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Chapter One
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The buzzards were already circling when the Hawk came over the ridge.

He reined in and studied the valley below. Red earth dipped into a shallow bowl of mesquite and dust, the kind of place where men disappeared and nobody asked why.

Something lay in the trail.

A wagon.

Broken. One wheel twisted. Canvas flapping loose in the dry wind.

The birds told the rest.

Too quiet.

“Come on,” he said.

His horse picked its way down the slope. The Hawk’s eyes moved constantly—ridge to creek bed, brush to horizon.

The land spoke.

And it spoke of killing.

Three men lay in the dirt.

Stage guards by their coats. One sprawled across the wagon tongue, revolver still clutched. The others lay where they’d fallen.

The Hawk crouched beside one.

Clean shot through the chest.

Fast. Professional.

He stood and read the ground.

Tracks everywhere—six riders, maybe seven. Came from the west hills. Hit fast.

Payroll box gone.

But something didn’t sit right.

He turned—

And saw the fourth body.

Thirty yards off. Behind a scrub oak.

The Hawk walked over.

Tom Weller.

A ranch hand from Dead Man Ridge.

Shot in the back.

Running.

The Hawk exhaled slowly.

“Wrong place to be curious, Tom.”

Hoofbeats broke the silence.

He mounted fast and took the rise.

Five riders came hard over the ridge.

Town men.

They saw the wagon.
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