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Chapter One
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The Second Man

The sun was straight overhead when it happened.

No shadows. No excuses.

The Silver Lantern’s batwing doors hung half open, letting heat and whiskey breath spill into the street. Men leaned against posts. A wagon creaked somewhere behind the mercantile. Dust lifted and settled like it was waiting for something.

Eli Cade stood ten paces from Tom Berringer.

They had been talking.

That’s what people would remember later — that they’d been talking.

“You don’t want this,” Eli said, his voice even.

Tom’s hand hovered near his Colt. “You already took what was mine.”

“I didn’t take anything.”

A lie? No.

But it wouldn’t matter.

Someone shifted on the boardwalk. A boot scraped wood. The air tightened.

Tom moved first.

He was fast.

Eli was faster.

Steel cleared leather. Two shots split the noon quiet.

Tom jerked backward as if a rope had yanked him. His hat spun into the dust. He fell hard, one hand clutching at air that wasn’t there.

Silence followed.

Not shock. Not outrage.

Judgment.

Eli stood there, revolver still raised, smoke curling from the barrel. He didn’t look at Tom. He looked past him — toward the saloon porch.

Toward Sheriff Calder.

Calder hadn’t moved.

Neither had the three men flanking him.

One of them spat.

Tom Berringer coughed once. A wet, choking sound. Then nothing.

Eli lowered his gun slowly. He had seen men die before. This one wasn’t different.

Except it was.

Because Tom hadn’t meant to kill him.

Tom had meant to scare him.

Eli knew that now.

And knowing it came too late.

A murmur moved through the watching crowd.

“Didn’t even give him a chance.”

“Shot him dead.”

“Cold.”

Eli’s jaw tightened. He replayed it in his head — the twitch, the flinch, the reach for steel.

Tom had moved first.

That should have been enough.

Sheriff Calder stepped off the boardwalk.

“You planning to explain yourself?” the sheriff asked.

Eli holstered his revolver. “He drew.”

Calder’s eyes dropped to Tom’s body. Tom’s Colt lay half out of leather, not fully cleared.

“Looks to me,” Calder said carefully, “like he was still thinking about it.”

That hit harder than the gunfire.

“I won’t apologize for being faster,” Eli said.

“No,” Calder replied. “But you might wish you had been slower.”

Behind the sheriff, Berringer’s brothers pushed forward.

Jonah and Miles.

Both armed.

Both staring at Eli like he was something already buried.

“You killed him,” Jonah said flatly.

“He drew.”

Jonah shook his head once. “He hesitated.”
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