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CHAPTER ONE
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THE STRANGER AT COLDWATER CREEK

The wounded man crawled through the grass until he reached Coldwater Creek.

His coat was missing, one boot was split, and dried blood covered the back of his neck. Every movement sent pain through his skull. He remembered the sound of a gunshot and the sensation of falling, but nothing before it.

He lowered his head and drank slowly and deeply.

When he raised his face and looked into the water, he did not recognize the man staring back at him.

The reflection showed a weathered face, pale gray eyes, and a crooked nose that had been broken long ago. He appeared to be nearly fifty. A fresh wound crossed his scalp above the left ear.

He searched his pockets.

There was a folding knife, two dollars, and a torn railroad ticket bearing the destination CINDER PASS. Someone had written three words across the back:

FIND VICTOR VALE.

The name meant nothing to him.

Hoofbeats sounded beyond the trees.

A young woman rode into view on a roan mare, carrying a Winchester across her saddle. She stopped when she saw him.

“Mister, are you hurt?”

“I believe so.”

“That answer tells me plenty.”

She introduced herself as Lucy Corbett and helped him onto her horse. Her family operated a small cattle ranch outside Cinder Pass.

“Do you know your name?” she asked.

He tried to answer, but nothing came.

Lucy studied him uneasily. “We’ll get you to Doctor Baines.”

They had ridden less than a mile when three armed men appeared along the ridge behind them.

Lucy glanced back. “Friends of yours?”

“I don’t know.”

One rider raised his rifle.

The wounded man snatched Lucy’s Winchester, turned in the saddle, and fired. The shot struck the attacker’s weapon and knocked it from his hands.

The accuracy surprised everyone—including the man who had fired.

The riders pulled away.

Lucy stared at him. “You handle a rifle like a soldier.”

He returned the weapon.

“I wish I knew why.”

Ahead, Cinder Pass appeared beneath the mountains.

Somewhere in that town was Victor Vale.

And three men were willing to kill a stranger before he could find him.
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A NAME ON A GRAVE

Cinder Pass stood where the high prairie met a wall of dark mountains. A church, hotel, livery stable, and two rows of businesses faced a broad dirt street.

Lucy helped the stranger into Doctor Oswin Baines’s office.

The doctor cleaned the head wound and declared that the injury had likely stolen part of the man’s memory.

“It may return tomorrow,” Baines said. “Or never.”

The stranger showed him the railroad ticket.

At the name Victor Vale, the doctor became silent.

“Who is he?” the stranger asked.

“Was,” Baines corrected. “Victor died six days ago.”

They found Victor Vale’s grave on a hill behind the church. The earth was fresh, and a simple wooden marker carried his name.

A broad-shouldered rancher stood nearby.

He introduced himself as Samuel Voss, owner of the Broken Spur Ranch and chairman of the town council.

“You knew Vale?” Voss asked.

“I don’t know.”

Voss examined the stranger’s face. “You had better leave Cinder Pass.”

“Why?”

“Because men who ask questions about Victor tend to suffer accidents.”

Voss walked away before the stranger could question him further.

That evening, Lucy offered the stranger a room above her family’s feed store. Her widowed father, Charlie Corbett, watched him carefully but allowed him to stay.

The stranger examined the torn railroad ticket under a lamp. When he held it near the flame, faint writing appeared beneath the original message.

UNDER THE THIRD BOARD—VALE’S WORKSHOP.

Victor’s abandoned workshop stood behind the blacksmith shop. Lucy went with him after dark.

They counted three boards from the door and pried up the floor.

Beneath it lay a leather satchel containing land deeds, survey maps, and a sealed letter addressed to a territorial investigator named Gideon Locke.

The stranger stared at the name.

A memory flashed through him—an office in Denver, a silver badge, and Victor Vale shaking his hand.

“My name is Gideon Locke,” he whispered.

A lantern shattered against the workshop wall.

Flames raced across the dry timber.

Someone had locked the door from outside.
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THE VALLEY BELOW

Smoke filled the workshop.

Gideon wrapped his arm in his shirt and smashed through a rear window. He climbed outside, then pulled Lucy through behind him.

By the time townspeople arrived, the workshop was lost.

The leather satchel had survived because Gideon carried it beneath his shirt.

Inside Charlie Corbett’s feed store, he opened Victor Vale’s letter.

Vale had worked as a surveyor for Samuel Voss. While mapping the country beyond Cinder Pass, he discovered that Voss had altered territorial records and claimed thousands of acres belonging to small ranchers.

Anyone who refused to sell was driven out.

Two ranchers had disappeared.

Victor had summoned Gideon Locke from Denver and promised proof. Gideon had arrived by train but had been attacked before reaching town.

A second map showed a narrow valley west of the mountains. Victor had marked it with a black circle and written:

RECORD BOOK HIDDEN IN LINE SHACK.

Lucy recognized the place as Ashen Valley, land Samuel Voss claimed no one could cross.

At dawn, Gideon and Lucy rode into the mountains.

The trail narrowed between towering pines and gray cliffs. Near midday, they found the line shack beside a spring.

Inside a wall compartment was a thick record book containing payments to hired gunmen, false deeds, and the names of families Voss had forced from their homes.

A rider appeared outside.

Gideon drew his pistol, but the man raised both hands.

He was Marshal Thaddeus Wynn, the lawman for Cinder Pass.

“I followed you,” Wynn admitted. “Voss owns half the town and frightens the other half. I’ve suspected him for years, but suspicion is not evidence.”

Gideon handed him the record book.

Before Wynn could open it, rifle fire struck the shack.

Voss’s men had surrounded the clearing.

A voice called from the trees.

“Send out the book, Locke, and the woman lives.”

Lucy checked her rifle.

Marshal Wynn moved toward the rear window.

Gideon finally remembered the gunshot beside the railroad tracks and Samuel Voss standing above him.

The man who had stolen his memory had come to finish the work.

This time, Gideon was ready.
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