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CHAPTER ONE: They Stood Their Ground
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The first shot came out of the dust.

It snapped past Deputy Marshal Tom Calder’s ear and smacked into the hardpan behind him with a sound like a hammer striking stone. Calder didn’t flinch. He’d learned a long time ago that the first man to duck was usually the first man to die.

He pivoted instead.

The flats stretched wide and empty in every direction, broken only by scrub and shallow rises that offered no cover worth mentioning. That was the trouble with this country—it gave you too much sky and nowhere to hide under it.

Calder brought his Colt up and fired once, steady and deliberate.

The man who’d fired first stumbled backward and went down hard, his rifle spinning free of his hands. Dust boiled up around him, then settled.

“Two more,” Sheriff Ben Rawlins called from Calder’s left. “Maybe three.”

Deputy Luke Herrera knelt on Calder’s right, hat brim low, eyes narrowed against the sun. “They’re spreading.”

Calder saw it now—shapes moving at the edge of sight, riders slipping down off their horses, boots hitting the dirt light and fast. The men coming for them knew what they were doing.

That made it worse.

“Should’ve waited for backup,” Herrera muttered.

Rawlins shook his head. “They wouldn’t have waited for us.”

Calder believed that. The gang they’d tracked out here had been bold from the start—stage robbery in daylight, two guards dead, no attempt to hide their trail. Men like that didn’t plan to be caught. They planned to erase whoever came after them.

A rifle cracked again. Dirt jumped near Herrera’s knee.

Herrera fired back, cursing softly in Spanish.

Calder dropped to one knee and scanned the flats. He counted movement—five, maybe six gunmen now, fanning out wide, trying to pull the lawmen apart. Horses stood off behind them, reins loose, heads low.

“They’ve got numbers,” Rawlins said.

“They always do,” Calder replied.

He checked his cylinder—five rounds left.

The sun climbed higher, baking the ground and pulling sweat down Calder’s spine. The wind carried dust and the smell of horses and gun oil. Every sound felt sharper out here, every movement magnified.

Another shot rang out, closer this time.

Rawlins fired twice in answer. One man yelped and went down behind a low rise.

“That’s two,” Rawlins said.

“Means they’ll rush,” Herrera replied.

Calder felt the moment tighten, like wire drawn too far.

“Back to back,” Calder said.

They moved together without argument, forming a rough triangle in the open ground—no cover, no retreat, only the space they claimed with lead and nerve.

Calder raised his voice. “This ends here!”

A laugh answered him, distant and ugly.

Then the shooting started in earnest.
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Chapter Two: No Cover on the Flats
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The flats offered nothing back.

No trees tall enough to hide behind. No rock outcrops worth the name. Just sun-baked earth, scattered brush, and the long, cruel stretch of open country that showed every man exactly where he stood—and how exposed he was.

Calder felt it like pressure against his chest.

The gunmen knew it too.

They advanced in a loose arc now, rifles held low but ready, boots crunching soft against the dirt. They weren’t rushing. They didn’t need to. Time was on their side, and they intended to let it work.

“Easy,” Sheriff Ben Rawlins said, voice steady. “They want us nervous.”
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