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Chapter One
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The rails sang through Iron Pass long before the train appeared.

High in the mountains the sound carried along the steel like a warning, a thin humming vibration that ran through the iron and into the timbers of the bridge ahead. The canyon walls caught the sound and tossed it back again, echo after echo rolling through the rocky gorge.

Jack Fallon heard it first.

He stood on the rear platform of the small mountain train, one hand resting on the iron rail, the other loose near the butt of the revolver riding low on his hip.

Fallon had ridden the Iron Pass line long enough to know its moods.

Today the mountains felt wrong.

The morning was bright, the sky clean and blue, and the snow peaks beyond the pass gleamed in the sunlight. But the air held that strange stillness that sometimes came before trouble.

Inside the caboose two other guards leaned against the wall drinking coffee from tin cups.

“Relax, Fallon,” one of them said through the open door. “It’s just another run.”

Fallon didn’t answer.

His eyes stayed on the narrow track climbing toward the timber bridge ahead.

The railroad cut across the mountainside there, climbing along a shelf of rock before crossing the high trestle over Iron Pass Gorge. Below that bridge the canyon dropped three hundred feet into a tangle of pine and stone.

If anything happened there—

There would be nowhere to run.

Fallon finally stepped inside the car.

“You hear anything strange up ahead?” he asked.

The younger guard, a freckled kid named Tom Pritchard, shook his head.

“Just wind.”

The other man, Bill Carter, took another swallow of coffee.

“We’re carryin’ payroll today, Jack. That’s what’s got you jumpy.”

Fallon’s gaze moved toward the iron safe bolted into the floor.

Two leather sacks sat inside.

Mining payroll.

Twenty thousand dollars in gold coin.

Enough money to tempt a lot of desperate men.

“Word travels fast in these hills,” Fallon said quietly.

Bill Carter grinned.

“You think somebody’s dumb enough to try robbin’ a train on the Iron Pass line?”

Fallon shrugged.

“Outlaws have done dumber things.”

The whistle of the locomotive screamed suddenly ahead.

A long warning blast.

Fallon stepped back onto the rear platform.

The bridge loomed ahead now.

The rails curved across the wooden trestle that spanned the gorge like a spiderweb of beams and supports.

As the train slowed slightly for the crossing, Fallon’s eyes moved along the rocky ridge above the track.

That was when he saw it.

A flicker of movement.

Just for a second.

Then it was gone.

Fallon’s hand tightened around the railing.
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