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Chapter One
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The payroll sat heavier than gold had any right to.

Wes Parnell felt its weight through the saddle leather as he rode out of the canyon and into open country. The canvas sack was tied tight behind him, cinched low so it wouldn’t swing. Every mile it seemed to press harder against his back, as if reminding him what it was — stolen money, marked bills, trouble wrapped in twine.

He did not look behind him.

If the others had survived the shootout in Dry Mesa, they would already be riding. If they had not, the desert would settle that matter quick enough.

Wes nudged his bay gelding forward and kept to the broken ground where tracks scattered and vanished. The sun climbed fast, flattening the world into heat and glare. Sweat slid down his spine, but he did not ease his pace.

He had ridden with Three-Fingered Jack Stanton for four years.

Four years of night jobs and fast getaways. Four years of banks that opened under the muzzle of a Colt. Four years of Jack’s thin smile and colder eyes.

Jack called it business.

Wes had started calling it something else.

The Dry Mesa job had gone wrong from the start. A guard quicker than expected. A teller who tried to be brave. Jack had laughed while bullets flew.

Wes did not laugh.

When the smoke cleared, two men were down — one of theirs, one not. Jack had grabbed the strongbox and barked orders. Wes had carried the payroll sacks to the horses.

But somewhere between the first shot and the last, something in him had shifted.

He had ridden with the gang out of town.

Then, when the dust swallowed them whole, he had veered off.

Just enough.

Jack wouldn’t notice at first. Not until they reached the rendezvous and counted shares.

By then, Wes would be long gone.

The ghost town of El Diablo rose from the horizon just past sundown — a scatter of leaning buildings and sagging boardwalks at the edge of nothing. Once it had been a mining camp. Now it was wind and memory.

Wes rode straight down the center of the empty street.

A loose shutter banged somewhere in the heat wind. A tumbleweed scraped past the hitch rail of a long-dead saloon.

He dismounted in front of the old bank building — a narrow stone structure with cracked windows and a door hanging half off its hinge.

“Fittin’,” he muttered.

Inside, dust lay thick as flour. The counter still stood. The vault door, rusted and open, leaned crooked in its frame.

Wes untied the canvas sack and dragged it inside. He worked fast.

Behind the vault, the floorboards had rotted through in one corner. He pried them up with the butt of his revolver, digging into the dry earth beneath. Sweat darkened his shirt as he hollowed out a space deep enough to swallow the payroll.

He lowered the sack in and covered it carefully.

Board back in place. Dust brushed smooth. No sign of fresh disturbance.

When he stepped back outside, the sun had gone red over the ridge.

He stood in the middle of El Diablo and listened.

Nothing but wind.

“I’ll bring it back,” he said quietly to the empty street. “Soon as I can.”

He did not know who he meant to convince — himself, or the men he had left behind.

A buzzard circled high overhead.

Wes mounted again and turned his horse toward New Mexico. Quemado was two days’ ride if he kept steady. There were people there. Work. Maybe even a way to square what had gone crooked.

Behind him, El Diablo sank back into silence.

Far to the east, beyond the fading light, a rider crested a ridge and paused.

Three-Fingered Jack Stanton watched the lone trail cutting away from Dry Mesa and smiled thinly.

He did not need all his fingers to count betrayal.

And he never forgot a debt.
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Chapter Two
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They rode at first light.

Three-Fingered Jack Stanton insisted on it.

“The desert don’t forgive slow men,” he said, flexing the stump where his missing finger had once been. “And I ain’t inclined to linger.”

Wes Persell rode in front.
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