.

He’d buried Jerry at sunset, four feet down in hard clay. No marker. No words. Just dirt and stones to keep the coyotes out. The work had taken two hours and left his shoulders aching.

Now the night pressed in and Rip waited for what he knew was coming.

The owl called from across the creek. Two short hoots, one long.

Rip set down the cup, moved back from the firelight. Stood in shadow near the wagon wheel where he could see but not be seen. His hand stayed loose near his gun.

Hoofbeats splashed through the creek. Seven riders emerged from the darkness, horses blowing, leather creaking. They pulled up twenty feet from the fire and sat looking at the empty space where Rip had been.

“Nobody around, kid?” The voice belonged to Buck Mingo. High cheekbones, black mustache, eyes like creek stones.

Rip stepped into the light. “Just me, Buck.”

“Smart boy. Staying in the shadows.” Mingo swung down, dusted his hands on his pants. “Where’s your partner?”

“Dead. Like we planned.”

“That bother you?”

“Should it?”

“Some men got soft hearts about killing.”

“I’m not some men.”

The others dismounted. Five faces Rip knew from night camps and quick rides through dark country. Men who lived by the gun and died the same way. The sixth man was tall and ungainly, with sunken eyes that never stopped moving.

Hank Sneed. Land speculator. The brains behind the operation.

“I couldn’t wait for you to report in town,” Sneed said. He moved to the fire, held out his hands to the warmth. “Had to see for myself if you pulled it off.”

“Cattle are here. Ledlie gave me the creek.” Rip gestured at the grazing herd. “He and Baxter already butted heads over the water rights. Give it a week and they’ll be shooting at each other.”

“A week?” Sneed’s face twisted. “That’s too long. We need them at each other’s throats now. Today split them. Tomorrow we pour salt in the wound.”

“How?”

“Baxter’s waterholes. We poison two, maybe three. Make it look like Ledlie did it out of spite.” Sneed grinned. “Old Mace will come at him with everything he’s got.”

Rip watched the fire. “These men have been friends thirty years.”

“So?”

“Seems a shame to destroy that.”

Buck Mingo laughed. “Listen to him. Getting sentimental over a couple of old rannies he met this afternoon.”

“They helped me. Believed my story.”

“That was the plan.” Sneed stepped closer. “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts.”

“I’m telling you it might be worth considering.”

“Considering what? Mercy?” Sneed’s voice went hard. “Those two own the best rangeland for a hundred miles. Land that’s worth ten times what they think it is. Eastern investors are buying up cattle country from here to Montana. Once Ledlie and Baxter kill each other or run each other broke, we step in and buy their spreads for pennies. Then we flip them to the real buyers for a fortune.”

“What if they don’t kill each other?”

“Then we help them along.” Sneed looked at Buck. “That’s why I hired professionals.”

Fast hoofbeats from the south cut through the night. Three horses coming hard.

“Company.” Buck’s hand went to his gun. The other five scattered, moving for their mounts.

Sneed froze. “Who is it?”

“How would I know?” Rip walked toward the creek. “Could be Lazy L riders. Maybe Ledlie himself.”

“If they catch us here the whole game’s finished.” Sneed grabbed Rip’s arm. “My face is known all over this valley. I can’t be seen with you.”

The horses got louder. Close now.

“The wagon,” Rip said. “Get in the wagon.”

Sneed ran, climbed over the seat, disappeared into the canvas-covered bed. Buck and his men reached their horses but the animals had wandered down to drink. The outlaws ran after them, boots slapping the ground.

Three riders burst into the firelight. One wore angora chaps. Pete Quinlan.

“You’re Mulhall, right?” Quinlan said. He’d gotten the name wrong but his eyes were sharp, taking in everything. “I’m Quinlan. Zack’s foreman. Boss sent me to bring posts and wire for the fence.”

“At night?”

“Wanted to get an early start. Figure to begin digging holes at first light.” Quinlan looked past Rip toward the creek. “Thought I saw riders heading this way.”

“Rustlers. Same ones from before. I ran them off.”

“Just you?”

“Just me.”

“Brave or stupid?”

“Little of both, probably.”

Quinlan studied him. Behind the foreman, his two men sat their horses with rifles across their laps. Across the creek, Buck Mingo and the others had mounted up. They sat in darkness, waiting.

“This your wagon?” Quinlan rode closer, looking at it.

“It is.”

“Where’s your partner buried?”

“Quarter mile south. Near a cottonwood.”

“We’ll check that in the morning. Make sure you’re telling truth.” Quinlan pulled his pistol, casual as scratching an itch. “You know what I think? I think those rustlers are your friends. I think maybe one of them is hiding in this wagon right now.”

Rip’s stomach went cold. “Nobody’s in the wagon.”

“Then you won’t mind if I check.”

Quinlan aimed his gun at the canvas cover. “Come out of there, whoever you are. Hands where I can see them.”

Nothing.

“Last chance.” Quinlan thumbed the hammer back.

The shot came from the creek bank. Muzzle flash lit the darkness for half a heartbeat. One of Quinlan’s men grunted and slid sideways off his horse, hit the ground hard.

“Ambush!” Quinlan wheeled his horse, firing blind at the creek. His remaining man crouched low, yanking his pistol, squeezing off rounds.

More shots answered. Five guns now, maybe six. The night exploded with sound and flame. Quinlan’s horse screamed and went down. The foreman jumped clear, came up shooting.

Rip dropped behind the wagon wheel, gun in hand. He could end this. Could shoot Buck and the others, save Quinlan and his men. But that would blow his cover, destroy the entire setup.

He stayed low and watched.

The second Lazy L rider took bullets in the chest and back. He twisted in the saddle, yelled once, toppled off his horse. The animal bolted into the darkness.

Quinlan fired twice more, hit dirt, crawled toward the dead man’s rifle. He grabbed it, rolled, came up on one knee. Three bullets caught him at once. He jerked backward, dropped the rifle, tried to stand.

Buck Mingo stepped out of the shadows, gun raised.

“No!” Rip came out from behind the wheel, brought his own pistol up. He fired. The bullet took Buck’s partner, a thick man named Slade, in the shoulder. Slade spun and fell.

Rip swung his gun toward another shape, pulled the trigger. The man dropped.

But he was too late for Quinlan. The foreman went down under the outlaws’ fire, body twitching, then still.

Buck turned his gun on Rip. “What the hell are you doing?”

“They were going to escape.” Rip pointed at the dead Lazy L men. “They would have told Ledlie everything.”

A boot kicked Rip sideways. He hit the ground, looked up at Hank Sneed standing over him.

“Don’t shoot our key man!” Sneed waved his arms at Buck. “We need him.”

Buck lowered his gun but kept it pointed in Rip’s direction. “He just killed two of my boys.”

“They would have talked,” Rip said again. He stood, brushed dirt off. “No choice.”

“You had a choice. You chose wrong.”

“Buck.” Sneed moved between them. “Listen to me. Everything depends on Campbell staying in Ledlie’s good graces. He’s been perfect up till now. This was bad luck, that’s all. Bad timing.”

“Bad timing gets men killed.” Buck gestured at Slade and the other body. “Now I’m down four men total.”

“We’ll get more.” Sneed turned to Rip. “What will you tell Ledlie?”

“The truth. Rustlers ambushed his men. I tried to help but couldn’t save them.”

“Will he believe you?”

“He wants to believe me. That’s enough.”

Buck holstered his gun but his eyes stayed hard. “This goes wrong, kid, you’re the first one I kill.”

“Noted.”

The outlaws dragged Slade and the other dead man away from the fire. They’d dump the bodies somewhere they wouldn’t be found. The Lazy L riders they left where they fell.

“We’re done here.” Buck mounted up. “Next time you need something, come to town. Don’t make us come to you.”

“Agreed.”

Sneed climbed on his horse, leaned down. “Poison those waterholes tomorrow. I’ll have men watching to make sure you do it.”

“I’ll handle it.”

“You better.” Sneed kicked his horse into motion. The outlaws splashed across Kaw Creek and vanished into the night.

Rip stood by the fire, looking at three dead men. The cattle grazed on, oblivious. The creek kept talking to itself.

He’d crossed a line tonight. Killed men who wore the same brand as Zack Ledlie, men who’d treated him square.

His hands shook. He made them stop.

Dawn was four hours off. He had that long to figure out what story to tell and how to tell it convincingly.

Four hours to become someone he wasn’t sure he wanted to be.
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The smell hit him first. Gunpowder and cooling blood, sharp in the pre-dawn air. Rip Campbell stood over the three bodies as the eastern sky turned from black to a bruised purple. The fire had burned down to a pile of winking coals. Kaw Creek whispered over the rocks, same as it had before the shooting, same as it would tomorrow.

He righted the wagon wheel he’d hidden behind. Touched the splintered wood where a bullet had gouged a track. He looked at Pete Quinlan, whose angora chaps were dark with his own lifeblood. The foreman’s eyes were open, staring at a sky that held no answers. The other two Lazy L hands lay where they’d fallen, twisted into the shapes of their last moments. Three good men. Dead because of him. Dead because he hesitated.

Rip walked to the creek and plunged his hands into the cold, running water. He scrubbed at his face, the motion rough, trying to wash away the sight of Quinlan going down. It didn’t work. He straightened up, water dripping from his jaw, and looked at his reflection. A stranger looked back.

He caught Quinlan’s horse, a steady-looking bay, and tied the bodies of the two hands across their saddles. He couldn’t lift the foreman. He wrapped him in a canvas tarp from the wagon bed, leaving him for later. He left the fence posts and coiled wire where the men had dropped them. A monument to a job that would never get started. He mounted his own horse and, leading the other two, started the slow ride back to the Lazy L.

He didn’t rehearse a story. The truth, bent just enough, was always better.

The sun was a sliver above the horizon when the ranch house came into view. A single lamp burned in the kitchen window. One of the hands, a man whose name Rip didn’t know, was coming out of the bunkhouse. The man stopped, saw the laden horses, and his hand went to his gun.

“Campbell?” his voice was tight. “What in God’s name…”

The back door of the main house opened and Zack Ledlie stepped onto the porch, a cup of coffee in his hand. He saw Rip, then his eyes fixed on the canvas-wrapped shapes on the saddles. The coffee cup slipped from his fingers and shattered on the porch boards.

Rip stopped ten feet away. He didn’t dismount.

“Rustlers,” Rip said. His voice was a raw croak. “Came back during the night. Seven, maybe eight of them.”

Zack walked down the steps like an old man, his face gray in the morning light. He reached out and pulled back the edge of the canvas from one of the bodies. He looked at the dead man’s face, then let the canvas fall. He didn’t need to see the other one.

“Quinlan?” Zack’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Dead.” Rip gestured back the way he’d come. “He’s still at the creek. They ambushed them. Hit them from the dark.”

“You were there?”

“I was there.”

The other hands had gathered now, a silent circle of grim-faced men. One of them, a lanky cowboy with suspicious eyes, spoke up. “How’d you manage to get out of it?”

“I was by the wagon. They were closer to the creek. Took the first volley.” Rip met the man’s gaze. “I shot two of them. Ran the rest off.”

“You shot two of them,” the cowboy repeated, his tone flat with disbelief. “Last time you shot two of them as well. You’re hell on rustlers, ain’t you?”

“Sam, shut your mouth,” Zack said, his voice regaining its iron. He looked at Rip, his eyes searching. “You’re sure it was the same bunch?”

“I’m sure.”

Zack stared out toward the north, toward Kaw Creek. The grief on his face hardened into something else. Something cold and brittle. “They thought killing my men would scare me off. They thought wrong.” He turned to the assembled hands. “Get the big wagon. Hitch up a four-horse team. We’re bringing our boys home.” He looked at the lanky cowboy. “Sam, you and two others get shovels. We’ll bury them next to my Jeff.”

He then turned back to Rip. “After that, we’re going back to the creek. And we’re building that fence.”




Bernita found him by the corral an hour later. He was checking the cinch on his saddle, his movements stiff. The bodies had been brought back and laid in the barn, awaiting the digging of the graves. The women from the cookhouse were crying softly inside.

“He’s going to get himself killed,” she said without preamble.

Rip didn’t look at her. He kept pulling at the leather strap. “Your uncle is a stubborn man.”

“He’s a grieving man. There’s a difference.” She stepped closer, forcing him to meet her eyes. They were clear and sharp and saw too much. “Three men are dead. My father is talking about war. The whole valley is a powder keg, and you’re the one who walked in carrying the match.”

“I didn’t want this to happen.”

“But it did.” She wasn’t accusing him. It was a statement of fact, which was worse. “That story you told. About the ambush. Was it true?”

“Mostly.”

“Which parts weren’t?”

He finally looked at her. “The parts that matter.” He dropped the cinch, his shoulders slumping. “This is my fault, Miss Baxter. All of it. I know that.”

“Knowing it doesn’t change anything.” She looked toward the low hills that separated the Lazy L from her father’s ranch. “A rider went out an hour ago. To tell my father about Quinlan. Do you know what he’s going to do? He’s not going to send his condolences. He’s going to blame Zack. He’s going to say this is what happens when you trust a stranger.”

She was right. He knew she was.

“What do you want me to do?” Rip asked.

“Ride away,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “Just get on your horse and don’t look back. Maybe if you’re gone, they’ll find a way to fix this.”

“It’s too late for that. Running won’t stop what’s coming.”

“Then what will?”

He had no answer for her. He just shook his head and turned back to his horse.

Mace Baxter took the news standing by his own fireplace. The rider from the Lazy L stood twisting his hat in his hands, eyes on the floor.

“Quinlan and two others,” Mace said, tasting the words like poison. He’d known Pete Quinlan for thirty years. Played poker with him, drank with him, respected him.

“Yessir,” the rider said. “Campbell claims it was rustlers.”

“Campbell.” Mace spat the name. “And Zack believes him?”

“Seems to.” The rider hesitated. “He’s… well, he’s fixing to build that fence on Kaw Creek. Said he’s starting today.”

Mace stared into the fire, his big hands clenching and unclenching. It wasn’t grief he felt. It was a white-hot rage that burned the grief away. Zack’s sentimentality, his blind spot for that saddle tramp, had gotten good men killed. And now he was doubling down, spitting on their graves by building the very fence that started this whole damnable mess. He was dishonoring their memory. Dishonoring their thirty years of friendship.

He turned to his foreman. “Tell the men to saddle up. All of them.”

“Sir? Are we riding to the creek?”

“No,” Mace said, his voice like rocks grinding together. “We’re not fighting Zack on his land. That’s a fool’s game.” He walked to the gun rack and took down a heavy Colt revolver, checking the load. “I’ll face him in town. Man to man. One of us is going to settle this for good.”
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The sun climbed, pressing the heat of a fresh hell onto their backs. Kaw Creek was a gash of green, the air above it shimmering.

Rip Campbell drove the steel digging bar into the hardpan clay. The chunk of it biting earth was the only sound, over and over. Beside him, Sam—the lanky hand with suspicious eyes—shoveled loose dirt from the hole. Zack Ledlie worked twenty feet away, setting the next post, his movements stiff, methodical. Three other hands strung wire. Nobody talked about the three fresh graves back at the ranch. They just worked.

“You’re quiet today,” Sam said, not looking up from the hole.

Rip grunted, pulled the bar free, drove it down again.

“Back at the bunkhouse,” Sam said, “we got a pool going.”

“That so.”

“Yep. On how long you last. Most of the boys say you’ll be gone by sundown. I said you’d last the week.” Sam leaned on his shovel. “Figured a man who can kill two rustlers in the dark while seven others are shooting at him… he ain’t the type to run.”

Rip stopped. He wiped sweat from his eyes with his forearm. “You got something to say, Sam, say it.”

“I’m saying it.” Sam’s eyes were flat. “Pete Quinlan taught me to rope. He was a square man. He didn’t die right.”

“He was ambushed.”

“He was.” Sam gestured with his chin. “And you were the only one who walked away. Just like you were the only one who walked away from your ‘partner’.”

Rip turned, hands loose at his sides. “You calling me a liar?”

“I’m calling you lucky. Awful lucky.”

“Sam.” Zack’s voice cut across the space like a whip. “You’re paid to dig, not to talk.”

“Just making conversation, boss.”

“Make it with the shovel.”

Sam jammed the shovel into the dirt pile and went back to work. But his eyes stayed on Rip.

The sound of a horse coming fast made them all stop. They turned, hands moving toward pistols before they saw the rider.

Bernita. She rode the paint mare hard, pulling up in a spray of dust that settled on all of them. She didn’t dismount. Her face was pale under the brim of her hat.

She looked past Rip, straight at Zack. “He’s in town.”

Zack sighted down the line of posts he’d set. “Town’s open to everyone.”

“He’s at the saloon. The Drover’s Head.” Bernita’s voice was tight. “He’s waiting for you, Uncle Zack. He sent a man to tell the whole town he’s there to settle this.”

Zack picked up his tamping rod. “Let him wait. He’ll get thirsty.”

“He’s not drinking.” She rode her horse a few steps closer, her gaze bouncing between the old man and Rip. “He told my foreman that if you didn’t come by noon, he’d come out here. He said he’d tear this fence down with his bare hands if he had to.”

Zack kept his back to her. “He tries that, he’ll be trespassing.”

“He’ll be dead.” Her voice cracked. She swallowed, got it back. “You’ll kill him over a line in the dirt.”

Zack finally turned. His face was carved from old wood. “He threatened me, Nita. He drew the line first. Quinlan and his boys are dead because of that line.”

“Quinlan is dead because of him.” She pointed a gloved finger at Rip. “None of this was happening before he rode in. None of it.”

“That’s not fair,” Zack said.

“Fair?” She laughed, a short, ugly sound. “You’re going to shoot my father in the street over fair?” She spurred the mare, planting it in front of Rip. He had to step back. “You did this. You stood by the creek and let this happen.”

“I didn’t let it,” Rip said, his voice low.

“Then stop it.” Her eyes were desperate. “You’re the one who started it. You’re the one who has to stop it.”

Rip looked at Zack, who had turned his back again, a silent, stubborn wall. He looked at Sam, who watched with a cold, satisfied smirk. He looked back at Bernita.

“How?” Rip asked.

“I don’t care how. Lie. Talk. Run. Anything. Just stop them.”

Rip stared at her for a long second. Then he threw the digging bar down. It rang against a rock.

“Pick it up,” Zack said, not turning.

Rip didn’t answer. He walked to his horse, tied to a scrub oak.

“Where you going, Campbell?” Sam called out. “Pool’s closing early.”

Rip ignored him. He checked his cinch, his movements deliberate.

“You ride out of here, you don’t come back,” Zack said to his back.

Rip put his foot in the stirrup and swung into the saddle. He looked at the old man. “I’m not riding out.”

“To town, then?” Zack faced him. “You ride with him, you’re against me.”

“I’m not riding with him.” Rip gathered the reins. “I’m riding in.”

“You can’t stop this,” Zack said.

“Maybe.” Rip looked at Bernita, then back at Zack. “But I’m the only one who can get between you.”

He kicked the horse, hard. The animal leaped forward, and he was gone, a cloud of dust heading for Lone Cedar.

Sam spat. “He’s running.”

Zack watched the dust cloud shrink. “No.” He picked up the tamping rod. “He’s not.” He slammed the rod into the dirt around the post. Thud. “He’s just a bigger fool than I thought.” Thud.
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He cut her off at the fork in the road, the one that led north to the Lazy L and south to the Baxter spread. Rip spurred his horse through the scrub oak, coming out onto the trail twenty yards in front of her.

The paint mare shied, dancing sideways. Bernita hauled the horse back, her hand dropping to the revolver on her hip.

“Get out of my way,” she said.

“I need your help.”

“I told you what I want. Ride out.”

“Zack’s coming to town. He’ll be there in an hour.” Rip kept his horse still, his hands in plain sight on the pommel. “Your father’s waiting. They’ll meet in the street.”

“I know.” Her voice was flat. “I’m going to try and stop him.”

“You can’t. He’s past listening.”

“So is Zack.”

“That’s why you have to stop him.” Rip kneed his horse closer. She didn’t draw, but her hand stayed on the gun. “You said I started this. Said I have to be the one to stop it. This is how.”

“How?”

“You get to your father’s house before he leaves. Or maybe he’s there now. You get his gun.”

“And do what? Throw it in a well?”

“Reload it.”

She stared at him. “What?”

“Reload it.” Rip pulled a cartridge from his vest pocket. He’d spent the last twenty minutes on the ride making three of them. He tossed it.

She caught it, looked at it. The lead was gone. The brass casing was crimped over a paper wad. “A blank.”

“You load his gun with those. Six of them.”

Her eyes narrowed, the suspicion coming back, hard and cold. “So Uncle Zack can shoot him down like a dog?”

“No.” Rip’s voice was quiet. “Because I’m going to do the same thing to Zack’s.”

She looked from the dummy round to his face. “You’re lying.”

“Why? What do I get out of it?”

“Zack’s trust. The ranch. Me.” She said the last one like a curse.

“I don’t want any of it.” He leaned forward. “I want them alive. They face each other. They draw. Click. Click. Or maybe just bang and smoke. No lead. They stand there looking like fools. The whole town laughs. They get mad, but they’re not dead. They go home.”

“You think it’s that simple? They’ll just go home?”

“It’s better than one of them going in a box.” Rip gestured at the blank in her hand. “You want your father right, or you want him breathing?”

She stared at the useless cartridge. He could see the fight in her, the lifetime of loyalty warring with the cold, terrible logic of what he was saying.

“He finds out,” she whispered, “he’ll never forgive me.”

“He’ll be alive to not forgive you.”

She closed her fist around the cartridge. “How do I know you’ll do it? How do I know you’ll get to Zack’s gun?”

“You don’t.” Rip gathered his reins. “You just have to trust that I don’t want to see a man killed. Not even by mistake.”

“Like Quinlan?”

His face went flat. “Yeah. Like Quinlan.”

She looked down the road toward her father’s ranch, then back at him. “If this is a trick, Rip. If you let him die… I will find you. And I will kill you myself.”

“Fair enough.” He nudged his horse. “Get it done.”

She didn’t watch him go. She wheeled the paint mare and spurred it south, riding low and fast.

Rip turned his own horse toward Lone Cedar. He had to get there first. Find Zack’s horse tied outside the saloon, or at the livery. Get into the saddlebags. Find his rifle or the pistol he carried. He had three more blanks in his pocket. It would take thirty seconds.

He topped the rise that overlooked the town. A cluster of false-front buildings baking in the noon sun. Main Street was empty, waiting.

Then he saw them.

Two riders. Sitting their horses on a bluff half a mile east, where the trail from Kaw Creek came in. They weren’t moving. Just watching the town. Watching him.

He didn’t need to see their faces. Buck Mingo’s men. One was short and blocky, the other one thin. Replacements for the men he’d shot at the creek.

They were here to make sure the job got done. To make sure Sneed’s plan worked. They were here to see a killing.

Rip’s hand went to the blanks in his pocket. His plan just got complicated. He couldn’t walk up to Zack’s horse and start rummaging through his gear with Mingo’s men watching. They’d know something was wrong. They’d stop him. Or worse, they’d start the shooting themselves.

He rode on, down into the town, feeling their eyes on his back every step of the way.
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Rip sat his horse at the edge of Lone Cedar. The two riders on the bluff hadn’t moved. Blocky and Thin. They just watched.

He couldn’t do it. Not here.

He couldn’t ride to the saloon, or the livery, wait for Zack to arrive, and then start messing with the old man’s saddlebags. Blocky and Thin would be on him before he unfastened the first strap. Sneed and Mingo wanted this fight. They’d sent watchdogs to make sure nothing stopped it.

The plan was dust.

He looked east. The trail from the Lazy L wound through the high country before dropping into town. It cut straight through Catclaw Canyon. A narrow split in the rock, barely wide enough for a wagon.

If he couldn’t get to Zack’s gun, he’d have to get to Zack. Stop him on the trail. Reason with him. Or just put his own horse in the way.

Rip pulled his horse’s head around, easing him away from the main street. He kept his pace slow, casual, like a man checking a fence line. He turned onto the east trail. He kicked the horse into a lope.

He looked back.

Blocky and Thin were moving. They’d come off the bluff, following him, their pace matching his. He spurred his horse. They spurred theirs. They weren’t just watching anymore. They were herding him.

The mouth of Catclaw Canyon loomed, a dark shadow in the bright sun. A bad place. He reined in, his horse sensing it, dancing sideways.

“The hell with this,” Rip muttered. He turned the horse, ready to make a break for the open plain, take his chances in a running fight.

A rifle cracked. The sound bounced off the rock walls, sharp and flat. Not from behind.

From above.

A puff of dust kicked up ten feet in front of his horse. A warning shot.

Rip looked up. Buck Mingo stood on the canyon rim, leaning on a Winchester. He wore a half-smile. “Going somewhere, kid?”

Rip’s hand stayed loose, just above his Colt. He looked behind him. Blocky and Thin had closed the distance, fanning out to block the trail back to town. He looked ahead. Another rider, one he didn’t know, stepped out from behind a rockslide, blocking the trail forward.

He was in a box.

“Smart, coming out here,” Mingo called down. “Saved us the trouble of finding you. Sneed don’t like loose ends.”

“I’m not a loose end,” Rip said, his voice staying level. “I’m the man who got the job done.”

“You got it done, all right.” Mingo worked a lever, chambering a fresh round. “You also shot two of my men. Got sentimental, Sneed says. A man gets sentimental, he gets to talking. We can’t have that.”

“Sneed ordered this?”

“Sneed pays the bills.” Mingo raised the rifle to his shoulder. “Nothing personal, kid. You just cost too much.”

Mingo fired.

The bullet wasn’t for Rip. It struck his horse high in the chest. The animal screamed, a sound that was half-whistle, half-shudder, and its front legs buckled. Rip kicked free of the stirrups as the horse went down, using the thousand-pound body for cover. He hit the ground rolling, came up behind a wedge of sandstone.

A bullet sparked off the rock an inch from his face, stinging his cheek with stone fragments. Blocky and Thin were firing now, riding in slow, squeezing off rounds.

His horse was dead. He was pinned. And Zack Ledlie was still riding to town.

Sneed wanted him dead. The realization hit Rip like a cold spike. He wasn’t part of the plan anymore. He was just a piece of string to be cut. He’d started the fire, and now they were tossing him in.

He looked left. A game trail. Barely a crack in the canyon wall, a steep scramble of loose shale and rock.

Rip poked his head out, fired twice, fast. One shot at Blocky, making his horse rear. One at Mingo on the rim, making him duck. The bullets went wide, but they bought him a second.

He bolted from behind the horse. He ran for the crack in the wall, his boots sliding on the loose rock. A bullet tugged at his sleeve. Another hit the dirt at his feet. He threw himself at the opening, scrambling, clawing his way up the shale.

He heard Mingo shouting. “Get him! Don’t let him get up top!”

Rip kept climbing. His hand closed on a sharp rock, slicing his palm open, but he didn’t let go. He hauled himself over the lip, rolling into a patch of prickly pear.

He lay there, breathing dust, his heart hammering his ribs. Blood ran down his arm from a bullet graze. He looked back down.

Mingo and the other three were gathered around his dead horse. They looked up at the ridge, then at each other.

“Let him go,” Mingo’s voice drifted up. “He’s on foot, wounded, and ten miles from nowhere. He ain’t stopping nothing.”

They turned their horses, riding out of the canyon, back toward Lone Cedar. Back to their ringside seats for the main event.

Rip stood up, his arm throbbing. He was alive.

But he was on foot. And Zack Ledlie was riding to town to meet Mace Baxter, both men carrying guns loaded with lead.
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He came in from the east, a ghost covered in dust and dried blood.

Rip didn’t bother with the trail. He’d half-run, half-slid down the shale bluffs, cutting a straight line to Lone Cedar that cost him the rest of his good hand and tore his pants to ribbons. The grazed flesh on his left arm had stiffened, the shirt sticking to the raw meat.

He hit the alley behind the livery, gasping, leaning against the rough-sawn boards. His lungs burned. He risked a look around the corner onto Main Street.

The town was dead. Noon sun beat the dust to a fine powder.

Zack’s roan was tied in front of the Drover’s Head. Mace Baxter’s black gelding stood three doors down, outside the mercantile. They were both here.

Rip’s eyes scanned, found them. Blocky and Thin. The two watchdogs. They weren’t watching the saloon. They stood outside the land office, sharing a cigar, laughing. The glass window read H. SNEED – REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT.

As Rip watched, the door opened and Buck Mingo stepped out. He clapped Blocky on the shoulder, said something that made the man grin, and all three went back inside.

They were meeting with Sneed. Reporting that the loose end was tied.

Rip pushed off the wall. He had no plan. He only knew he couldn’t let them stand in that street. He walked out of the alley, his boots unsteady. He crossed the street to the Drover’s Head, his shadow clinging to his heels.

He pushed through the batwing doors.

The saloon went quiet. The bartender stopped wiping a glass. Two prospectors at a back table froze, cards in hand.

Zack Ledlie sat at a table by the front window, his back to the wall. He had a cup of coffee, untouched.

Mace Baxter stood at the far end of the bar, a shot of whiskey in front of him. His hand was six inches from the Colt on his hip.

Sheriff Brody, a man with a graying mustache and tired eyes, stood in the middle of the room. “Zack. Mace. This is fool talk. Go home.”

“Stay out of it, Brody,” Mace said, not looking at him.

“Campbell.” Zack’s voice was flat. He took in the torn shirt, the blood, the exhaustion. “I told you not to come.”

“He tried to kill me.” Rip’s voice was a rasp.

Zack’s eyes narrowed. “Who?”

Mace turned from the bar, his hand still resting near his gun. “Another story?”

“No story.” Rip pointed out the window, his cut hand leaving a smear on the glass. “They’re in there. Sneed’s office. The men who killed Quinlan. The men who just ambushed me in Catclaw Canyon.”

Zack stood up. Mace took a step away from the bar.

“Sneed?” Brody said, moving closer. “The land speculator?”

“He hired me,” Rip said, the words spilling out. “Hired me to push you two. To get you at each other’s throats. He wants the land. He wants you broke or dead, he doesn’t care which.”

Zack looked at Mace. Mace looked at Zack. Thirty years of friendship, shattered in days, now hung suspended by this.

“He hired Buck Mingo’s gang to do the dirty work,” Rip pushed on, his voice gaining strength. “They killed Quinlan when the ambush went wrong. They just tried to kill me because I was a ‘loose end’.” He ripped the torn sleeve of his shirt, showing the bloody track on his arm. “They’re in that office right now, getting paid.”

Mace looked at Zack’s gun, then at Rip. “You played us.”

“I did.”

“You lied. About everything.”

“About everything. Except them.” Rip pointed at the office again. “They are real. And they are in there.”

Sheriff Brody looked from Rip’s bleeding arm to the land office. He’d seen enough. “Zack. Mace. You stay here.” He unholstered his pistol. “Deputy!”

A young man with a shotgun stepped out of the Sheriff’s office across the street.

“We’re going to talk to Mr. Sneed,” Brody said. He walked out of the saloon, the deputy falling in beside him.

Rip watched them cross the street. He looked at Zack. The old man’s gun was in its holster. Live. Rip’s hand brushed the blanks in his own pocket. He’d failed.

Zack looked at Mace. The anger in his eyes was gone, replaced by something cold and weary. “Mace…”

“Don’t,” Mace said. He tossed a coin on the bar for the whiskey. “This changes what Sneed is. It doesn’t change what you did.”

“Mace, I…”

“I came here to settle this. I’m settling it.” Mace turned and walked out the batwing doors. He stopped in the middle of the street. “Zack!”

Zack looked at Rip, his face a mask of regret. “I told you to stay out of it.”

He followed Mace into the street.

“No!” Rip ran after them, stopping on the boardwalk. “Don’t you see? This is what he wants!”

Down the street, Brody and his deputy had reached Sneed’s door. “Sneed!” Brody yelled. “Open up! This is the law!”

Zack and Mace stood twenty paces apart, facing each other, the sun beating down. They ignored Rip. They ignored the Sheriff.

“You’re a damned fool, Zack,” Mace said, his voice carrying in the still air.

“I’ve been a fool for two years,” Zack said. “Time to end it.”

Both men’s hands hovered over their guns.

Brody kicked the land office door.

The window of Sneed’s office exploded.

Mingo’s rifle poked through the shattered glass. He fired, not at Brody, but at the deputy. The man went down, his shotgun clattering on the boardwalk.

“Ambush!” Brody yelled, diving behind a water trough.

A second shot. A third. Blocky and Thin appeared at the door, pistols in both hands, shooting at anything that moved.
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The deputy’s body lay half in, half out of the street, his chest a red ruin. Sheriff Brody was pinned, hugging the horse trough, lead kicking up splinters around him.

From Sneed’s shattered office window, Mingo’s rifle barked again, the slug whining past Zack’s ear.

The street fight had started, but the duel hadn’t ended.

Zack and Mace stood frozen in the white-hot dust, their private war eclipsed.

Mace looked at the gunfire, then at Zack. His face was a mask of cold rage. He’d come for this. He wouldn’t be denied. “Zack!”

He drew.

Zack, his instincts thirty years old but still sharp, reacted. He turned from the office, his hand dropping, clearing leather.

Rip saw it from the boardwalk. Zack, drawing live. Mace, drawing on him.

“No!”

Rip launched himself off the planks. He hit Zack Ledlie high, a full-body tackle. His shoulder connected with Zack’s gun arm. The Colt flew, spinning end over end, clattering into the dust by the saloon steps.

Mace Baxter’s draw was clean. His target was clear. He pulled the trigger.

FWHUMP.

A hollow pop. A cloud of white smoke. No recoil.

Mace stared at his pistol. The hammer was down on a spent primer. He hadn’t felt the kick.

Another shot from Sneed’s office. Brody yelped as a bullet tore through the trough, soaking his leg.

Mace broke the revolver. Six cartridges fell into his palm. He looked at them. The lead was gone. The ends were wadded paper.

He looked at his empty gun. He looked at Zack, who was pushing Rip off him. He looked down the south road, the one his daughter had taken.

“Bernita,” he whispered. The betrayal hit him harder than a bullet.

“Out the back!” Mingo’s voice roared from the office.

The land office door flew open. Blocky and Thin burst out, pistols blazing, covering Mingo’s retreat.

“They’re running!” Brody yelled, firing his pistol over the trough.

Blocky saw Rip in the open. He grinned, raised his gun.

Rip was already moving. He’d come to a place he knew. This wasn’t ranching. This was work.

His draw was a single, fluid motion. He didn’t aim. He pointed. He fired twice.

The bullets caught Blocky high in the chest, walking him backward. The grin on the man’s face turned to a wet cough. He sat down hard, looked at the two holes in his shirt, and pitched over.

Thin took cover behind a wagon, firing fast, trying to pin them.

Zack scrambled for his gun. He got it, thumbed the hammer, and fired at the wagon wheel, sending splinters into Thin’s face.

Mace stood in the middle of the street, useless, holding a trick gun. He looked at the dead deputy. At the shotgun lying beside him. He ran, scooped up the Greener, broke it. Live shells. He snapped it shut.

“Rip!” Zack yelled.

Rip didn’t need









































