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Chapter One

Dust Slide
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Rock gave way with a sound like teeth grinding.

Slade felt it through his palms first—stone turning slick under pressure—then through his boots as the whole slope decided it had carried him long enough. The canyon wall shuddered. The ledge crumbled. Gravity took the vote and won.

He dropped hard onto his belly, arms flinging wide, fingers clawing for anything that would bite. The shale didn’t bite. It rolled like marbles under a boot heel.

Beside him, the other man went over first.

A flash of blue shirt, a grunt that turned into a shout, and then the man was sliding downhill on his back, heels digging, hands slapping useless at the slanting rock.

“Carver!” Slade snapped.

Hugh Carver’s face came into view as he spun—wide eyes, jaw clenched, red hair plastered to his forehead with sweat and dust. He caught a ridge for half a heartbeat, fingers snagging, knuckles whitening—

Then that ridge broke, too.

Carver slid again, faster now, a man on a chute leading straight into the open throat of the canyon.

Slade’s own body followed.

He rode the slope like a board on a wave, stomach pressed flat to stone, elbows scraping. Gravel tore at his sleeves. Dust blasted up into his eyes. He blinked hard, squinting through the grit, and forced his hands down into a narrow seam.

Pain flared as his fingernails split.

The seam held.

For a breath.

Then the shale above him rolled loose and hammered his wrist. His fingers tore free and he was moving again—sliding, scraping, falling without falling.

The canyon below waited, wide and indifferent.

“Hold on!” Slade shouted, though there wasn’t much hold left in the world.

Carver spun again and managed to get one boot turned sideways. He caught the edge of a boulder with his heel. It slowed him. Not stopped—slowed. The boulder scraped, shifted, and threatened to follow him.

Slade angled his body, dug an elbow, and let momentum do the work. He drifted toward Carver, inch by inch, like a man trying to swim in stone.

A black shape flickered at the top of the slope.

Slade’s eyes cut upward.

A figure stood on the ridge line against the pale sky—still as a fence post.

Then a crack echoed off the rock.

A rifle shot.

Stone exploded a foot above Slade’s head.

Dust fountained into his face.

He didn’t have time to be surprised. Surprise was what got men killed.

He flattened, turned his shoulder, and the second shot punched sparks where his hand had been a moment earlier.

Somebody was shooting down at them.

Not warning shots. Not to scare them off.

To finish them.

Carver heard it, too. His head jerked up, eyes wild. He shouted something Slade couldn’t make out over the scrape of sliding shale and the echoing gunfire.

Slade fought the slope again, dragging himself sideways toward a torn strip of scrub rooted in a crack. Sagebrush. Tough as old wire.

He reached.

His fingers closed around brittle stems.

They snapped.

He grabbed lower, closer to the root.

The brush held—barely—yanking his shoulder so hard he tasted copper.
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