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The sun was a merciless hammer, beating the dust of the trail into a fine, choking powder. Down below the wagon trace, a river snaked through the valley, its water shallow and deceptively clear, glittering like a vein of silver in the hardpan earth. It was there, at the ford, that hell had opened its gates.

Rip Campbell saw it from a low ridge, the scene unfolding like a devil’s pantomime. He was a cowboy on the drift, looking to pick up work with a ranch when he came across the bushwhacked wagon train. His mare, Sandy, a tough, sand-colored mustang with more sense than most men, stamped a hoof, her ears pricked forward, smelling the blood on the wind.

A group of bandits, garishly dressed as Comanche raiders with daubed-on paint and stolen feathers, were swarming the wagons mid-stream. Their war cries were tinny and false, lacking the guttural conviction of true warriors. Rip’s eyes narrowed. He saw the scuffed toes of cavalry boots beneath a breechcloth, the glint of a whiskey bottle passed between two of the attackers as they cornered a screaming woman. These weren’t Indians. This was something uglier.

A volley of rifle fire cracked from the wagons, but it was panicked and poorly aimed. The pioneers were outgunned and outmaneuvered, caught in the open water. Rip didn’t weigh the odds. He didn’t consider the twenty miles that separated him from a hot meal and a soft bed. He saw the wolf at the throat of the sheep, and his hand moved on its own, drawing the Colt from its worn leather holster.

He dug his heels into Sandy’s flanks. The mare surged down the slope, a blur of motion and intent. Rip fired twice from the saddle, his shots spaced and deliberate. The first slug caught the bandit with the whiskey bottle high in the chest, spinning him around into the river with a choked cry. The second shot took the horse out from under another, sending the rider tumbling into the churning water and mud.

The ambushers wheeled around, their feigned war-whoops dying in their throats, replaced by curses. They saw a lone rider, a silhouette against the blazing sun, charging headlong into their midst. It wasn’t the numbers that gave them pause; it was the sheer, reckless audacity of the act. This wasn’t a settler. This was something else. This was a predator.

Rip rode to the rescue, but he was just one man. He fired again, scattering their formation, turning their attack into a frantic defense. A bullet whined past his ear, close enough to make it sing. He wasn’t trying to kill them all, just to break the charge. He was a force of chaos thrown against their own, and it was enough. With panicked glances at their fallen men, the bandits broke off, kicking their ponies back toward the far bank and disappearing into the brush.

Rip pulled Sandy to a halt in the middle of the river, the water swirling around his boots. The sudden silence was more profound than the gunfire had been. It was filled with the groans of the wounded and the soft, desolate weeping of a child. “They’ll be back,” he warned, his voice a low drawl that cut through the stunned quiet. He looked toward the wagon master, a burly, red-headed man who was clutching a shoulder leaking blood from the graze of a bullet.

“We must bury our dead,” the redhead answered, his voice thick with pain and defiance. “We can’t leave them out for the animals.”

The people stared up at him from their waterlogged wagons, their eyes wide and hollow. Rip saw their stark, skinny faces, etched with the hardship of the trail and now glazed with fresh horror. He saw a woman with flint in her eyes and a small girl hiding in her skirts—the widow Clara Bell, though he didn’t know her name yet. He saw a sallow-faced man with a twitchy gaze who looked away the moment Rip’s eyes met his—her brother, Elias. And he saw a boy, maybe fourteen, with a smudge of dirt on his cheek, staring at Rip as if he were a figure from a legend.

For a long moment, Rip felt the powerful urge to leave. He could turn Sandy’s head and ride away, reminding himself that this sorry lot wasn’t his problem. They weren’t his responsibility. He had a few coins in his pocket for whiskey, and the town of Prospect Ridge wasn’t far. People died on the pioneer trail every day. The West was a graveyard, and shallow, unmarked resting places lined the trail from Missouri to the Pacific.

His gaze drifted to the ground where the bandits had been. He saw the clear, deep print of a cavalry boot in the mud. A few feet away, a brass shell casing glinted—military issue, not the reloaded shells a savvy Indian might use. His foster father’s words echoed in his mind, a familiar, cynical refrain: “You can’t fix stupid, Rip.” And heading west without hired guns for protection was stupid. These people hadn’t just been unlucky; they had been careless.

He let out a long breath, the dust of the trail and the scent of blood filling his lungs. He almost did it. He almost pulled the reins and left them to their fate. But then he saw the boy, Tommy, still watching him, his fear mingled with a desperate, shining hope.

“Alright, fella,” Rip drawled, his voice resigned. “There’s a town about twenty miles in that direction.” He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb, his eyes once more roving over the bedraggled crowd.

“You want to bury your dead here,” he said, his voice hard as iron, “we circle these wagons and you take every pistol and rifle you got and get ready. Because they will be back before the sun is down. You fight, and maybe you bury some more of your own right here.” He scanned the horizon, as if saying the words might summon the killers back.

He let the grim reality of that sink in.

“Or,” he continued, his tone softening just a fraction, “we wrap your dead in canvas, put ‘em all in one wagon, and we ride. We ride as fast as these tired mules can pull us, and we don’t stop till we see the lights of town. It’ll take the rest of the day and half the night. If you stay, I’m riding on. But if you head for town, I’m headed that way too. And I’ll ride with you.”

The wagon master, Bram, didn’t hesitate for long. The choice was between a graveyard here and a chance there. “Wrap the dead!” he bellowed, his voice cracking with grief and urgency. “Into the last wagon! Move, people, move!”

As the settlers scrambled to obey, a grim and terrible efficiency taking over, Rip backed Sandy out of the river. He watched from the saddle while the mare greedily munched on the rich green grass at the water’s edge. His eyes, however, never settled. They swept from the nervous pioneers to the darkening sky, from the rocky bluffs to the deep shadows stretching across the land. He was no longer a drifter just passing through. He had made their fight his own. And he was on the hunt for the trouble he knew was coming.
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A collective shudder ran through the pioneers, a single organism of grief and fear. But O’Sullivan’s orders, raw-edged and torn from his throat, were a splash of cold water. The weeping became muffled, the stunned paralysis gave way to a grim, mechanical movement. Men and women slid from the wagon beds into the river, their faces masks of misery as they began the terrible work.

Rip Campbell watched for only a moment, his jaw tight. He nudged Sandy’s ribs, turning the mare away from the sorrowful tableau. There was a job to do, and it wasn’t wrapping the dead. It was keeping the living from joining them. “I’ll be back,” he said to the air, though his eyes met the wide, watching gaze of the boy, Tommy, who nodded as if Rip had handed him a sacred oath.

Rip put Sandy into a canter, riding a wide circle around the wagons, his eyes not on the pioneers but on the ground. 1 He rode to the far bank, where the attackers had vanished. The place stank of wet horses and something else, something sharp and sour. He dismounted, letting Sandy’s reins trail. The mare wouldn’t wander.

The tracks were a mess, a churned-up scramble of a hasty retreat. But there was no art to it. No effort to hide their trail. A real war party, Comanche or Kiowa, would have ridden over rock, used every trick to melt back into the land. These men had just fled. Rip knelt, his fingers tracing the edge of a hoof print. A heavy horse, shod with a thick iron shoe. Not the light, unshod ponies of the plains tribes.

He moved methodically through the brush. Twenty feet from the riverbank, half-hidden under a scrubby bush, was the first bottle. 2 Cheap whiskey, its label peeling. A few steps further, another. Indians prized firewater, but they didn’t leave it behind. Then he saw the glint of brass. He picked up a shell casing, rolling it in his palm. 3 Winchester. Same as his own. Common enough. But as he scanned the ground, he found more, and among them, the heavier casings of a Springfield carbine. Military issue.

Rip rose and walked to the crest of a small rise, the spot where the attack had likely been staged. Here, the signs were even clearer. Dozens of boot prints scarred the earth, the distinct heel-and-sole pattern of men on foot. 4 He saw a discarded cheroot, still damp. He crumbled it between his fingers; the tobacco was still fresh. This wasn’t a raid; it was a military-style ambush executed by undisciplined men. Men playing dress-up. White men.

He stood there, letting the pieces click into place. The shod horses, the whiskey, the boot prints, the false war cries. A cold knot formed in his stomach. This wasn’t a random attack. This was a calculated act of terror, designed to look like something it wasn’t. And that made it infinitely more dangerous.

He swung back into the saddle and rode back toward the river, his face a granite mask. The scene at the ford was even more desolate up close. The pioneers had dragged their dead to the grassy bank. A tall, gaunt man with a nervous tic—Elias, the one who wouldn’t meet his eye—was clumsily trying to rip a sheet of canvas. Nearby, the widow, Clara, held her daughter May close, shielding the child’s eyes from the bodies of their neighbors.

Rip dismounted and strode directly to Bram. The big man was leaning against a wagon wheel, his face pale. A balding man with whiskey on his breath and a surprisingly steady hand was cinching a bandage tight around Bram’s bloody shoulder.

“Doc Chilton,” the man grunted. “Best I can do without my tools.”

Rip ignored him. He looked Bram square in the eye. “They weren’t Indians.”

Bram’s head snapped up, his eyes focusing on Rip. “What’re you talking about?”

“I found their tracks,” Rip said, his voice low and flat. “Boot prints all over the ridge. Left behind whiskey bottles and Springfield shell casings. Their horses were shod. This was white men, dressed up for a slaughter.” 5

Doc Chilton froze. Elias stopped fumbling with the canvas. A hush fell over the small group.

Bram stared at Rip, a new kind of dread dawning in his eyes, darker than the pain from his wound. He seemed to shrink, the bluster draining out of him. He let out a ragged breath. “Creed,” he whispered, the name like a curse.

“Creed?” Rip pressed.

“The Creed Gang,” Bram said, his voice gaining a shaky strength. “We heard tell of them back at Fort Dodge. Said they were animals. Ex-Confederate guerillas who never quit the war.” 6

“Who leads them?” Rip’s question was sharp as a skinning knife.

“A man named Silas Creed,” Bram answered, his gaze dropping to the ground. “They call him ‘Smiley’.” 7 The name was so absurd, so contrary to the bloody work they’d just witnessed, that it was utterly chilling. “They say he smiles while he kills. Says it’s the only time he feels right with God.”

Rip digested this, the cold knot in his gut twisting tighter. This changed everything. A random Indian attack was a force of nature. This was personal. This was a sickness. Smiley Creed wasn’t just a bandit; he was a man who enjoyed his work. And he wouldn’t be scared off for long.

“This ain’t just a robbery, then,” Rip stated. “It’s a hunt.”

“They wanted us to scatter,” Bram said, looking at the bodies on the grass. “Wanted us panicked. Easier to pick us off one by one.”

Rip looked from the determined set of Bram’s jaw to the quiet strength in Clara’s face as she comforted her daughter, to the raw fear in Elias’s eyes. He saw Doc Chilton take a subtle pull from a flask. He saw young Tommy, now helping roll a body onto a sheet of canvas, his movements clumsy but resolute. This was his charge. A wagon train full of ghosts and frightened souls, led by a wounded man, hunted by a smiling killer.

He had given them a choice, and they had chosen. Now he had to make his own. The road to Prospect Ridge had just become a long, open grave. He could still leave. No one had paid him. No one could stop him. He could ride away and let Smiley Creed have his fun.

But he looked at Bram, who met his gaze, not pleading, but with the flat, dead-eyed look of a man facing his own end. He thought of the boot prints, the cheap deception, the sheer malice of it all. This wasn’t just bad luck. It was an evil that needed answering.

“Alright, Bram,” Rip said, the words tasting like rust in his mouth. “You’re gonna get your people to Prospect Ridge.” He paused, letting the wagon master hang on the unspoken clause. “Because I’m gonna ride with you.” 8

A collective sigh of relief went through the settlers who had been listening. It wasn’t loud, but it was palpable, a physical easing of tension.

“Get your dead loaded,” Rip commanded, his voice taking on a new authority. “We ride in twenty minutes. We don’t stop for hell or high water.” He turned, his gaze sweeping over all of















