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Chapter One
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The sun hung low over Cottonwood Gulch, turning the slow creek into a ribbon of dull copper. Cole Tyler rode down the narrow trail with the easy patience of a man who had spent most of his life in a saddle.

His horse was thirsty, and so was he.

The land around him was quiet—too quiet for late summer. The cicadas buzzed in the brush, and a pair of crows argued somewhere up the canyon wall, but otherwise the gulch held that heavy silence that often came before trouble.

Cole didn’t mind silence. Silence had saved his life more than once.

He slid from the saddle near the creek bank and loosened the reins so the horse could lower its head to drink. Cole crouched beside the water and cupped a handful for himself.

The creek was cold mountain runoff. Good water.

He splashed his face and wiped the dust from his beard with the back of his sleeve. For a moment he just knelt there, letting the quiet soak into his bones.

Then something moved in the water.

Cole froze.

The creek had gone still again after his horse finished drinking, leaving the surface smooth as polished glass. And in that glass he saw shapes that did not belong there.

Three riders.

Not in front of him.

Behind him.

The reflection trembled slightly with the current, but there was no mistake. Three mounted figures were coming slowly down the gulch trail.

Cole didn’t turn his head.

A man who turned suddenly often died suddenly.

Instead he dipped his hat lower and leaned forward as though he were only studying the water. From the corner of his eye he watched the reflection grow clearer.

Three riders.

Hard-looking men by the cut of their shoulders and the way they carried their guns. One wore a long dark coat. Another had a rifle resting across his saddle.

The third rode slightly ahead.

Cole recognized the posture immediately.

The loose, careless seat of a man who had killed before and expected to do it again.

Cole’s jaw tightened.

He knew that type.

The riders slowed when they reached the bend in the creek behind him. They thought they were being careful.

But the water betrayed them.

Cole studied their reflections carefully. Dust clung to their coats. Their horses were lathered from hard riding.

Men riding that hard usually rode for a reason.

And it was rarely a peaceful one.

The reflection shifted again as the riders moved closer.

One of them spoke, though Cole couldn’t make out the words. The other two laughed softly.

Cole glanced farther down the creek.

Beyond the cottonwoods, half hidden among the trees, stood a small cabin. A thin thread of smoke rose from its chimney.

Someone lived there.

And the riders were heading straight for it.

Cole’s hand drifted slowly toward the revolver at his hip.
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