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Chapter One
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When the Light Fades

The stranger rode into Sundown at the worst hour of the day.

Not high noon when men could see each other plain. Not midnight when trouble slithered through shadows.

He came at dusk — when the light thinned and the world turned the color of dried blood.

A storm was building over the ridge, low clouds rolling in heavy and bruised. Wind pushed dust down Main Street in slow spirals. The boardwalk creaked. A loose shutter slapped somewhere near the mercantile.

He should have kept riding.

That’s what he’d told himself for twenty miles.

But when the first smell reached him — smoke, sharp and bitter — he knew the road had already made the choice.

He dismounted near the well.

No one greeted him.

No stable boy came running. No ranch hands leaned against hitching rails. Windows were shut tight. Curtains twitched and went still.

He tied his horse without hurry.

Across the street, the remains of the Carter place smoldered at the far edge of town. What had been a house that morning was now black timber and collapsed roof. Smoke drifted sideways in the wind.

Two shapes lay near the yard fence.

Covered.

The stranger didn’t move for several seconds.

Then he crossed the street.

His boots sank into churned dirt, dark where the fire brigade’s buckets had failed. He stopped beside the first body and knelt. The sheet had been pulled up careful, almost respectful.

He didn’t lift it.

He didn’t need to.

He already knew.

The Carters had held out longer than most. Refused to sell grazing rights. Refused to sign paper they couldn’t read but understood well enough.

Refused to bow.

The stranger rose slowly.

“That you?” a voice called from behind him.

He turned.

Marshal Tully stood in front of the jailhouse, hat low, hands resting too easy on his belt. Three men lingered behind him, coats open, pistols visible but not drawn.

The marshal looked older. Thinner.

More tired.

“You shouldn’t have come back,” Tully said.

The stranger’s face was unreadable beneath the brim of his hat. “Wasn’t planning to stay.”

“Town don’t need what you bring.”

The stranger glanced once more toward the covered bodies.

“Looks like it already has it.”

One of the men behind Tully spat into the dirt. “That ranch was condemned. Paperwork was filed.”

“Paperwork don’t burn houses,” the stranger said.

The wind shifted.

Ash drifted across the street between them.

Tully’s jaw tightened. “This ain’t your fight.”

The stranger studied the marshal a long moment. He could see the strain in him. The compromise. The fear.

It would be easier to mount up. Ride west. Let Sundown finish rotting without him.

He turned toward his horse.

For one breath, it seemed he meant to leave.

Then a small figure stepped out from behind the jailhouse. Barefoot. Soot streaked across his face. No hat. No coat.

A boy.

The boy stared at the blackened ruin across town. His mouth trembled, but he didn’t cry.

“They shot Pa,” he said quietly. “Shot Ma too.”

The stranger closed his eyes once.

Just once.

When he opened them, something old had come back.

He did not look at the marshal again.

“Who gave the order?” he asked.

And in the falling dark, Sundown held its breath.
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Ash and Iron

No one answered him.

The wind moved through Sundown like it owned the place. A shutter banged once, then again. Somewhere a dog barked and went quiet.

The boy stood in the street barefoot, fists knotted at his sides.

Marshal Tully cleared his throat. “Go on home, Eli.”

The boy didn’t move.

The stranger crouched so he was level with him. Up close, he could see the burn marks along the boy’s sleeve. The blistered skin on one wrist.

“You see who did it?” the stranger asked.

Eli nodded once. “Four of ’em. From the Barrow spread.” His voice was flat. Used up. “Mr. Holt was with ’em.”

That name drifted through the street like a spark in dry grass.

Silas Holt.

Cattle king. Banker’s partner. The man who’d been buying land one burned homestead at a time.

Tully stepped forward. “That’s enough.”

The stranger rose slowly. “You arrest him?”

“You know I can’t.”

“Can’t,” the stranger repeated.

Tully’s face hardened. “Don’t do this. You don’t know how deep this runs now.”

“I know how deep graves run,” the stranger said.

One of the men behind Tully shifted his coat back farther, showing steel. “You fixing to make trouble?”

The stranger’s gaze slid to him, cold and steady. “Trouble’s already here.”

The first drop of rain struck the dust between them.

Then another.

Thunder rolled over the ridge, long and low.

Tully stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Holt’s got twenty riders. Deputies on his payroll. Judge in his pocket. You start something, there won’t be a court left to try it.”

“I ain’t looking for court.”

The stranger walked past him.

Boot steps slow. Deliberate.

“Where you headed?” Tully called.

The stranger didn’t look back.

“To the source.”

The saloon doors swung wide when he pushed through them. Lamplight cut through smoke and whiskey haze. Conversation died mid-sentence.

Silas Holt sat at a back table like he owned the floorboards. Broad shoulders. Silver watch chain. Clean vest in a town that smelled of soot.

Two gunmen flanked him.

Holt didn’t rise.

“Well,” he said mildly. “Thought you’d have the sense to stay gone.”

The stranger stopped ten feet from the table.

Rain began hammering the roof.

“You burn it yourself,” Holt continued, “or you send word ahead?”

The stranger’s jaw tightened. “Family was inside.”

“They were warned.”

“They were alive.”

One of the gunmen laughed softly. “This ain’t your concern.”

Holt raised a hand, silencing him. His eyes never left the stranger’s face.

“You left Sundown years ago,” Holt said. “Left it bleeding. Now you come back acting righteous?”

“I came back riding through.”

“And now?”

The stranger’s hand hovered near his Colt, not touching. Not yet.

“Now I’m thinking.”

Lightning split the sky outside. The lamps flickered.

Holt leaned back in his chair. “You draw in my town, you won’t leave it.”

The stranger’s voice was quiet. Dead quiet.

“I wasn’t planning to.”

The rain came down harder.

And every man in the saloon knew the storm wasn’t the worst thing about to break.
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Chapter Three
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The First Shot

No one in the saloon breathed.

Rain hammered the roof so hard it sounded like buckshot. Lightning flashed through the window glass, turning every man inside into a pale ghost for half a heartbeat.

Silas Holt never blinked.

“You always did have a talent for making poor decisions,” Holt said calmly. “Walking back into my town is another.”

The stranger’s eyes never left him. “Your town?”

Holt’s mouth curved faintly. “Bought and paid for.”

A chair scraped somewhere to the left. One of Holt’s gunmen shifted his weight, hand drifting closer to his pistol.

The stranger saw it.

So did everyone else.

“Don’t,” Holt said without looking at his man.

But pride is a hard thing to leash.

The gunman drew.

The stranger was already moving.

His Colt cleared leather in one smooth motion. A single shot cracked through the smoke-thick air.

The gunman spun sideways, crashing into a table, whiskey glasses exploding across the floorboards. He didn’t get up.

The sound hung in the room long after the echo died.

The second gunman froze, half-drawn, eyes wide.

The stranger leveled his revolver at Holt’s chest.

“Call him off,” he said quietly.

Holt studied the body of his fallen man, then the stranger. His expression did not change.

“Holster it,” Holt told the remaining gunman.

Slowly, stiffly, the man obeyed.

Rain poured harder. Water streamed down the windows like tears.

“You just killed one of my riders,” Holt said evenly.

“He
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