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  Chapter One

  
  







The silence was the first thing Rip noticed. It wasn’t the empty-sky silence of the high desert or the quiet of a town sleeping off a Saturday night. This was a heavy, watchful silence that clung to the buildings and pressed down on the street.

He rode the gelding at a walk down the center of Providence’s main street. The horse’s hooves made soft, plodding sounds in the thick dust. Heads turned as he passed. A woman sweeping the boards in front of the general store stopped, her broom held still, and watched him with eyes that held no welcome. A man leaning against a water trough straightened up, folded his arms, and tracked Rip’s progress. They weren’t curious. They were wary.

Rip touched the brim of his hat. The woman gave a short, jerky nod and disappeared inside the store. The man at the trough just stared.

The town was a single street of sun-bleached timber buildings, tucked into a fold in the hills. Livery, blacksmith, hotel, saloon. The usual. But one building stood out. It was new, or at least it had a fresh coat of white paint that hurt the eyes in the afternoon sun. The sign above the door was painted in crisp black letters: The Committee for a Better Tomorrow. It was situated between the jailhouse, which had a sagging porch roof, and the saloon, which had a set of batwing doors hanging on by a single hinge each. The contrast was a statement.

Rip swung down from the saddle in front of the general store. The wood of the hitching rail was smooth and warm under his hand. He looped the reins and pushed through the door. The little bell above it gave a dull, tired jingle.

The store smelled of coffee beans, cured leather, and dust. The woman from the porch was behind the counter now, her hands busy arranging a stack of tinned peaches. A man with a thin mustache and a clean apron stood beside her, his arms folded.

“Afternoon,” Rip said to him.

The man’s eyes flicked from Rip’s face to the Colt on his hip and back again. “What can I get for you?”

“Coffee. Cartridges. Forty-four-forty.”

The storekeeper turned and took a canvas sack of coffee beans from a high shelf. He measured a pound onto a scale, his movements quick and precise. He slid a box of cartridges across the counter without a word.

“Quiet town,” Rip said, placing a few coins on the worn wood.

The storekeeper’s hands froze for a second over the cash drawer. “It’s peaceful.”

“There’s a difference,” Rip said.

The man’s wife stopped arranging the tins. She looked at her husband, a quick, nervous glance. The storekeeper scooped up the coins and dropped them in the drawer. The clink of the metal was loud in the room.

“Providence takes care of its own,” the man said. The words sounded rehearsed, like something he’d been told to say. He pushed Rip’s supplies forward. “Will that be all?”

Rip took the sack and the box. He met the man’s eyes. The fear in them was plain as day, but there was something else, too. A deep, settled resentment. “For now,” Rip said.

He stepped back outside into the bright sunlight. The man from the water trough was gone. But a new watcher had taken his place. A man stood in the doorway of the Committee’s pristine office, a tall figure in a dark coat, smoking a slim cigar. The man didn’t nod. He just watched, his gaze flat and possessive. He was looking at Rip like he was a stray dog that had wandered onto his property.

Rip walked the gelding down to the livery. The big double doors were open, spilling a block of shadow onto the street. A thick-shouldered man with a leather apron and arms like wagon axles was shoeing a mule. The ring of his hammer was the only sound in town.

“Need a stall for the night,” Rip said. “Grain and a rubdown.”

The blacksmith didn’t stop. He hammered the last nail into the mule’s shoe, the sound a sharp, angry punctuation mark. He dropped the mule’s hoof and straightened up, wiping a sweat-streaked hand on his apron. He had a sullen, bruised look about him, as if he’d been in a fight he’d lost but hadn’t forgotten.

“Cost you a dollar,” he said, his voice a low rumble. He looked past Rip, up the street toward the Committee’s office. His jaw tightened.

“Fair price,” Rip said. He led the horse into the cool, hay-scented dark of the stable. “That office. The Committee. They new in town?”

The blacksmith, Elias Gable, took the reins. He ran a hand along the gelding’s neck, checking the animal with a practiced eye. “Been here long enough.”

“Long enough for what?”

Gable turned his head. His eyes were dark, and for a moment, Rip saw a flicker of banked fire in them. “Long enough to paint their sign,” he said. He led the horse away without another word, leaving Rip standing alone in the shadows, the weight of the town’s silence settling around him.
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The hotel lobby was one big room with a wide staircase and a threadbare rug. A desk sat against the back wall, its surface bare except for a guest ledger and a small bell. The air was still and smelled of lemon oil and old wood. There was no one there. Rip put his saddlebags on the floor and tapped the bell. The sound was a sharp, clean ping that cut through the silence.

A woman came through a door behind the desk. She was wiping her hands on an apron, a few strands of brown hair falling loose around her face. She looked tired, but her eyes were clear and direct.

“Help you?” she asked.

“Need a room for the night. Maybe two.”

“Just you?” She looked at the saddlebags, then back at his face. She wasn’t looking at his gun. She was looking at his eyes.

“Just me,” Rip said.

She turned the ledger around and pushed a pen across the desk. “Room is four bits a night. Pay in advance.”

Rip signed the book—a simple ‘R. Campbell’ in a clean script. He slid a silver dollar across the wood. “I’d like a room overlooking the street, if you have one.”

Her hand paused on its way to the coin. Her gaze was steady. “The street can be noisy.”

“I don’t mind the noise.”

She looked at him for a long moment, a silent negotiation passing between them. Then she nodded, a quick, decisive movement. She took the coin, made change from a wooden box, and picked a key from a hook on the wall.

“Room four. Top of the stairs, to the right. Water pitcher’s full. Supper’s at six, if you want it.” She pushed the key and the change toward him. “My name is Sarah Miller. You cause trouble, you’ll deal with me.”

“I’m just here for the quiet,” Rip said.

A flicker of something—disbelief, maybe irony—passed through her eyes. “You came to the wrong town for that.”

The room was clean. The bed was made with a patchwork quilt, the floorboards swept, the window washed. From his second-floor view, Rip could see the whole length of Providence’s main street. The livery, the jail, the saloon. And the white-painted office of the Committee for a Better Tomorrow.

He stood by the window, a hand resting on the frame, and watched. For an hour, nothing happened. A dog slept in a patch of shade. The blacksmith’s hammer rang in a steady, rhythmic beat. Then, the door to the Committee’s office opened.

Six men stepped out onto the porch. Five of them were dressed in dark coats, their hats pulled low. They moved like men who were used to being watched. The man who led them was different. He wore a tailored grey suit and no hat, his dark hair neatly combed. He was handsome, with a politician’s smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He lit a cigar, the gesture slow and confident. This was a man who owned the ground he stood on. This was Alistair Finch.

Finch said something to the man beside him, a tall, cold-eyed man with a face like chipped stone. The man, Harrison, nodded once. Finch stayed on the porch, smoking his cigar like a king on his balcony, while Harrison and two others stepped down into the street.

They didn’t walk like lawmen. They walked like collectors. Their first stop was the general store. Rip watched the storekeeper from earlier come out to meet them, his wife hovering in the doorway behind him. There was no argument. The storekeeper reached into his apron, pulled out a few bills, and handed them to Harrison. Harrison didn’t count the money. He just folded it and put it in his coat pocket. He said something, and the storekeeper nodded, a quick, jerky motion. Then Harrison and his men moved on.

Their next stop was the saloon. The batwing doors swung open and the owner, a man with a belly that strained the buttons of his vest, met them on the steps. The transaction was the same. A few quiet words. The passing of money. A nod. It was a ritual. Smooth, practiced, and absolute.

From his porch, Finch watched it all, the smoke from his cigar rising in a thin blue line in the still air. He wasn’t just watching his men. He was watching the town. He was watching the doors that stayed shut, the windows where faces appeared and vanished. He was measuring the silence, and he seemed to like the weight of it.

Rip stepped back from the window. He now understood the difference between peace and quiet. Peace was a choice. This quiet was a cage. He sat on the edge of the bed, the springs groaning under his weight, and began to clean his Colt, the soft, rhythmic click of the cylinder the only sound in the room.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  






The Colt was clean. Rip laid the revolver on the small table by the window, the oiled metal dark against the pale wood. He could still see Finch on the porch across the street, a grey-suited spider in the center of his web. The collections were done. The town had paid its due. The silence had returned, heavier than before.

A distant sound broke the quiet. The rumble of wheels and the jingle of trace chains, growing steadily louder. On the street below, people stopped. The blacksmith’s hammer went silent. Heads turned toward the east end of town. There was a tension in the air, a collective holding of breath.

The stagecoach came into view, a dust-caked Concord pulled by four tired horses. It rolled down the center of the street and pulled up in a cloud of its own making in front of the hotel. The driver, a leather-faced man with eyes lost in a web of wrinkles, wrapped the reins around the brake handle. The man beside him, holding a Greener shotgun across his lap, didn’t move. He just scanned the street, his gaze lingering on the Committee’s office.

A few passengers got out, a drummer with a sample case and a woman with two small children. They hurried away without a word, disappearing into the hotel or down the street, anxious to be gone.

The door to the Committee’s office opened. It wasn’t Finch this time. It was the man Harrison, the
























