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CHAPTER ONE
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Deputy Ben Carter did not ask for the badge.

Sheriff Jed Treadwell had laid it on the desk one quiet morning and told him Dry Wash Canyon needed another lawman. Ben had looked at the silver star for a long time before fastening it to his vest.

That had been eight months ago.

Now the sheriff was missing.

Ben stood beside a shallow grave on the northern edge of Dry Creek Wash, his hat pulled low against the afternoon sun. The dead man lay on his back in the dust, one arm folded beneath him and the other stretched toward a revolver he had never reached.

Ben crouched and studied the ground.

No signs of a struggle. No scattered belongings. No tracks except those of the dead man’s horse and a second animal that had approached from the west.

The killing had been quick.

One bullet.

Placed carefully.

Doc Warren knelt beside the body and shook his head. “Same as the others.”

Ben looked toward the ridge. “How long has he been dead?”

“Not more than a day.”

“Know him?”

“Name is Luke Fallon. Worked cattle for the Hollis spread.”

Ben rose slowly.

Luke Fallon made four.

The first had been a freight driver found beside his wagon with the cargo untouched. The second was a prospector who lived alone near Copper Hill. The third was a ranch hand named Clay Briggs, shot while checking fence line south of town.

Different men.

Different places.

Same clean shot.

Same silence.

Doc Warren wiped his hands on a cloth. “You think one man is doing this?”

Ben stared across the open country. The afternoon light cast long shadows against the rocks and juniper brush.

“One man is pulling the trigger,” Ben said. “That does not mean he is working alone.”

A horse approached from the trail.

Ben’s hand moved toward his holster until he recognized the rider.

Caleb Ford, owner of the general store, pulled his gray gelding to a stop and climbed down awkwardly.

“Deputy,” Caleb said, breathing hard. “You need to come back to town.”

“What happened?”

“A rider came through Dry Wash Canyon. Never stopped. Just nailed something to the jailhouse door and kept going south.”

Ben exchanged a look with Doc Warren.

“What did he leave?” Ben asked.

Caleb swallowed. “A note.”

Ben mounted his bay gelding, Ranger, and rode hard toward town.

Dry Wash Canyon sat beneath the shadow of a sandstone bluff, little more than a general store, a saloon, a livery, a church, and a row of weathered houses. Folks gathered near the jailhouse as Ben approached.

They stepped aside when he climbed from the saddle.

A sheet of paper had been pinned to the door with a hunting knife.

Ben pulled the blade free and unfolded the note.

The message contained only seven words.

SHERIFF TREADWELL IS DEAD. YOU ARE NEXT.

The street fell quiet behind him.

Ben read the words again, then folded the paper and placed it inside his coat.

Mrs. Dawson, who ran the boardinghouse, stood near the edge of the crowd with one hand over her mouth.

“Is it true?” she asked.

Ben looked toward the southern road.

Dust still hung faintly in the distance where the rider had disappeared.

“I do not know,” Ben said.

“What are you going to do?”

Ben removed the knife from the jailhouse door and studied its worn handle.

A small marking had been carved into the wood.

A circle crossed by two jagged lines.

He had seen that symbol before.

It had been scratched into the side of the sheriff’s abandoned saddle when they found it three weeks earlier.

Ben pushed the knife into his belt.

“I am going to find out who left this.”

Frank Fordfrowned. “You planning to ride after him alone?”

Ben stepped into the jailhouse and reached for his Winchester.

“For now.”

“That could be exactly what they want.”

Ben checked the rifle, then slid it into the scabbard on Ranger’s saddle.

He glanced once at the badge on his vest.

The town had never looked smaller.

The road had never looked longer.

“A badge does not make a man safe,” Ben said quietly. “It only tells everybody who to shoot first.”

He climbed into the saddle and turned Ranger south.

Behind him, Dry Wash Canyon waited in uneasy silence.

Ahead, the trail disappeared into country where the law did not reach and men with no names were waiting in the shadows.

Ben touched his heels to Ranger’s sides.

Then he rode toward them.
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Ben Carter followed the southern trail until Dry Wash Canyon disappeared behind him.

The road narrowed as it climbed into broken country, winding between tall red-rock walls and stretches of dry grass burned pale by the sun. Ranger moved at a steady pace, ears forward, sensing Ben’s tension through the reins.

The rider had a head start.

Not much of one.

Dust still drifted above the trail in thin clouds where a horse had passed not long before.

Ben kept one hand near his revolver and the other loose on the reins.

The note weighed heavily inside his coat.

SHERIFF TREADWELL IS DEAD. YOU ARE NEXT.

He did not know if the words were true.

But he believed the threat.

Sheriff Jed Treadwell had been gone nearly a month. His saddle had turned up in a ravine west of town, one stirrup torn loose and that strange symbol carved into the leather.

No body.

No horse.

No answer.

Ben had searched for days until the tracks vanished into rocky ground near the foothills.

Now the symbol had appeared again.

A circle crossed by two jagged lines.

He had seen marks like it once before, years earlier, when he worked freight routes through the territory. Some gangs used signs to identify themselves. Others left warnings.

This one felt like both.

The trail dipped into a shallow wash and bent around a stand of cottonwoods.

Ben slowed Ranger.

A rider sat waiting beneath the trees.

The man wore a long brown coat despite the heat. His hat brim hid most of his face. A rifle rested across his saddle.

Ben stopped thirty yards away.

“You left something on my door,” he called.

The stranger did not move.

“You Carter?” the man asked.

“You know I am.”

The stranger lifted his head slightly. A narrow scar ran from his left temple to his jaw.

“Then you read the note.”

“I did.”

“Should have stayed in town.”

Ben studied the man’s hands. One rested near the rifle. The other held the reins loosely.

“You ride all this way to tell me that?”

“No.” The stranger’s mouth curled into a faint smile. “I rode out here to see if you were as foolish as they said.”

“Who is they?”

“You keep asking questions, you will meet them soon enough.”

Ben felt the stillness of the wash closing around them.

Too still.

No birds.

No wind.

He glanced toward the ridge line.

A flicker of movement.

Sunlight on metal.

Ben dropped from the saddle a split second before a rifle cracked from the rocks above.

The bullet tore through the air where his shoulder had been.

Ranger reared, whinnying sharply.

Ben hit the ground, rolled behind a low boulder, and drew his revolver.

The stranger wheeled his horse toward the wash.

Ben fired once.

The shot struck the man’s rifle stock, splintering wood and knocking the weapon from his hands.

The stranger cursed under his breath and kicked his horse hard.

Another rifle shot rang from the ridge.

Dust jumped from the ground beside Ben’s boot.

He ducked lower, pressed his back against the rock, and listened.

Two men at least.

Maybe three.

The stranger was bait.

The real danger waited above.

Ben holstered his revolver and pulled the Winchester from Ranger’s saddle scabbard. The bay gelding had moved several yards away but remained close, reins dragging in the dust.

Ben worked the rifle lever and glanced toward the ridge.

A hat rose briefly above the rocks.

Ben fired.

The hat disappeared.

A man shouted.

Ben moved while the ridge went quiet.

He ran low across the wash, sliding behind a fallen cottonwood trunk as another bullet cut through the branches above him. Bark rained down across his shoulders.

The shooter shifted position.

Ben could hear boots scraping rock.

The stranger had reached the far end of the wash and was riding hard toward the southern hills.

Ben had a choice.

Follow the bait.

Or deal with the men trying to kill him.

He chose the men.

Ben waited until another movement showed near the ridge crest.

A man in a gray shirt rose just enough to aim.

Ben fired first.

The shooter jerked backward and disappeared behind the rocks.

Silence returned.

Ben stayed down.

He had learned long ago that quiet could be more dangerous than gunfire.

A shadow moved to his right.

Closer than it should have been.

Ben turned sharply.

A second man came charging down the
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