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Chapter One: A Name in the Dust
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The noonday sun blistered the rooftops of Fenton, Texas, making the wooden planks of Main Street shimmer and crack. Heat lay heavy on the town, turning every breath into work. Most folks had retreated indoors, leaving the street to the dogs and the drifting tumbleweed.

Robert Ricoq rode in at a walk, dust trailing from the hooves of his tired gray mare. He sat tall in the saddle, his silhouette broad-shouldered but lean, casting a long shadow on the ground. His eyes, sharp and dark as old coffee, scanned the town with a mixture of suspicion and resignation—he’d seen too many places like this, where the law was a rumor and a man’s reputation counted for more than a badge.

Ricoq wore his gun low and his hat lower, the brim hiding the line of a scar that cut from his left ear to his jaw. Every piece of his gear was worn but well cared for: a battered leather vest, a faded shirt, and a gunbelt that looked to have seen both glory and grief.

He slowed as he passed the sheriff’s office, noting the absence of any lawman in the window. The only sign of life was a faded wanted poster nailed to a post by the door—his own name, bold and black: WANTED: ROBERT RICOQ.

He swung down, tied his mare to the rail, and brushed the dust from his coat. From behind saloon windows, townsfolk peered out—some with curiosity, others with fear. He could almost hear the whispers starting up: There he is. That’s him. Ricoq.

He walked into the saloon, the room turning silent as a church at midnight. The barkeep, a stout man with a nervous twitch, set down the glass he’d been polishing and eyed Ricoq with a practiced caution.

“Whiskey,” Ricoq said, his voice gravelly, “and some news if you’ve got it.”

The barkeep slid a glass his way. “You passing through or looking to stir the dust, mister?”

Ricoq took a slow sip before answering. “Depends. I’m after a man called Silas Boone. Word is he’s been making trouble out this way.”

Murmurs rippled down the bar. The barkeep dropped his gaze. “Boone’s got friends here. The kind that ask questions later.”

Ricoq gave a humorless smile. “So do I.”

He set a coin on the counter, enough to buy a little truth. “Where do I start looking?”

The barkeep nodded toward the back room. “Boone plays cards in there most nights. Hasn’t shown his face today—not since trouble at the livery. Folks say he’s holing up at the old Brindle Ranch, north of town.”

Ricoq downed his whiskey in a single swallow and left the glass. “Much obliged.”

He pushed through the batwing doors, the eyes of Fenton following his every step. As he mounted up, he felt the weight of the town’s gaze and the poster with his name fluttering in the breeze. In the end, it always came down to one thing in places like this: a reckoning.

And Robert Ricoq had come to collect.
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Chapter Two: The Brindle Ranch
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The trail north of Fenton was little more than a pair of wagon ruts winding through a landscape scorched by sun and time. Mesquite and thorny brush clung to the dry soil, and every so often, a jackrabbit would dash from cover as Robert Ricoq rode by. He kept one hand close to his holster, eyes shifting from the trail to the distant rise of the old Brindle Ranch.

As he approached, the buildings came into view—a leaning house, half-collapsed barn, and a corral with only fence posts left standing. The land had an abandoned look, but Ricoq trusted what the barkeep had said: Boone was here, or had been. Trouble always left a trace.

He left his mare in the shade of a scraggly cottonwood and made his way forward on foot, boots stirring the dust. He listened—no voices, no cattle, just the creak of wood in the wind. He scanned for movement, searching the broken windows and shadows beneath the porch.

A faint noise—a bottle clinking against stone. Ricoq pressed himself to the wall, moving quietly toward the sound. He peeked through a jagged window and saw him: Silas Boone, sitting at a table littered with cards and empty bottles. Two men played cards with him, both armed, both with their backs to the door. Boone looked older than his reputation, face lined, beard gray, but his eyes were alert and mean.

Ricoq considered his options. He could wait for nightfall, try to catch Boone alone, but word might get out, and Boone was known for running when the wind changed. He drew a slow breath, checked the load on his Colt, and stepped around to the front door.

It creaked open under his hand. All three men turned, hands drifting toward their belts. Boone squinted, then grinned when he recognized Ricoq.

“Well, if it ain’t the famous Robert Ricoq. You come for the money on my head, or just for the whiskey?”

Ricoq kept his stance easy, but his voice was ice. “You know why I’m here, Boone. You and me got unfinished business.”

One of Boone’s men rose, pushing back his chair, but Boone waved him down. “Sit. Man’s got the sand to walk in here alone, he deserves a fair shake.”

Ricoq let the silence stretch. “You coming quiet, or is this going to get noisy?”

Boone’s hand hovered near his revolver. “Depends, Ricoq. Depends on whether you’re faster than last time.”

For a moment, time seemed to slow—the creak of a chair, the hiss of wind, Boone’s fingers twitching just above his gun.

Ricoq didn’t wait. His hand blurred, drawing and firing before Boone’s men could blink. The shot struck Boone’s revolver, spinning it from his grasp. Boone cursed, clutching his hand, as the two others froze, unsure.

“Don’t,” Ricoq said, his gun steady, voice calm. “It’s not your fight.”

The two men exchanged a glance, then slowly raised their hands. Boone glared at Ricoq, fury and fear warring in his eyes.

“You should’ve stayed gone, Ricoq,” he spat.

Ricoq holstered his Colt and moved forward, binding Boone’s wrists with a length of rawhide. “That’s not my style,” he said. “I finish what I start.”

He marched Boone out into the sunlight, his reputation following like a shadow. Boone’s men watched, silent, as Ricoq hauled their boss toward town. Justice in these parts was a dirty business, and for Robert Ricoq, it was far from over.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three: Ambush at the Crossing
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Robert Ricoq kept a wary eye on the horizon as he led Silas Boone south, the morning sun already burning hot. The outlaw’s hands were bound, and Boone scowled, walking a step ahead of Ricoq’s drawn Colt. The silence between them was heavy, broken only by the crunch of gravel and the soft clop of Ricoq’s mare following behind.

They’d made it halfway back to Fenton when they reached a narrow arroyo—a dry wash cutting across the land. Ricoq’s senses prickled. He slowed, scanning the banks. This stretch was perfect for an ambush: high grass, a few wind-twisted mesquites, and enough cover for a marksman.

Boone noticed his caution. “You expecting company, Ricoq? I always said you were a nervous sort.”

Ricoq ignored him, guiding Boone down into the arroyo. As they reached the bottom, a sudden crack echoed—a rifle shot splitting the quiet. The bullet smacked into the dirt inches from Ricoq’s boots, sending up a spray of dust. Ricoq dove behind a boulder, dragging Boone with him.

“Stay down,” Ricoq hissed.

From up on the bank, a voice called out, thick with menace. “Hand him over, Ricoq! Walk away and nobody needs to get hurt.”

Ricoq peered around the rock, spotting two men on the ridge. One leveled a rifle; the other, a scarred fellow in a battered hat, he recognized from Boone’s crew.

Boone smirked. “Told you, Ricoq. I got friends.”

“Not enough,” Ricoq replied coolly. He studied
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