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CHAPTER ONE
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The iron was red hot when Wade Rusk rode into Clay Vanner’s smithy.

Clay stood at the anvil, sleeves rolled to his elbows, leather apron blackened by years of smoke and sparks. He held a glowing horseshoe in his tongs while the forge fire snapped behind him.

Rusk sat a tall gray horse outside the open door. Two more horses were tied behind him. Their brands had been burned over fresh.

Clay saw it at once.

Stolen stock.

Rusk smiled. “Need them shod.”

Clay set the hot shoe on the anvil. “You got papers for those horses?”

“I got money.”

“That ain’t what I asked.”

Two riders came up behind Rusk. Hard-looking men. Dusty coats. Pistols low on their hips.

Rusk leaned in the saddle. “You shoe horses, blacksmith. You don’t ask questions.”

Clay picked up his hammer. “I ask when a man brings me stolen animals.”

The smile left Rusk’s face.

One of his men stepped into the smithy and reached for his gun.

Clay moved first.

The hammer came around hard and struck the man’s wrist. The pistol fired into the dirt. The frightened horses reared outside.

Rusk cursed and drew.

Clay dropped behind the anvil as a shot cracked through the smithy. Sparks leaped from the iron.

The second outlaw fired from the doorway.

Clay snatched the old Colt he kept beneath the workbench and fired once.

The outlaw staggered backward and fell near the water barrel.

For a moment, there was only the sound of the forge and the frightened horses.

Then Rusk wheeled his gray horse.

“This ain’t over, Vanner!” he shouted.

Clay stepped to the doorway, gun in hand.

Rusk and his last rider tore down the street and out of Cedar Flats.

The dead man lay in the dust, one hand open.

Townspeople stared from windows and doorways.

Marshal Jed Rourke came running from his office, shotgun in hand. He stopped when he saw the body.

“What happened here?”

Clay lowered the Colt.

“Rusk brought stolen horses. His man drew on me.”

Rourke looked at the burned brands. Then he looked at the dead man.

His face tightened.

“Clay, you killed one of Rusk’s riders.”

“He tried to kill me first.”

“Maybe so.”

Clay frowned. “Maybe?”

Rourke’s voice dropped.

“Rusk has men everywhere. If he says this was murder, this town will believe him because it’s easier than standing against him.”

Clay looked down the street where Rusk had gone.

The iron on the anvil cooled from red to black.

But trouble had only begun to heat.
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Marshal Rourke put Clay in the jail before sundown.

Clay stood behind the bars, hands still black from coal smoke.

“You know I acted in self-defense,” Clay said.

Rourke hung the keys on a peg. “I know what I saw after it was done.”

“You saw burned brands.”

“I saw enough to be careful.”

Clay stepped closer. “You’re afraid of Rusk.”

Rourke looked toward the window. “A man can be afraid and still be alive.”

The jail door opened.

Mary Larkin stepped inside carrying a basket. She was a widow, plain-dressed, with tired eyes that had seen too much.

Rourke frowned. “This ain’t a boarding house.”

“He needs supper.”

Rourke hesitated, then stepped outside.

Mary came to the bars and spoke low.

“I saw what happened.”

“Then tell the marshal.”

“He won’t stand until others do.”

Clay looked at the basket.

Mary pushed it through the bars. Beneath the bread lay a small file and a cartridge belt.

Clay stared at her.

“What is this?”

“A chance.”

“Why help me?”

“Because Wade Rusk stole my husband’s horses. Then my husband found where he hid them.”

Clay waited.

“They found him dead in a wash two days later,” Mary said. “Rusk called it an accident.”

Clay’s jaw tightened.

“Where are the horses?”

“Box canyon east of town. Rusk moves them tonight.”

Rourke’s boots sounded outside.

Mary straightened.

“Bring proof, Clay. Or Rusk will own this town forever.”

She left as Rourke came back in.

Clay waited until the jail grew quiet. Then he worked the file against the lock. It took most of the night. His fingers ached. Sweat ran into his eyes.

At last, the lock clicked.

Clay slipped from the cell and took his hat from the desk. He paused at the door.

Marshal Rourke stood outside, rifle in hand.

Clay froze.

Rourke tossed something to him.

A shotgun.

“You’ll need more than a Colt if you’re going after Rusk.”

Clay caught it.

“I thought you were stopping me.”

“I should.”

“Why don’t you?”

Rourke looked ashamed.

“Because Mary is right.”

Clay stepped into the moonlight.

“You coming?”

Rourke looked toward the sleeping town.

“Not yet.”

Clay shook his head.

“Then I’ll bring back proof alone.”

He saddled his buckskin at the livery and rode east beneath a thin moon.

Behind him, Cedar Flats slept.

Ahead, somewhere in the dark, Wade Rusk was burning brands off stolen horses.

Clay touched the hammer hanging from his saddle.

A blacksmith knew one thing for certain.

Hot iron could be shaped.

So could fear.
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The box canyon lay five miles east of Cedar Flats.

Clay reached it just before dawn. He tied his horse in the mesquite and climbed the ridge on foot.

Below him, thirty horses milled behind a rope gate. Men slept near low fires. Saddles, rifles, and whiskey bottles lay scattered around a wagon.

Wade Rusk stood by the forge pot, heating a brand iron in the coals.

“Move quick,” Rusk told his men. “By noon, every mark on them horses will be ours.”

Clay spotted a leather pouch on the wagon seat.

Papers.

Maybe bills of sale. Maybe a ledger. Maybe proof.

He slid down the rocks and crept toward the wagon.

A hand grabbed his sleeve.

Clay spun with his fist raised.

Mary Larkin crouched beside him, rifle in hand.

“What are you doing here?” he whispered.

“What you were too stubborn to ask help doing.”

“This is no place for you.”

“My husband died because of that man. It is exactly the place for me.”

A rider stirred near the fire.

They ducked behind the wagon.

Clay reached into the wagon seat and pulled out the leather pouch. Inside were names, brands, and horse counts. Rusk had kept his thefts written down like store accounts.

“This will hang him,” Clay said.

A gun cocked behind them.

Rusk stood in the firelight, smiling.

“It’ll hang you first.”

Clay slowly turned.

Rusk’s men surrounded them.

Mary lifted her rifle, but Rusk aimed at her.

“Drop it.”

She did.

Rusk snatched the pouch from Clay’s hand.

“You should have stayed in your smithy.”

Clay glanced past Rusk.

Sunlight touched the canyon rim.

A rifle cracked.

Rusk’s pistol flew from his hand.

Clay looked up.

Marshal Rourke stood on the ridge.

“Get down!” Rourke shouted.

The canyon exploded with gunfire.

Clay grabbed Mary’s rifle and fired at the rope gate. The rope snapped.

Thirty frightened horses thundered loose.

Men dove aside as hooves tore through camp.

Rusk ran for his gray horse.

Clay chased him.

Rusk reached the saddle and pulled a second pistol.

Mary moved first.

She snatched the glowing brand iron from the coals and slapped it against the horse’s saddle blanket.

The gray horse bucked wild.

Rusk hit the ground hard.

Clay was on him before he could rise.

The two men rolled in the dust. Rusk clawed for his pistol. Clay struck him once with his fist, then again.

Rusk went still.

Marshal Rourke rode down into the canyon.

Clay stood, breathing hard, with the leather pouch in his hand.

Rourke looked at the scattered horses, the burned brands, and Wade Rusk lying in the dirt.

“Well,” the marshal said, “looks like proof enough to me.”
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