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Chapter One
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The moon rode high over the prairie when the first shot rang out.

It cracked through the still night like a whip, sending a flock of blackbirds scattering from the cottonwoods along the dry creek. The man on horseback jerked in the saddle, his hat spinning off into the grass as the bullet tore past his shoulder.

He didn’t look back.

He kicked the horse hard and the animal lunged forward, hooves pounding through the moonlit field. Wind whipped through the rider’s hair as he leaned low over the saddle horn, urging the horse toward the dark line of hills ahead.

Behind him came the sound he had been dreading all night.

Hoofbeats.

Three riders.

They spread across the prairie like wolves closing in on a wounded deer.

Another shot cracked.

The bullet struck the ground beside the horse’s front legs, throwing up a spray of dirt. The horse snorted and surged forward, muscles bunching beneath the saddle.

The rider muttered through clenched teeth.

“Just a little farther.”

He knew this country well enough. Up ahead the land broke into narrow gullies and stone ridges. If he could reach those rocks before the men behind him closed the distance, he might lose them in the maze of draws.

But the riders behind him were gaining.

The man in the lead leaned forward in the saddle, rifle balanced across his arm.

“Hold him steady,” he called to the others.

The voice carried across the open ground.

Cold.

Patient.

The hunted man recognized it.

Caleb Mercer.

And Mercer never rode out unless he meant to finish the job.

The rider’s horse stumbled slightly in a patch of uneven ground, then recovered and thundered on. Sweat darkened the animal’s neck and foam flecked the bit.

The hills were closer now.

Almost close enough.

The rider reached down to his holster and pulled free the Colt revolver riding low on his hip. He turned halfway in the saddle and fired blindly into the darkness behind him.

The shot flashed bright in the night.

One of the pursuers cursed and jerked his horse aside.
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