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Chapter One
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The night wind scraped dust along the empty street of Pecos like a broom sweeping the town clean.

Inside the jailhouse, Eli Cutter sat on the narrow iron cot and listened to the sound of the wind through the bars.

He had listened to worse sounds in his life—rifle fire in canyon walls, war drums on the frontier, the last breath of dying men—but none of them carried the quiet certainty of a hangman’s rope waiting at sunrise.

The lamp on the sheriff’s desk burned low.

Outside the barred window behind him, the moon slid slowly past the courthouse roof.

Eli flexed his fingers.

They were old hands now. Knotted and scarred. But they still remembered the weight of a Colt.

Especially the one resting in his lap.

Across the room, Sheriff Tom Grady sat with his boots on the desk, hat tipped over his eyes.

He was snoring.

Eli watched him for a long moment.

“Tom,” Eli said quietly.

The sheriff didn’t move.

Eli raised his voice just enough.

“Tom.”

Grady jerked awake and nearly knocked his chair over.

“Hell—!”

He blinked, staring across the room.

Then he saw the revolver in Eli Cutter’s hand.

The sheriff froze.

“How in God’s name—”

Eli lifted the Colt slightly.

“Don’t reach for yours.”

Grady slowly lowered his hands to the desk.

“That gun was locked in evidence.”

“Was.”

The sheriff stared at him.

“You planning on shooting your way out of here?”

Eli leaned back against the wall of the cell.

“No.”

“Then why the gun?”

Eli’s eyes drifted toward the window.

“Because somebody’s coming.”

Grady frowned.

“Who?”

Eli didn’t answer.

He had heard the sound already.

Hoofbeats.

Three horses.

Maybe four.

Coming slow down the street.

The sheriff heard it a moment later.

The snorting of horses.

A saddle creaking.

Grady stood carefully and moved toward the door.

“You expecting visitors this late?”

Eli’s voice stayed calm.

“Not the friendly kind.”

Outside, a horse stopped in front of the jail.
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