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Chapter One

[image: ]




The door creaked when he pushed it.

Not loud. Just enough.

Inside, the room went still.

Dawson Pike stood in the doorway with the sun behind him and dust on his coat. The light cut across the floorboards and stopped at his boots like the town itself didn’t want him taking another step.

No one spoke.

Cards stopped halfway to the table. A glass hung frozen in a bartender’s hand. Somewhere in the back a chair scraped softly, then stopped like the man who moved it had changed his mind.

Pike didn’t hurry.

He stepped in slow and easy, the way a man walks into trouble when he already expects it.

His hat brim shaded his eyes. The red bandanna at his neck was dark with trail dust. His revolver sat low on his hip, tied down with worn leather that had seen too many quick draws to look new.

The door closed behind him with a soft thud.

That sound carried.

It sounded final.

A piano sat in the corner. The man behind it had his fingers resting on the keys like he’d forgotten what they were for.

Pike walked three steps inside.

That’s when he noticed the guns.

Not drawn.

Not yet.

But close.

Three men at the card table had their hands resting on the edge of the wood, fingers curled just a little too tight. Another man leaning against the wall had his coat pulled back enough to show the butt of a Colt.

The bartender finally set the glass down.

“You lost?” he asked.

Pike looked around the room once before answering.

“Depends,” he said.

“On what?”

“On whether this place sells whiskey.”

The bartender stared at him for a long second.

“We sell whiskey.”

“Then I’m not lost.”

Pike stepped up to the bar.

Every eye in the room moved with him.

The bartender poured without asking what he wanted. The bottle clinked softly against the glass.

“You passing through?” the bartender asked.

Pike lifted the drink but didn’t taste it yet.

“Maybe.”

The bartender wiped his hands on a rag that wasn’t any cleaner than the bar.

“You picked the wrong town to maybe through.”

Pike finally took a drink.

Cheap whiskey. Burned going down.

He liked it that way.

“What town is this?” Pike asked.

The bartender gave a thin smile.

“Ridgewater.”
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