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Chapter One
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The wind came hard through Coyote Pass.

It carried dust, the smell of dry grass, and the faint echo of trouble.

Cole Harland rode into it with his hat pulled low and his eyes half-closed against the blowing sand. His horse moved slow and steady along the narrow trail that twisted between the canyon walls.

Cole hadn’t meant to come this way. The trail south forked at Dry Mesa, and he had taken the wrong branch without thinking much about it.

But once a man entered Coyote Pass, there wasn’t much choice except to ride through.

The canyon walls rose high and crooked on either side of him, broken rock glowing red in the late afternoon sun. Buzzards circled high above, riding the wind.

Cole noticed that first.

Buzzards meant something had happened.

He shifted in the saddle and nudged his horse forward.

The trail bent around a sharp outcropping, and that was where he saw the horse.

The animal stood alone beside the trail, reins dragging, sides lathered with sweat.

Cole reined in.

“Well now,” he muttered.

The saddle was still cinched tight. A rifle scabbard hung empty along the side.

And there was blood on the saddle horn.

Cole swung down slowly.

He walked toward the horse, one hand resting lightly near the butt of the Colt on his hip.

The wind whispered through the canyon rocks.

“Easy there,” he said softly.

The horse lifted its head and blew through its nostrils but didn’t bolt.

Cole reached the reins and studied the blood again.

Fresh.

Not more than an hour old.

He turned slowly and looked up the trail.

Tracks covered the dust—more than one rider.

Five, maybe six.

And signs of a struggle.

Cole felt that familiar tightening in his chest.

Trouble.

He had spent most of his life riding away from trouble.

But sometimes trouble found a man anyway.

He stepped back into the saddle.

“Well,” he said quietly to the empty canyon.

“Let’s see what sort of mess this is.”

He turned the horse up the trail.

The wind carried the faint sound of voices somewhere ahead in the pass.

And the sharp crack of a gunshot echoed suddenly off the canyon walls.
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Chapter Two
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The gunshot echoed through Coyote Pass like thunder trapped between the canyon walls.

Cole Harland pulled his horse to a stop and listened.

The sound rolled away slowly, bouncing off the rock until the canyon fell quiet again.

Then he heard shouting.

Men’s voices—angry, sharp, and close.

Cole swung down from the saddle and looped his reins over a scrub cedar. The canyon floor ahead narrowed between two walls of red stone. A man riding straight through that choke point would be easy to spot.

He preferred not to be seen.

Moving quietly, Cole climbed a low shelf of rock that overlooked the bend in the trail. He eased himself forward and peered over the edge.

Five riders.

They stood in a loose circle in the canyon below.

One of them lay on the ground.

The man wasn’t moving.

Another rider—big-shouldered and broad through the chest—stood over him with a smoking revolver in his hand.

“Should’ve listened, Carter,” the big man growled.

A thin rider beside him laughed.

“Told you he wouldn’t.”

The man on the ground twitched once and went still.

Cole’s jaw tightened.

The big man holstered his gun and kicked dust over the body.

“Mount up,” he said. “Boss wants this pass locked down before sundown.”

One of the riders glanced nervously toward the canyon walls.

“What about the body?”

“Leave it.”

The men swung into their saddles.

Cole eased back from the ledge.

Five riders.

One dead man.

And someone powerful enough to “lock down” an entire pass.

Cole sat there for a moment, thinking.

He had planned to ride straight through Coyote Pass and keep going south.

That plan had just changed.

Below him, hooves began clattering against the rock as the riders started down the trail.

Cole waited until the sound faded into the distance.

Then he stood and looked once more over the canyon edge.

The man in the dust lay face down, hat blown away by the wind.

Cole exhaled slowly.

“Well,” he muttered.

“Looks like I picked the wrong trail after all.”

He climbed down the rocks and started toward the body.
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Chapter Three
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Cole Harland reached the body just as the wind shifted through Coyote Pass again.

Dust curled across the trail and settled over the dead man’s boots.

Cole crouched beside him.

The man wore a trail coat and a worn vest, the kind ranchers and freight men favored when they spent most of their lives on horseback. His hat had rolled several feet away and lay upside down against a rock.

Cole turned the man gently onto his back.

The bullet had caught him square in the chest.

He had been dead the moment he hit the ground.

Cole studied the man’s face.

Mid-thirties, maybe. Hard features. Sun-browned skin. A thin scar cut along the jawline.

A working man.

Cole searched the pockets.

A folded paper.

A few coins.

And a small leather wallet.

Inside the wallet was a land claim document stamped with a county seal.

The name read Eli Carter.

Cole glanced back toward the trail where the riders had disappeared.

“So that’s who you were,” he said quietly.

The wind lifted the edge of the paper.

Cole unfolded it.

The claim covered several hundred acres inside the valley beyond the canyon. Grazing land, water access, and part of the north range trail.

Valuable land.

Valuable enough for someone to want it badly.

Cole folded the paper again and slid it back into the wallet.

He noticed something else then.

Boot tracks around the body.

Not just the riders.

Another set.

Smaller.

Cole looked up the canyon wall.

Someone had been hiding here... watching.

He straightened slowly.

“Come on out,” he called.

Silence.

Then a small rock slid loose somewhere above.

Cole stepped back and rested his hand lightly on his Colt.

“Easy,” he said. “I’m not one of them.”

A figure appeared slowly along the rocks.

Young.

Maybe twenty.

Dusty hat. Rifle clutched tight.

The young man looked down at Cole with wide, uncertain eyes.

“You saw it,” he said.

Cole nodded.

“Yeah.”

The young man swallowed.

“They killed him because he wouldn’t sell.”

Cole looked down at Eli Carter again.

“Who’s they?”

The young man hesitated.

Then he said the name quietly.

“Bragg.”

Cole frowned slightly.

“Silas Bragg?”

The young man nodded.

“He owns half the valley already.”

Cole glanced toward the mouth of the canyon where the riders had gone.

“And now he wants the rest.”

The wind blew harder through Coyote Pass.

And somewhere far ahead on the trail, horses were still moving.
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Chapter Four
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Cole Harland stood beside Eli Carter’s body while the wind pushed dust along the canyon floor.

The young man climbed down from the rocks slowly, keeping his rifle tight in both hands. His boots slipped once on the loose gravel, but he caught himself and continued until he stood a few steps away.

Up close he looked younger than Cole first thought.

Nervous.

But not weak.

“You with Carter?” Cole asked.

The young man nodded.

“My brother.”

Cole glanced again at the dead man.

“You were hiding up there during the shooting.”

“I was supposed to ride for help,” the young man said quietly. “But they came too fast.”

Cole studied him for a moment.

“What’s your name?”

“Tom Carter.”

Cole tipped his head slightly.

“Well, Tom... looks like your brother died holding onto something someone else wants.”

Tom’s jaw tightened.

“That land’s ours.”

Cole handed him the folded claim paper.

Tom took it and stared at it as though it weighed more than a sack of iron.

“Bragg’s been buying everything in the valley,” he said. “Or taking it.”

“How many men he got?”

Tom shrugged.

“Ten... maybe more. Riders from downriver. Hard ones.”

Cole nodded slowly.

That matched the five he’d just seen.

Men like that didn’t scare towns—they owned them.

“What town?” Cole asked.

“Mesa Flats,” Tom said.

Cole looked toward the open end of the canyon again.

“Sheriff there?”

“Sheriff’s Bragg’s cousin.”

Cole almost smiled at
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