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Chapter One
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The man stepped out onto the balcony like he belonged there.

Below him, Cheyenne rolled loud and careless—wagon wheels grinding through dust, a piano hammering inside the Double Spur, men laughing too hard and too long. Lantern light swung in the warm night air, stretching shadows across the street like they had somewhere to be.

Up above it, the man stood still.

Wade Cutter rested his hands on the rail and looked down.

Across the street, the Double Spur Saloon spilled yellow light through its batwing doors. That was where the trouble had been sitting. That was where the money had changed hands. That was where a man had walked out thinking he’d live to see another sunrise.

Cutter didn’t rush.

He never did.

He slipped a hand inside his coat and brought out the revolver, slow and steady, like he was drawing breath. Navy Colt. The grip worn smooth from use, not show. It sat easy in his hand, like it knew what was coming.

Below, laughter broke loose again.

Too loud.

Too sure.

Cutter’s eyes fixed on the man stepping out into the lamplight.

Red sash tied at the waist. Black hat pushed back just enough to show a face that had forgotten caution. Broad shoulders. Easy swagger. The kind of man folks made room for without being asked.

Cade Rourke.

Rourke didn’t look up.

Men like him never did.

Cutter eased the hammer back.

The click was soft, but it carried weight.

He set the barrel along the wooden rail and let his breath settle. The night pressed in close—warm, restless, carrying the smell of whiskey, dust, and something sour that clung to towns like this.

Below, Rourke stopped near the hitching post.

Another man came up to him, speaking quick and low. Cutter watched Rourke’s face tighten just a fraction. Not fear. Not yet. Just the first hint that something in his world had shifted.

Good.

Cutter didn’t feel anger. That had burned out days ago.

This was something cleaner.

Something final.

Rourke had pulled a trigger where he shouldn’t have. On a man who didn’t deserve it. That kind of thing didn’t fade with time.

It waited.

And tonight, it came due.

Rourke turned slightly, opening himself to the street. Chest clear. No hurry in him. No sense at all.

Cutter took the slack out of the trigger.

Time stretched thin.

Inside the saloon, the piano hit a wrong note and stopped. A horse stamped and snorted. Somewhere down the street, glass shattered.

Rourke lifted his head just a little.

Not enough.

The gun spoke.

The crack split the night clean.

Rourke jerked hard, like a string had been yanked from behind him. The red sash darkened quick. He staggered back, confusion crossing his face like he couldn’t understand how something like this could happen to him.

Then his legs gave out.

He hit the dirt.

Hard.

The street went still.

For a breath, Cheyenne forgot how to move.

Cutter held his aim, watching. Making sure. A man didn’t survive a shot like that unless something unnatural had hold of him.

Rourke twitched once.

Then nothing.

Below, a voice shouted.

Another followed—sharper, edged with fear.

Doors slammed. Boots hit the ground. The town came back all at once, louder than before, but wrong now. Broken.

Cutter lowered the hammer and stepped back from the rail.

One shot.

That was all it ever took.

If a man did it right.

He turned from the balcony, slipping the revolver back beneath his coat. The room behind him was bare—just a chair and a narrow bed that hadn’t been touched.

He hadn’t come to stay.

He’d come for the angle.

Nothing more.

Voices rose in the street below, names being called, orders shouted, confusion spreading fast. It wouldn’t take long before someone thought to look up.
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