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CHAPTER ONE
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The Elze Road was a bad place to die.

It clung to the cliffside like a scar, twisting above a swollen river that clawed at the canyon floor fifty feet below. In dry weather it was treacherous. In rain, it was murder. Wagons slipped there. Horses lost their footing. Men vanished without leaving so much as a hat behind.

The stagecoach lurched as its wheels struck a rut, and the whole conveyance shuddered like a living thing afraid of what lay ahead.

Jed Morrow, riding shotgun, spat over the edge and wiped rain from his eyes with the back of his glove. The sky was the color of bruised iron, clouds stacked low and heavy, promising more water than the land could swallow.

“Should’ve turned back at Kestrel Bend,” he muttered.

Inside the coach, Clara Wynn tightened her grip on the leather strap above her head as the coach rocked again. She kept her eyes on the small window opposite her seat, watching rain streak down the glass like tears that wouldn’t stop.

Across from her, Silas Crowe sat rigid, his hands folded over his cane. He was a broad man, thick through the middle, with the kind of face that sweated even in winter. His hat rested on his knees, and his eyes flicked toward the window every time the coach groaned.

“You reckon this road’s safe?” he asked, his voice strained thin.

“No road’s safe,” Clara said quietly. “Some just take longer to kill you.”

Crowe swallowed and said no more.

Up front, the driver, Amos Pike, cracked his whip despite the rain. The team responded with a frightened surge forward, hooves skidding on wet stone.

That was when the sound came.

A sharp crack—wood splitting under strain.

Jed’s head snapped toward the left rear wheel just as the coach lurched violently sideways.

“Wheel!” he shouted. “Wheel’s go—”

The axle screamed.

The left rear wheel shattered, spokes exploding like gunfire. The coach dropped hard, tilting toward the cliff. Inside, Clara was thrown against the bench as Crowe screamed, clutching for balance.

Outside, Amos hauled the reins, but the horses panicked. The team surged forward, dragging the crippled coach in a grinding slide toward the edge.

Jed fired his shotgun into the air, the blast lost in thunder.

“Whoa! WHOA, damn you!”

Too late.

The coach skidded, half its weight hanging over nothing but open air. Rocks gave way beneath the broken wheel, clattering down into the river below.

For one frozen moment, everything held.

Then a rifle cracked from above the road.

Jed jerked as the bullet tore through his shoulder. He pitched backward, dropping the shotgun as blood sprayed the coach seat.

A second shot punched through the driver’s bench.

Amos Pike slumped forward without a sound, the reins slipping from his hands.

The horses screamed.

From the ridge above, shadows moved—three of them—rifles flashing in the rain.

“Ambush!” Crowe shrieked. “We’re being ambushed!”

Clara didn’t scream. She grabbed the floor brace and hauled herself upright as another bullet punched through the coach wall inches from her head.

The Elze Road had claimed another debt.

And it wasn’t done yet.
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Chapter Two
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Rain hit the canyon like a punishment.

It came down in thick, slanting sheets, hammering the stagecoach roof and turning the Elze Road into slick stone and mud that smelled of torn earth. Clara Wynn tasted iron in her mouth—blood from where her teeth had cut the inside of her cheek when the coach lurched.

Outside, horses screamed and strained against the traces. The coach teetered with half its body hanging over the cliff, the broken wheel jammed awkwardly beneath the frame like a snapped bone. Every shift of weight made the whole rig groan, as if the cliff itself was deciding whether to keep them.
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