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Chapter One
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The first punch landed hard enough to scatter cards across the table.

Whiskey glasses jumped. Chips rolled across green felt. Chairs scraped backward as men lunged out of the way.

For one long second the entire Silver Run Saloon went dead quiet.

Then all hell broke loose.

The gambler in the red vest staggered sideways clutching his mouth while blood leaked between his fingers. Across from him stood Wade Holloway, broad-shouldered and hard-eyed, his fists still clenched tight enough to crack bone.

“You been cheatin’ me all night,” Wade growled.

The gambler spat blood onto the table.

“You got proof?”

“I got eyes.”

The dealer backed away carefully. Nobody in Silver Run wanted to get caught between armed men. Especially not armed men who had been drinking since sundown.

Around the saloon, conversation died down to whispers.

The piano player quietly stopped.

A nervous bartender ducked lower behind the counter.

The gambler slowly straightened his coat.

“You oughta think real careful before accusing me, cowboy.”

Wade reached down and picked up the ace that had fallen into his lap during the punch.

Then he tossed it onto the table beside two more aces already lying there.

“Three aces from the same deck corner,” he said coldly. “That careful enough?”

A few men nearby muttered.

Someone laughed nervously.

The gambler’s face darkened.

His right hand drifted toward his coat.

Bad move.

Wade’s Colt cleared leather so fast most men never saw it.

The revolver stopped inches from the gambler’s nose.

Now every man in the saloon froze solid.

The gambler stared cross-eyed down the barrel.

“You pull iron in my face,” he whispered, “you best be ready to use it.”

Wade’s voice stayed calm.

“Thought about it.”

Across the room, the batwing doors creaked open.

Marshal Gideon Shaw stepped inside carrying a double-barreled shotgun.

His eyes moved once around the room and settled immediately on Wade.

“Put it away,” the marshal said evenly.

Nobody moved.

The gambler slowly smiled now that law had arrived.

But Gideon Shaw knew Silver Run too well to relax.

One wrong word in this town could leave bodies cooling in sawdust before midnight.

Wade finally eased the hammer down and holstered the Colt.

The room breathed again.

The gambler sneered.

“Marshal, this drifter just threatened to kill me.”

Wade turned slowly.

“Tell him why.”

The gambler’s smile faded slightly.

Gideon glanced at the cards scattered across the table.

Then at the dealer sweating beside them.

Finally he looked back to Wade.

“You got proof of cheating?”

“The cards speak plain enough.”

The dealer suddenly found great interest in wiping the table clean.

Nobody else volunteered a word.

Silver Run had become a town where men kept quiet if they wanted to stay alive.

Gideon seemed to notice that too.

He sighed heavily.

“All right. Game’s over.”
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