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CHAPTER ONE
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The ridge was called Hangman’s Crown, and it earned the name the hard way.

It rose out of the badlands like a broken tooth—sharp rock, loose shale, and drop-offs that made a man’s stomach tighten even when he wasn’t being hunted. Up there, the wind cut clean and the sky looked bigger than it ought to.

Up there, a man could disappear.

Or die loud.

By late afternoon, Lyle Drumm had run out of places to run.

He crawled on hands and knees across the stone, keeping low as rifle shots snapped and whined off the rock behind him. Dust burst in little puffs around his elbows. A chip of shale sliced his forearm, but he didn’t slow. Pain was just another sound in the mix now.

He clutched a single stick of dynamite in his fist like it was a prayer.

Not the first time he’d held one.

But this time it wasn’t for blasting ore.

It was for buying minutes.

Below, men shouted—thin voices rising from the canyon like smoke.

“Drumm! Throw it down!”

“Last chance!”

A gun barked again.

The bullet kissed stone inches from his boot and sent sparks skipping.

Lyle slid behind a slab of rock and pressed his cheek to the grit. He tasted dust and copper and old sweat. His breath came short, but his hands stayed steady.

He had learned steadiness in a place that didn’t forgive shaking.

He risked a look over the edge.

Five men were climbing the switchback trail—spread out, careful, using boulders and scrub for cover. They weren’t amateurs, and they weren’t lawmen either. Their hats were pulled low. Their rifles were clean. Their movements were measured.

That meant hired.

Or hungry.

Maybe both.

He spotted the one in front—a tall man with a black coat and a rope coiled on his saddle horn. Even from up here, Lyle could see the way he carried himself, like he already owned whatever he came to take.

That one was the reason.

Lyle pulled back and let his head rest a moment on the rock.

So this was how it ended.

Not in a saloon.

Not in a street.

Not with a woman crying or a sheriff reading charges.

Just rock and sky and a long fall.

A gust of wind tore at his hair and his neckerchief. He tightened it, then checked his pockets.

Two matches.

A short length of fuse.

A small tin of sulfur with a cracked lid.

And one dynamite stick wrapped in old paper, sweating nitro in the heat.

Not much.

But enough to make men cautious.

He heard boots on stone below him, closer now.

A voice carried up—calm, almost polite.

“Lyle! You can stop this.”

Lyle’s jaw tightened.

He knew that voice.

Brennan Pike.

Not a lawman.

Not a friend.

A man who sold his skills to the highest bidder and never got sentimental about who ended up face-down in the dirt.

Lyle leaned forward just enough to be heard.

“I didn’t send for company,” he called back.

Pike’s laugh drifted up, light as a lie.

“You made yourself famous.”

“I made myself free.”

“That’s not how the world works.”

Lyle smiled without humor.

“It does when you’re willing to pay.”

He shifted his weight and crawled to the edge again, staying low. The canyon dropped away beneath him, a rough bowl of rock and scrub. If he went over, the fall would kill him long before any bullet did.

But he wasn’t going over.

Not yet.

Pike stepped into view on a shelf of rock below, rifle held across his chest.

“You’re cornered,” Pike called. “You’ve got nowhere to ride.”

Lyle raised the dynamite stick so Pike could see it clearly.

“I’ve got somewhere,” he answered.

The men below hesitated. He could feel it even from this height—the pause, the recalculation. Dynamite made brave men careful.

Pike’s voice hardened.

“You light that fuse and you die too.”

Lyle kept his eyes on him.

“I been dying since I was seventeen,” he said. “This is just the first time I get to pick how.”

Pike took a slow step forward.

“So what’s the play, Drumm? You blast the trail? You bury us? You think that makes you walk away?”

Lyle’s grip tightened.

“It makes you stop climbing,” he said. “That’s all I need.”

Pike stared up at him.

Then his gaze shifted—past Lyle, toward the flat top of Hangman’s Crown.

Lyle felt his stomach drop.

Someone was already up there.

Behind him.

A soft scrape.

Stone shifting under a boot.

Lyle spun, raising his revolver.

A man stood ten feet away on the ridge top, half-crouched, rifle in hand.

No shouting.

No warning.
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