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The first shot came from inside the old mission wall.

It cracked through the night like a whip, and a chunk of adobe burst loose beside my face. I dropped behind a broken pillar, my Colt already in my hand, my heart hammering hard enough to shake my ribs.

I had ridden into Devil’s Camp looking for one man.

I found three guns waiting.

The place had once been a trading post, maybe a chapel before that, but time and hard men had turned it into a ruin. Half the roof was gone. The yard was choked with stone, brush, and old bones bleached white under the moon. A canvas tent leaned near the far wall, lit from behind by firelight. Shadows moved against it.

One of them laughed.

“Come on in, Steele!” a voice called. “We been expecting you.”

That voice belonged to Caleb Rusk.

I had followed Rusk across sixty miles of bad country after he and his riders hit the stage out of San Miguel. They had taken the strongbox, killed the driver, and carried off a woman named Alice Mercer, who had been riding east to meet her husband.

I had seen the driver’s body myself.

Shot twice.

Once in the chest.

Once in the back.

That told me all I needed to know about Caleb Rusk.

A second gun flashed from the tent opening. The bullet slapped into the pillar above me and showered grit down my collar.

I eased lower and looked across the open ground.

One man crouched by the tent flap with a revolver. Another hugged the right-hand wall, half hidden behind a pile of fallen stone. The third was inside the tent, or behind it. Rusk, most likely. He was the kind who let other men show themselves first.

I could not see Alice Mercer.

That worried me more than the guns.

“Throw that pistol out,” Rusk called. “Do it now, and maybe you ride away.”

“I rode a long way to hear you lie,” I said.

The man by the tent fired again.

I came up fast, aimed at the muzzle flash, and squeezed off one round. He spun backward into the canvas, dragging half the tent flap down with him. The fire behind him flared, showing the black shape of a sombrero, a rifle barrel, and a man’s boot sticking from the dust.

The rider by the wall broke cover.

I fired before he could clear leather.

He stumbled, dropped his gun, and went down hard on one knee, cursing loud enough to wake the dead.

Then I heard a woman cry out from behind the tent.

It was short and sharp.

Not fear alone.

Pain.

My blood went cold.

Rusk shouted something I could not make out, then the firelight jumped as if somebody had kicked the lantern over. The canvas began to burn along one side.

I left the pillar and ran low across the yard.

Bullets chased me through the dust. One tore through my coat sleeve. Another struck rock near my boot and whined away into the dark.

I reached the tent just as Caleb Rusk stepped from behind it with Alice Mercer held in front of him.

His left arm was locked around her throat.

His right hand held a pistol against her side.

He grinned at me through the smoke.

“End of the trail, Steele,” he said.

I stopped ten feet away, my Colt steady in my hand.

The tent burned behind him.

Alice’s eyes met mine.

And I knew the next second would decide who walked out of Devil’s Camp alive.
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Caleb Rusk smiled like a man who thought he had already won.

Smoke curled behind him. The tent canvas burned along one side, orange light crawling upward and throwing wild shadows across the broken mission wall. Alice Mercer stood stiff in his grip, her face pale, her dress torn at the sleeve, one cheek streaked with dust.

Rusk pressed the barrel of his pistol harder against her side.

“Drop it,” he said.

I kept my Colt pointed at him, but I did not fire.

Not with Alice between us.

“You kill her,” I said, “and you don’t leave this camp.”

He laughed low. “I ain’t planning to kill her. She’s my ticket out.”

“The stage money wasn’t enough?”

His eyes narrowed. “Money buys a man distance. A hostage buys him time.”

Behind me, the wounded rider near the wall groaned and reached for the pistol he had dropped. I heard leather scrape against stone.

I did not turn.

“Tell your man to leave that gun where it is,” I said.

Rusk’s grin twitched. “You hear him, Dobbs? Don’t be foolish.”

Dobbs stopped moving, but he kept breathing hard through his teeth.

Alice looked at me again. There was fear in her eyes, but there was something else too. She was thinking. Measuring. Waiting for a chance.

I eased my boots in the dust, shifting just enough to keep Rusk’s gun hand in view.

“Let her go,” I said. “You and me can settle it clean.”

“There ain’t nothing clean in this country,” Rusk said. “You ought to know that by now.”

The burning tent popped behind him. A strip of canvas fell inward, scattering sparks around his boots. Rusk flinched without meaning to.

Alice moved.

It was not much. Just a hard stomp of her heel against his instep and a twist of her shoulder. Rusk cursed and shoved her forward. His pistol came up, hunting for me.

I fired once.

The bullet struck his gun hand.

His revolver flew from his fingers and landed in the dirt near the fire. Rusk staggered back, clutching his wrist, his face twisted with pain and hate.

Alice fell to her knees.

“Get down!” I shouted.

Dobbs made his try then.

I turned as he raised his pistol from the rocks. His shot went wild, cutting the air close to my ear. Mine did not. He dropped backward against the wall and slid down, his hand opening empty.

When I turned again, Rusk was running.

He ducked behind the burning tent and vanished through a break in the far wall.

I ran to Alice and helped her up.

“Can you stand?”

“Yes,” she said, though her voice shook. “I can stand.”

“Stay close.”

“I will.”

We moved around the tent, keeping low. The heat was strong enough to sting my face. Beyond the far wall lay a shallow wash filled with mesquite, cactus, and black shadows. Rusk was already in it, stumbling away into the night.

I raised my Colt, but Alice caught my sleeve.

“Don’t,” she said. “Please. Not from here. You might miss.”

She was right.

The moonlight was broken. Rusk was fast when fear had hold of him. A poor shot in that dark could end in nothing but wasted lead.

I lowered the gun.

Rusk’s voice drifted back from the wash.

“This ain’t over, Steele!”

“No,” I said quietly. “It ain’t.”

We found the stage strongbox behind the tent, split open with a pry bar. Most of the money was gone. A few coins glittered in the dirt where they had spilled and been forgotten.

Alice stood near the fire, arms wrapped around herself.

“My husband,” she said. “He’s in Red Mesa. He’ll be waiting.”

“I’ll get you there.”

She looked toward the wash. “And Rusk?”

“I’ll find him after.”

“No,” she said. “You won’t have to.”

I turned to her.

She swallowed hard. “Before they brought me here, I heard him talking. He said Red Mesa was where he was headed. He has someone there. Someone who was supposed to help him disappear.”

The last of the tent collapsed in sparks behind us.

I looked east, toward Red Mesa.

The night suddenly felt larger and meaner than it had before.

Because Caleb Rusk was wounded, desperate, and headed for a town full of people who did not know the devil was coming.
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We left Devil’s Camp before dawn.

The fire had burned itself low by then, leaving the old tent in black curls of canvas and ash. The two dead men lay where they had fallen. The wounded one, Dobbs, was still breathing when I tied his hands and bound his leg with a strip torn from his own shirt.

He watched me with hate in his eyes.

“You’ll never catch Rusk,” he said.

I tightened the knot. “That so?”

“He knows that country east of here. Knows every wash, trail, and water hole.”

“Then he ought to know where to die.”

Dobbs spat into the dirt and said no more.

Alice Mercer sat on a flat stone near the horses, wrapped in my coat. She had not cried. That said something about her. Most folks thought courage came loud, with guns drawn and men shouting into smoke. I had learned different. Sometimes courage was a woman sitting straight after a hard night, with dust on her face and fear still in her eyes, refusing to break.

I gave her my canteen.

“Drink slow,” I said.

She took two careful swallows and handed it back.

“What happens to him?” she asked, looking at Dobbs.

“I’ll leave word at the next station. Somebody will come for him.”

“And if they don’t?”

I looked at Dobbs. “Then he should have picked better company.”

The sky was turning gray when we rode east.

Alice rode one of Rusk’s horses, a
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