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CHAPTER ONE
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The first shot split the evening like a rifle crack against bone.

Dust burst off the road ahead of Ben Rourke’s horse, close enough to make the animal scream and rear. Ben leaned forward, boots locked in the stirrups, and hauled the reins hard as the second shot came—low, angry, meant to cripple the horse if it missed the rider.

Ben did not slow.

The road into Thunder River ran straight and exposed through sun-bleached grassland, the land rolling in lazy waves toward a dark line of cottonwoods hugging the river. There wasn’t a rock big enough to hide behind, not a draw deep enough to duck into. Whoever was behind him wanted him running, wanted him tired—maybe dead in the open.

Ben kicked hard. The horse surged forward, lungs pumping, hooves hammering sparks from stone.

A third shot screamed past his head.

That one was close.

Thunder River rose out of the dusk like a low scar along the riverbank—false-front buildings hunched together, smoke drifting lazily from chimneys, lanterns beginning to glow. It looked quiet.

Too quiet.

Ben rode straight down Main Street, dust boiling behind him, and pulled up hard at the hitch rail in front of the Black Spur Saloon. He swung down, tied off fast, and stepped onto the boardwalk just as three riders burst into the street behind him.

They reined up sharp, eyes searching, hands already half-curled near their guns.

Ben didn’t wait to be spotted.

He shoved through the saloon doors.

The Black Spur was thick with smoke and sound—cards slapped on tables, a piano clanged out a tune that had been murdered too many times, whiskey sloshed, laughter rang sharp and brittle. It was the sound of men trying to forget where they were.

Ben stepped to the bar.

“Whiskey.”

The bartender was broad-shouldered, heavy-jawed, and calm in the way of a man who’d seen gunfire indoors before. He poured without comment.

Boots creaked outside. Conversations thinned.

Ben took a slow drink and turned.

The three men came in together, spreading as they entered. One wore a long coat too clean for trail work. One had a scar cutting his face from eye to jaw. The third was young and tight-lipped, eyes flicking everywhere at once.

The man in the clean coat spoke.

“We’re lookin’ for a man rode in just now,” he said. “Brown horse. Looks tired.”

No one answered.

Ben set his glass down. “You found him.”

The man studied him. “Name’s Harland Pike,” he said. “You’re Ben Rourke.”

Ben’s jaw tightened. “You’re mistaken.”

Pike smiled without humor. “No, I ain’t. You shot a man outside Dry Creek. Man named Alvis Crane.”

Ben’s eyes went cold. “Crane pulled first.”

“Crane had friends,” Pike said. “And they paid us to collect.”

The piano stopped. Silence stretched thin and brittle.

Pike jerked his chin toward the door. “Step outside.”

Ben shook his head once. “Not happening.”

Pike’s hand twitched.

That was enough.

Ben’s gun came up fast and flat. The first shot smashed the mirror behind the bar, spraying glass and smoke. The second slammed Pike backward into a card table, wood exploding as he went down hard and still.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





