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Chapter One
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The Red Mesa Hotel had been standing too long to look innocent.

Its clapboard front leaned just enough to suggest it had seen more fights than repairs, the faded sign above the door still insisting—out of habit more than truth—that this was a respectable place to sleep. Paint peeled in long strips where the sun had punished it year after year, and the windows were clouded with dust ground in by passing boots and old weather.

A man didn’t stop at the Red Mesa Hotel unless he had nowhere else to go.

Luke Calder stepped onto the boardwalk and paused.

The heat pressed down hard, flattening the air, carrying the smell of sweat, horses, and stale liquor drifting through the hotel’s closed doors. Calder adjusted the brim of his hat and listened. Laughter rolled out from inside—rough, careless laughter, fueled by cheap whiskey and the kind of confidence men only had when they hadn’t been challenged in a while.

Calder didn’t smile.

He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Conversation slowed.

The lobby was crowded and close, the air thick with smoke and noise that hadn’t yet decided to quiet. A piano slumped in the corner with two keys missing. A hat rack leaned crooked by the wall. Men filled the space—standing, sitting, leaning—most of them already drinking, all of them turning to look at the stranger who had just walked in.

Calder crossed the room at an easy pace.

He stopped at the front desk, where a thin man with ink-stained fingers and a nervous habit of blinking too often looked up from a ledger.

“You got rooms?” Calder asked.

The clerk looked him over. Slowly. His gaze lingered on Calder’s boots, the worn coat, the calm way he stood.

“Got money?” the clerk asked.

Calder set two silver coins on the desk.

The sound of metal carried.

A man leaning against the wall chuckled. Another shifted his weight, pushing away from a post. Somewhere behind Calder, a chair scraped the floor.

“You ain’t from Red Mesa,” a voice said.

Calder didn’t turn. “Didn’t say I was.”

The laughter changed tone—sharper now, testing.

A hand closed over Calder’s wrist.

That was the mistake.

Calder moved without hurry. His elbow came back hard, catching ribs. Air rushed out of a body in a wet grunt. Calder twisted free and stepped aside as the man staggered forward, clutching his side.

Chairs toppled. Boots moved.

Someone laughed again, louder this time.

“Well,” another voice said, “looks like we got ourselves a visitor.”

Calder turned slowly, eyes steady, hands loose at his sides.

“I’m here for a room,” he said.

A bottle shattered somewhere near the desk, spraying whiskey across the floor. A man rushed him from the left, swinging wild. Calder leaned back just enough to let the punch miss, then drove a short hook into the man’s gut. The attacker folded with a sound like a sack hitting dirt.

The lobby erupted.

Men surged forward, smelling blood and opportunity. Calder backed toward the desk, keeping space behind him, moving when he needed to, striking when it counted. He shoved one man into another, sent a third sprawling with a kick to the knee, felt a fist glance off his shoulder and ignored it.

This wasn’t a fight yet.

It was a test.

Calder saw it in their eyes—the way they circled instead of committing, the way they waited for someone else to lead. He knew the type. He’d seen towns like this before. Places where one man decided what went and what didn’t.

The banister cracked.

Wood exploded as a heavy boot slammed down from above.

A big man came down the stairs like a falling beam, landing hard and straightening with a grin that didn’t reach his eyes. He rolled his shoulders once, slow and confident, and looked at Calder like a butcher sizing up meat.

Wrapped fists. Thick neck. A jaw already darkening with old bruises.

Hank Sutter.

The room fell quiet around him.

Sutter smiled. “Looks like we’re upgrading the entertainment.”

Calder raised his hands, calm and ready.

The Red Mesa Hotel had finally decided how it wanted to greet him.

And Luke Calder understood, as clearly as the heat pressing down around them, that he wouldn’t be checking in quietly after all.
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Chapter Two
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Hank Sutter didn’t rush the fight.
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