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CHAPTER ONE

The stranger rode into Mercy as the late sun bled across the sky, casting long shadows over the dry Texas street. Dust trailed behind his horse like a whisper of old sins. He wore black—coat, vest, and wide-brimmed hat—and his boots bore the crust of long miles. Low on his right hip rode a worn Colt tied down tight against his leg. It wasn’t meant for show.

The townsfolk noticed. They always did when a man rode like he didn’t fear judgment.

He stopped in front of the old whitewashed church, dismounted, and tied his horse to the post. The sign above the doors had faded from sun and time, but the cross still stood strong. He climbed the steps slowly, removed his hat, and entered without a word.

Inside, the pews were dusty, the altar bare. A few heads turned—an old woman clutching her Bible, a young boy too fidgety to pretend at reverence, and a man in the back with a sneer instead of a soul. The stranger walked the aisle, slow and certain, stopping at the pulpit. He laid the Bible he carried on its surface, then turned to face them.

“My name is Josiah Granger,” he said, voice deep, worn, and full of gravel. “Some of you might know me from another life. But I ain’t here to talk about the past. I’m here to talk about mercy. This town’s got the name—but not the spirit.”

Silence.

He opened the Bible. “I once hunted men. Now I hunt for God.”

The doors opened with a bang.

Marshal Amos Kern stepped in—broad, mustached, his badge catching the fading light like a blade. He didn’t remove his hat.

“Don’t recall anyone requesting a preacher,” Kern said, strolling down the aisle with the easy menace of a man used to getting his way. “This town’s got rules. And I don’t like surprises.”

Josiah didn’t flinch. “I came on my own. No charge to the county.”

Kern’s eyes flicked to the tied-down Colt. “You planning to preach or shoot?”

“That depends,” Josiah said, closing the Bible. “Which one does a man like you listen to?”

For a long moment, neither moved. Then Kern gave a short, humorless laugh and turned.

“You’ll find this town don’t care much for sermons,” he said, stepping back into the light. “Don’t make me remind you.”

He left.

Josiah watched the doors settle behind him. Then he opened the Bible again and began to read.

CHAPTER TWO

Marshal Amos Kern didn’t much like strangers. Especially ones that rode in quiet, kept to themselves, and didn’t drink, smoke, or curse. He watched the newcomer from the wooden bench outside the Marshal’s Office, one boot propped on the rail, eyes shaded beneath the brim of a sun-creased hat.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





