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Chapter One
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The Shot from Behind

Silver Junction lay flat and sunburned under a hard September sky, the kind of sky that didn’t promise rain and didn’t forgive mistakes.

Tate Rawlins rode in just past noon, dust clinging to his boots and hat brim, his Winchester scabbarded tight against the saddle. He wasn’t smiling, but then Tate Rawlins seldom did. He rode like a man who had seen towns come and go and knew better than to trust any of them.

Beside him rode Jonah Pike.

Jonah was laughing at something he’d said five minutes earlier, something about easy money and a warm bed. Jonah had always believed in easy money. Tate believed in work.

They’d trailed cattle together, stood off rustlers together, and once shared a jail cell in Wichita over a misunderstanding involving a deck of marked cards. They’d come through it all.

Or so Tate believed.

Silver Junction didn’t look like much—two dusty streets crossing near the depot, a crooked hotel, a mercantile with warped windows, and a saloon whose batwing doors swung lazy in the heat. But Tate had learned long ago that small towns hid large sins.

Jonah pulled his horse up outside the Silver Spur Saloon.

“Drink first,” Jonah said. “Then we see about that foreman job.”

Tate studied the street. A few men watched from the shade. Nobody waved.

“Keep your head low,” Tate muttered.

Jonah grinned. “You worry too much.”

They stepped down from their saddles.

That was when it happened.

The shot cracked sharp and close.

Jonah jerked once, a puzzled look crossing his face. For half a second he remained upright, as if trying to remember something important.

Then he fell forward into the dust.

Tate spun.

Smoke curled from the mouth of an alley not twenty feet away.

Too close. Too deliberate.

Tate’s hand went to his Colt, but the alley was already empty.

Men began appearing from doorways. A woman screamed. The saloon doors banged open.

Jonah lay face down, blood soaking into the dry street.

Tate dropped beside him.

The wound was high in the back.

Point-blank range.

Jonah’s eyes fluttered once. His lips moved.

Tate leaned close.

“Why?” Jonah whispered.

Then he went still.

Boot heels thudded behind Tate.

“Drop it.”

Tate turned slowly.

Marshal Clyde Mercer stood in the street, shotgun leveled steady. Mercer was a thick man with a waxed mustache and a badge polished too bright for an honest lawman.

“You’re under arrest, Rawlins.”

“For what?” Tate’s voice came low.

“For murder.”

The crowd murmured.

Tate looked at Jonah again. Then at Mercer.
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