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Chapter One
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The rider came in at dusk.

The last light of the sun lay flat across the plains, turning the dust road into a ribbon of dull gold. A lone horse walked slow and steady toward the small spread of buildings that called itself Redstone Crossing.

The man in the saddle did not hurry.

He rode like a man who had been in the saddle a long time and had nowhere pressing left to be. His hat brim was pulled low, his coat gray with trail dust, and his eyes moved slowly over the town ahead of him.

Redstone Crossing sat quiet beneath the fading sky.

A false-front saloon leaned slightly toward the street. A blacksmith shop crouched beside a corral. The mercantile windows glowed faintly with lamplight. Farther down stood the sheriff’s office, its sign swinging in the breeze with a tired creak.

A few men stood on the boardwalk.

They noticed the rider right away.

Strangers were not common in Redstone Crossing.

The rider drew his horse to a walk as he entered town. Hooves tapped softly against the hard-packed street. A pair of boys stopped playing with a hoop and stared wide-eyed. One of them whispered something to the other.

The rider did not look at them.

He kept his eyes moving.

A gambler’s glance. The kind that measured distances, counted doorways, and noticed which windows had curtains moving behind them.

The horse stopped outside the saloon.

The rider swung down slowly, his boots landing in the dust without a sound. He tied the reins to the hitch rail and rested one hand briefly on the saddle as if easing stiffness from his back.

Inside the saloon someone struck a piano note.

The rider pushed through the batwing doors.

Conversation dropped away.

The room smelled of tobacco smoke and spilled whiskey. A dozen men sat scattered around small tables. Two cowhands leaned against the bar. A dealer stood frozen with a deck of cards halfway through a shuffle.
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