
THE YOUNG TEXAN

SIDNEY STONE


Table of Contents

Title Page

Chapter 1 – New Boots, Old Dust

Chapter 2 – Murdoch Men Don’t Knock

Chapter 3 – Blood in the Dust

Chapter 4 – Smoke on the Wind

Chapter 5 – Lead and Lightning

Also By Sidney Stone

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – New Boots, Old Dust
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The sun was already high over the west Texas plains by the time Colt McAllister rode into Palo Rojo, his shirt damp with sweat and the horse under him in need of rest. Dust clung to his boots, his sleeves, even the inside of his collar, and the ache in his legs told him exactly how long he’d been in the saddle. Four days from the cattle pens at Abilene. Two more from the border country where he’d worked a short drive for two dollars a day and a sack of jerky.

He looked young because he was young. Nineteen, by his own count. His father’s old hat rode too low on his brow, and the Colt revolver on his hip had belonged to a man twice his age. He wore it with respect, not swagger. That alone made some of the town’s loungers pause.

As he passed the blacksmith’s, a grizzled man chewing tobacco squinted at him. “Ain’t he a bit young to be ridin’ alone?” he muttered.

“Looks green,” another said. “But he’s carryin’ like he’s got purpose.”

Colt didn’t hear them. Or if he did, he didn’t show it. His eyes were fixed on the faded sign over the Ransom & Sons Mercantile, though he’d already noticed the sheriff’s office, the Red Cactus Saloon, and the Murdoch Cattle Company bunkhouse posted just outside town like a waiting shadow.

He didn’t know who he was here to find.

But he knew why he was here.

A letter. A name. Scribbled in haste. All that was left from a mother who’d passed during last winter’s chill and a father who’d vanished in a gunfight when Colt was still too small to ride.

And the name on the letter—Jed Ransom—was the only lead he had.

He tied his horse outside the mercantile, stretched his sore legs, and stepped inside.

The store was dim and cool. It smelled of gun oil, flour, and horses. A man behind the counter looked up from a ledger, eyes narrowing.

“You lookin’ to buy somethin’, son?” the man asked.

“No, sir. Lookin’ for a man named Jed Ransom. Know if he’s around?”

The man raised a brow. “You a rider?”

“Not lately.”

“You armed?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then go out the back and walk two doors down. Ransom keeps an office next to the feed barn. And if you’re smart, keep your hand away from your belt. Things’ve been tense lately.”

Colt nodded his thanks and stepped back into the light. He passed a pair of ranch hands talking low by the well. They looked him over—hat, holster, boots. He didn’t glance their way.

He found the feed barn. Found the narrow office beside it with the door open and dust swirling inside.

And he found Jed Ransom.

The man was older than Colt expected. Gray at the temples, lines carved deep into his sun-dark skin. He was seated behind a cluttered desk, sorting bills with a frown and a pistol holstered on the desk within reach.

He looked up and squinted.

“You lost, boy?”

Colt stepped inside.

“No, sir. I’m Colt McAllister. My father was Ethan McAllister. You knew him. Rode with him once, back near Del Rio.”

Jed’s face changed. Not softened. Hardened.

“I knew Ethan.”

“He’s dead.”

“I figured.”

“My ma passed too. I got no people left.”

Jed leaned back. “So what do you want from me?”

“I want work. I want to learn how to ride right, shoot clean, and do things the way my pa would've done—if he’d lived long enough to teach me.”

Jed looked at him for a long moment. “You think wearing that iron on your hip makes you a man?”

“No, sir. But I think learning how to use it right might.”

For the first time, Jed smiled.

It wasn’t warm. But it was real.

“Maybe you’re not as green as you look.”

Outside, the wind picked up and carried a rising sound—the clatter of hooves, the sharp bark of laughter. The Murdoch boys had come back from the ridge.

Jed stood and stepped to the doorway. “Looks like you picked an interesting time to ride into town, McAllister.”

Colt stood beside him, his face steady.

“Good,” he said.

“I didn’t come for quiet.”
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Chapter 2 – Murdoch Men Don’t Knock

[image: ]


The Murdoch boys didn’t ride quiet. They never had.

Four of them thundered down the main street of Palo Rojo, dust pluming behind them like smoke off a brushfire. Their horses were mean-eyed, their rifles visible, and their coats open enough to flash iron in every holster. They didn’t stop for pedestrians—they parted the street like kings returning from war.

Colt McAllister watched from Jed Ransom’s office door, arms crossed. He said nothing, but his eyes were fixed on the lead rider—a thick-shouldered man with sun-leathered skin and a broken nose that bent left from an old fight. His name was Clay Murdoch, oldest of the brothers, and by the sound of it, the meanest.

Jed Ransom’s jaw worked tight as the riders dismounted across the street and sauntered toward the sheriff’s office—or what passed for one. A room, a desk, and a barely sober man named Sheriff Dan Cray who’d long since stopped trying to do more than hold the peace for whoever was holding the purse strings.

“They’ve been sniffin’ around my grazing rights for six months,” Jed said. “That bottomland near the river—Murdoch wants it for his stock. Tried to buy me out. I said no. Now he’s pushing.”

Colt glanced sideways. “You think they’ll try something?”

Jed’s laugh was low and grim. “They already have. Fence cut last week. Two head gone the week before. They’re just working up the courage to do it loud.”

Colt stepped down from the porch. “Maybe they need someone to remind them folks still carry backbones.”

Jed caught his arm. “I didn’t say step into it, son. This isn’t a fair fight. Clay Murdoch doesn’t draw unless his brothers are behind him.”

“I didn’t ride out here for fair.”

Jed’s eyes searched him for a moment. Then he let go.

“Your father had that same streak in him. Damned inconvenient sometimes.”

Colt gave the faintest hint of a grin.

Across the street, Sheriff Cray emerged from his office wiping sweat from his brow. Clay Murdoch stepped out after him, still grinning. The other brothers—Wes, Donnie, and Birch—stayed lounging near the horses, chewing tobacco and watching the street like it owed them money.

Clay called across the street.

“Ransom! You still got that tenderfoot hangin’ around, or did he head home cryin’ for his mama?”

Jed didn’t answer.

Colt did.

He stepped forward, voice steady. “I’m here.”

Clay’s eyes lit up with amusement. “Well look at that. He speaks! Tell me, boy—what’s your trade? Milk cows? Stack feed? Or do you just polish old man Ransom’s boots?”

Colt didn’t flinch. “I’ve got a better offer. You step back in that saddle and ride on outta town while you still got the chance.”

The other Murdoch boys laughed. Wes spit into the dirt.

Jed muttered under his breath, “Hell.”

Clay Murdoch’s grin vanished. “You drawin’ on me, kid?”

Colt shook his head. “Not unless you give me reason.”

Clay’s hand hovered over his pistol. Wes and Birch started to step forward.

Then a voice rang out from the saloon.

“That’s enough.”

Marla Ruiz, owner of the Red Cactus Saloon, stood on her balcony, rifle in hand. She wore a faded dress and a hard look, the kind you get from burying two husbands and running a saloon on the edge of nowhere.

“You wanna tear this town apart, Murdoch, fine. But the first bullet goes through you.”

Clay hesitated. Marla didn’t blink.

After a long moment, he snorted.

“Fine. We’ll go. For now.”

He turned and climbed into the saddle. “But the land’s changing, Ransom. One way or another. This place is runnin’ out of room for dead weight.”

They rode out slow, letting everyone watch them go.

When the dust cleared, Colt turned to Jed.

“I guess they knock after all.”

Jed gave him a long look. “Yeah. But next time, they might bring a match.”
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Chapter 3 – Blood in the Dust
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The morning after the Murdoch boys rode out, Colt McAllister found himself in the south pasture stringing fence with blistered hands and a shirt soaked clean through. Jed Ransom didn’t believe in easy days, especially not with trouble brewing.

“Posts every ten yards,” Jed barked. “Wire tight. Don’t matter if it’s just one cow—this line marks where we stop and they don’t start.”

Colt nodded and got back to hammering. He didn’t complain. His father had once said you learn more from sweat than talk—and Colt was starting to believe it. Still, with every nail he drove, his mind drifted to the Murdochs. How they’d ridden in like they owned the ground. How Clay had stared at him, measuring. Like a butcher eyeballing a side of beef.

“You ever kill a man, Colt?” Jed asked suddenly, from the other side of the post.

Colt paused. “No, sir.”

Jed nodded slowly. “You will. If you stay.”

Colt looked at him. “That a warning?”

“That’s the price,” Jed said.

Before either could say more, a rider came tearing up the ridge road, dust rising behind him like storm smoke. It was Jack Pruitt, a wiry hand who’d worked for Jed for five seasons. His face was pale, and his horse’s flanks were lathered with sweat.

“They shot Hank!” he shouted as he reined in. “Up by the north spring. Found him facedown in the creek bed. Took a bullet in the back.”

Jed’s face turned to stone. “Murdochs?”

“Didn’t see it happen,” Jack said, breathing hard. “But I saw tracks. Four horses. Heavy. Didn’t try to hide ‘em. One of ‘em had a new shoe draggin’ on the left rear.”

Jed didn’t even blink. “That’s Clay’s roan.”

Colt’s hands balled into fists.

“You still want that fight?” Jed asked him quietly.

Colt looked toward the ridge.

“I want the truth first.”

They buried Hank Tolley under a stand of cottonwoods. Just five men stood at the grave: Jed, Colt, Jack, and two hands from the east line. No preacher. Just the wind in the branches and the creak of saddle leather.

“He didn’t deserve this,” Jack muttered.

“None of us do,” Jed said.

As the others rode off, Colt lingered. He knelt by the stone they’d set into the soil—rough, unmarked.

“He have any people?” he asked.

Jed shook his head. “Just this place.”

Colt stood slowly. “That enough?”

“For some men, yeah,” Jed said. “But not for the ones who took him.”

That night, Colt cleaned his father’s revolver by lantern light. He worked the cylinder slow and careful, fingers steady. He wasn’t angry—he was cold. Focused. When he finished, he loaded five rounds, leaving the sixth chamber empty like he’d been taught.

Then he stood and buckled the belt around his waist.

Jed stepped into the room behind him, arms folded.

“You planning on going
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He rode in green—but he'd leave a legend.






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





