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Chapter 1 – Dust on the Ridge
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William Brogan crested the rise just after sundown, his horse’s hooves crunching against sunbaked gravel. Below him, nestled in a shallow valley between scrub-dotted ridges and twisted pines, lay the town of Pine Gulch. Smoke curled lazily from a few chimneys, and a crooked line of storefronts stretched down a single dusty street like a tired yawn.

He hadn’t meant to come here.

The name had stirred something faint when he spotted it on a rusting waypost two miles back. A whisper, maybe, or just the itch for a bed that wasn’t dirt and a meal that didn’t come from a can. Either way, he found himself watching the place with quiet suspicion, the way a man might study a poker table just before the turn.

His gelding, a sturdy buckskin named Sam, snorted and shifted beneath him. William patted the animal’s neck.

“Don’t reckon they’re expecting company,” he muttered.

Pine Gulch didn’t have a welcoming look. No lanterns in the windows. No children playing in the street. Just the lazy swing of the saloon doors and the faint creak of a windmill turning behind the livery.

He urged Sam forward, the town slowly rising to meet him with every clop of hoof on packed earth. By the time he passed the church—steeple half-collapsed, bell missing—he could feel the weight of every eye behind every curtain.

Stranger.

Outsider.

Trouble.

He tied off in front of the Desert Star Saloon, its faded sign flapping on one hinge. The doors groaned as he pushed inside. Warm lamplight spilled over scarred tables and a few scattered patrons. A dusty piano leaned against the wall, untouched. At the bar, a gray-haired man wiped the same glass over and over, and two cowhands played cards with a bottle of rye between them.

Conversation died as William stepped in.

He didn’t speak. Just crossed the floor slow, boots clicking, and slid onto a stool.

The barkeep studied him. “What’ll it be?”

“Whiskey,” William said, voice low and dry as bone.

The man poured. “We don’t get many riders through anymore.”

William nodded. “Didn’t plan on stopping.”

The barkeep’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Then why did you?”

William took the glass and downed it in one motion. When he set it down, he spoke without looking up. “Sometimes the trail tells you where to stop.”

From behind him, one of the cowhands laughed. It was the sharp, mocking kind—the kind that begged for attention. “You hear that, Jim? Trail told him to stop. Must be nice, takin’ orders from dirt.”

William turned his head slightly, eyes meeting the man’s in the back bar mirror. He didn’t speak.

The other cowhand—Jim, presumably—grinned. “Looks like a drifter to me. Bet he’s runnin’ from something.”

William stood slow. “Ain’t runnin’. Just movin’ forward.”

The first man sneered. “That right? Maybe we don’t like strangers movin’ through Pine Gulch.”

William’s hand dropped casually to his side. “Maybe you ain’t got a say in it.”

It might’ve ended there, just words and ego. But the first man stood, hand drifting toward the revolver on his hip. William didn’t hesitate. His fist cracked across the man’s jaw like a thunderclap, sending him sprawling across a table and onto the floorboards.

The saloon fell into stunned silence.

William turned back to the bar and reached for his whiskey. “Still hot,” he said, and drank it.

Behind him, the barkeep exhaled and muttered, “Well... welcome to Pine Gulch.”
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Chapter 2 – The Man Who Owns Everything
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William Brogan left the saloon before the card players could find their nerve again. The knocked-out cowhand lay groaning in the corner, and no one looked eager to pick up where he’d left off. William stepped out into the cooling dusk and stood for a long moment, letting his eyes adjust to the deeper blue settling over Pine Gulch.

It was a hard little town, full of wary windows and hollow buildings. A church with no bell. A schoolhouse dark and locked before sundown. It didn’t take a sharp eye to see what was wrong—just the patience to notice what wasn’t there.

Laughter. Music. Hope.

William untied Sam from the post and walked him toward the livery. He passed a woman carrying water in a dented bucket, head down, pace quick. A teenage boy followed her with a split log over one shoulder and eyes full of suspicion. William offered a nod. Neither returned it.

“Town’s scared of somethin’,” he muttered to the horse.

At the livery, a lanky stableman with a hitch in his leg showed William to a stall and didn’t ask questions when handed a dollar in advance. That suited William just fine. By the time he left the barn, the sky had gone dark and the town had folded in on itself, shutters closed, lamps out.

He walked to the boarding house and rented a room under the name “W. Carter”—a name he hadn’t used in years but always kept close, just in case. No questions there either. Folks around here had learned not to pry.

Morning broke with the soft clink of hammer on steel.

William sat up in bed and listened. The sound was distant, metalwork being done the old way, with muscle and rhythm. He cleaned up, pulled on his coat, and stepped outside to follow the noise.

The blacksmith’s shop was tucked behind a feed store, just off the main street. A heavyset man in a sweat-darkened shirt worked the anvil, sparks dancing in the air like angry bees. William watched a moment, appreciating the clean efficiency of each strike.

“Need a shoe replaced?” the man asked without turning.

“Just lookin’,” William replied. “Haven’t seen a forge run that smooth in a long time.”

“That so?” The smith paused to dunk the iron into a barrel, steam hissing up. Then he turned. “Name’s Carson.”

“William,” he said. “Driftin’ through.”

“Most folks driftin’ through keep their heads down. You’re the one dropped Jud Holley on the saloon floor last night, ain’t ya?”

“Didn’t get his name.”

Carson chuckled. “Well, you got his attention. And likely his boss’s, too.”

William crossed his arms. “That’d be Murdoch.”

Carson nodded, wiping his brow. “Clay Murdoch owns half the land around here, including Jud and Jim. Runs cattle, but runs the town more. Sheriff does what he’s told. Preacher won’t speak above a whisper. Only thing Murdoch don’t own is this forge.”

“And the other half of the land?” William asked.

Carson looked away. “What’s left of it. Family ranches, holdouts. Folks too stubborn to sell. Murdoch calls ’em trespassers.”

William took a slow breath. “You one of ’em?”

“I’m just the smith. But I know this—folks here gave up fighting years ago. If you’re lookin’ to stay outta trouble, I’d ride on before sundown.”

William looked down the road toward the open land.

“Maybe I William,” he said. But there was no conviction in the words.

Because a man didn’t ride into a place like Pine Gulch by accident.

Not when the soil smelled like fear.

Not when there was still iron in the fire.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 – Murdoch’s Men
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By midday, the heat had settled like a wet blanket over Pine Gulch. William stood on the boardwalk in front of the general store, a bag of tobacco in his hand and an uneasy stillness in the air. It was the kind of stillness a man noticed only after years of hard living—when the birds stopped singing and the wind stopped moving.

Then came the hoofbeats.

Not the wandering rhythm of a ranch hand or drifter. This was sharp, purposeful—three riders, pushing fast and loud. The kind of entrance that didn’t ask for attention—it demanded it.

William turned slowly, leaning back against the post.

Three men rode into town like they owned it.

Jud Holley was one of them, his jaw bruised and eyes darker than the night William had laid him out. Beside him was Jim, the younger one, still wearing that sneering smirk. But it was the third rider who drew the most attention.

Thomas Rigg.

William recognized him the moment he saw the silver concho on his gun belt—the same rig he wore when he worked as Murdoch’s foreman up north. The man had a reputation: fast, mean, and loyal to the dollar.

The trio dismounted in front of the saloon. Rigg looked around like a man taking inventory of his own property. Then his eyes settled on William.

“You the one made a mess in here last night?” he called.

William didn’t answer. He just lit a roll of
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