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The gunfire started before Boyd Cutter ever set foot in the street.

Sharp. Close. Echoing off the clapboard buildings like a warning no one intended to heed.

Cutter paused at the top of the boardwalk, his hand resting on the worn handle of his black doctor’s bag. The town lay stretched out before him—dust, heat, and men already running for cover. A pair of horses jerked at their reins outside the saloon, eyes rolling white.

Another shot cracked.

Then another.

Cutter stepped down into the street.

He didn’t hurry. Never did. Panic got men killed quicker than bullets.

Across the way, the saloon doors burst open and a man stumbled out, clutching his side. Blood ran through his fingers and down his shirt in dark, soaking lines. He made it three steps before his legs gave out.

A second man came after him.

Hat low. Revolver raised.

“Don’t you move!” the gunman shouted, voice raw with fury. “You’re finished!”

Cutter kept walking.

The wounded man collapsed face-first into the dust.

The gunman took aim again.

“Hold,” Cutter said.

He didn’t shout it.

Didn’t need to.

The word carried anyway.

The gunman glanced over, just enough to see him.

“Stay out of this, Doc,” he snapped. “This ain’t your concern.”

Cutter stopped beside the fallen man and set his bag down. “He’s bleeding to death. That makes it my concern.”

“That man murdered my brother.”

“Then you’ll answer it proper,” Cutter said, already opening the bag. “But not like this.”

The revolver stayed trained.

“Move aside.”

Cutter pressed a folded cloth hard against the wound. Blood soaked through at once, hot and quick.

“He won’t last five minutes without help,” Cutter said. “You can kill him now, or you can let me try.”

The gunman stepped closer, boots grinding in the dirt. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

“No,” Cutter said calmly. “I tell you what happens next.”

The man’s jaw tightened. The gun wavered just a fraction.

Cutter didn’t look up again. He was already working—cutting away fabric, finding the wound, judging how deep the bullet had gone.

Too deep.

But not hopeless.

“Help me lift him,” Cutter said.

The gunman let out a harsh laugh. “You expect me to—”

“If you want him alive to answer for what he did,” Cutter said, “then yes.”

Silence stretched.

The wind pushed dust across the street in a slow curl.

Finally, the revolver lowered.

“Fine,” the man muttered. “But if he dies—”

“He dies,” Cutter said. “Same as he would right here.”

Together, they lifted the wounded man. He groaned once, then sagged again, weight heavy and uncooperative.

Cutter took most of it.

They carried him across the street, up onto the boardwalk, and through the narrow door of Cutter’s clinic.

Inside, it smelled of alcohol, leather, and clean linen.

Cutter laid the man out on the table.

“Hold him steady,” he said.

“I ain’t your assistant.”

“You are now.”

The gunman hesitated, then stepped in closer, gripping the man’s shoulders.

Cutter rolled his sleeves.

“No whiskey?” the man asked.

Cutter shook his head. “No time.”

He reached into his bag, pulling out instruments wrapped in cloth. Steel glinted in the dim light.

“This is going to hurt him,” the gunman said.

“He won’t remember it,” Cutter replied.

He went to work.

The room filled with the sound of shallow breathing, the scrape of metal, and Cutter’s steady instructions.

“Hold him.”

“Don’t let him move.”

“Stay with me now.”

Time stretched.

Minutes turned to something longer.

Blood came. Cutter worked through it.

The gunman said nothing after a while. Just held on.

At last, Cutter drew back.

The bullet sat in his palm, small and ugly.

“He’ll live,” Cutter said.

The gunman stared at it, then at the man on the table.

“That so.”

“For now.”

Cutter dropped the bullet into a tin tray with a dull clink.

The man on the table breathed—slow, uneven, but steady.

The gunman stepped back.

“You just saved a killer,” he said.

Cutter wiped his hands clean. “I saved a man. What he is after that is up to the law.”

The gunman picked up his hat.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

Cutter nodded. “I expect you will.”

The door closed behind him.

Cutter stood alone in the quiet.

Outside, the town slowly came back to life—boots on wood, low voices, the creak of a sign in the wind.

Inside, Cutter looked down at the man he’d pulled back from the edge.

“You don’t get to die yet,” he said quietly.

Then he reached for fresh bandages.

Because out here, in a place where men settled things with lead—

someone had to fight for what came after.
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The man didn’t die.

That was the first surprise.

The second came just before dawn—when he opened his eyes.

Cutter had dozed in a chair against the wall, hat tipped low, boots still on. He woke to a low sound—a rasp more than a voice. The kind a man makes when he’s clawing his way back from somewhere deep.

Cutter was on his feet in a breath.

“Easy,” he said, stepping to the table. “You’re not dead yet. No sense trying to prove me wrong.”

The man blinked, eyes unfocused at first, then narrowing as the pain caught up with him. His hand twitched toward his side.

Cutter caught it. “Don’t. I just stitched you together. You pull that loose, I’m not starting over.”

The man swallowed hard. His voice came rough. “Where...?”

“My place,” Cutter said. “You took a bullet in the street. I took it out.”

The man lay still a moment, breathing shallow.

“Why?”

Cutter shrugged. “Same reason I always do.”

“That ain’t an answer.”

“It’s the only one you get.”

The man studied him, then gave a faint, humorless smile. “You don’t even know who I am.”

Cutter reached for a cup of water and held it to his lips. “Don’t need to.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
—DOCTOR-—
-Bmm GUTTER*





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





