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Chapter One
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The shooting started before Wade Mercer even reached the gate.

He had been riding since sunup, following the dry wash south through cottonwood country, when the sharp crack of a revolver split the quiet afternoon.

Wade pulled his horse up hard.

Another shot followed.

Then a man shouted.

Wade turned in the saddle and looked toward the spread of buildings half a mile ahead. The ranch sat low against the prairie, a weathered house, barn, and long stretch of split-rail fence enclosing a dusty corral.

The sign hanging crooked on the gate read:

SPLIT-RAIL RANCH

Another shot rang out.

Wade sighed.

“So much for a quiet drink of water.”

He nudged his horse forward.

By the time he reached the corral fence the trouble had become clear.

One man was down already, sprawled face-first in the dust beside the rails. Another cowboy was scrambling for cover behind the fence posts while a third rider fired from horseback on the far side of the yard.

The rider saw Wade just as Wade swung down from the saddle.

For a moment both men froze.

Then the rider raised his revolver.

Wade was faster.

His Colt cleared leather in a smooth motion and fired once.

The rider jerked sideways in the saddle and slid off his horse, hitting the ground in a cloud of dust.

Silence fell over the corral.

The cowboy behind the fence slowly stood up, staring wide-eyed.

“Well I’ll be damned,” the man said.

Wade blew across the muzzle of his revolver and holstered it.

“You alright?”

The ranch hand nodded, still staring at the fallen gunman.

“Thought I was dead for sure.”

Wade stepped closer and nudged the body with his boot.

The man wasn’t dead, but he wouldn’t be riding anytime soon.

The ranch hand spat into the dust.

“That makes three this week.”

“Three what?” Wade asked.

“Three riders trying to kill us.”

Wade looked around the ranch yard.

The place showed signs of trouble everywhere.

Fence rails were broken. Hoofprints cut deep into the dry ground. The barn door hung crooked on its hinges.

This wasn’t a random gunfight.

Someone had been working on this ranch.

A young woman hurried from the house, rifle in hand. She stopped short when she saw Wade standing over the downed gunman.

Her eyes were sharp and steady.

“Who are you?”

“Name’s Wade Mercer.”

“You one of them?”

“If I was,” Wade said calmly, “you’d already know.”

The ranch hand stepped forward.

“He’s the one who dropped that fella.”

The woman lowered the rifle slightly.

“You pick strange places to ride into, Mr. Mercer.”

Wade tipped his hat.

“I was just looking for water.”

She studied him for another moment before nodding toward the house.

“Water you can have.”

Her gaze drifted toward the man Wade had shot.

“But it looks like you just rode into the middle of something bigger.”

Wade looked out across the prairie.

Far off in the distance two riders were already disappearing into the hills.

“Yeah,” he said quietly.

“I had a feeling about that.”

Behind him the split-rail fence creaked in the wind.

And Wade Mercer had the uneasy sense that stopping for a drink at Split-Rail Ranch had just turned into a whole lot more trouble than he planned to stay for.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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The wounded gunman groaned when Wade Mercer rolled him over.

He was young—no more than twenty-five—and the pain in his shoulder had drained most of the fight out of him. The bullet had passed clean through the meat of the arm.

Wade looked up at the ranch hand.

“Get some rope.”

The man hurried toward the barn.

The young woman with the rifle watched Wade carefully.
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