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Chapter One

[image: ]


The morning sun had barely cleared the rooftops when Lafe Brisco stepped onto the boardwalk outside the marshal’s office.

Dodge was already waking up.

A freight wagon rattled down the street toward the general store. Two drovers led their horses toward the livery stable. Somewhere behind the row of buildings, a hammer struck a nail in a steady rhythm.

Lafe rested one hand against the porch post and studied the town.

It had been quiet for three days.

That was usually about as long as Dodge could stand.

The door behind him opened and Quint Casper stepped outside carrying two tin cups of coffee. He handed one to Lafe and leaned against the wall.

“You look like a man expecting trouble,” Quint said.

“I am always expecting trouble.”

“That is probably why you keep finding it.”

Lafe took a sip of the coffee. “You complaining?”

“No. Just making an observation.”

Across the street, Nora Tate stepped out of the Long Branch Saloon and began sweeping dust from the boardwalk. When she noticed Lafe watching her, she smiled.

Lafe touched the brim of his hat.

Nora shook her head and returned to her sweeping, but the smile remained.

Quint watched the exchange and grinned. “You know, Lafe, one of these days you are going to have to do more than tip your hat at that woman.”

“Drink your coffee, Quint.”

“I am drinking it.”

A lone rider appeared at the far end of the street.

The man sat low in the saddle, swaying slightly as his horse moved through the dust. His coat was torn at one shoulder, and dark stains marked the front of his shirt.

Lafe set his coffee cup on the railing.

Quint followed his gaze. “Looks like your quiet spell is over.”

The rider made it halfway down the street before sliding from the saddle. He struck the ground hard and did not move.

Lafe and Quint hurried toward him.

By the time they reached the man, several townspeople had gathered along the boardwalks. Nora set aside her broom and crossed the street.

Lafe knelt beside the stranger. The man was breathing, but only barely.

“Quint, get Doc Danner.”

Quint ran toward the doctor’s office.

The stranger’s eyes fluttered open. His face was pale beneath several days of beard growth.

“You Brisco?” he whispered.

Lafe leaned closer. “That is right.”

The man reached inside his coat and pulled out a small leather-bound book. His hand trembled as he pressed it against Lafe’s chest.

“Been carrying this a long way,” he said.

“What is it?”

“A ledger.”

Lafe took the book and opened the cover. The pages were filled with names, dates, and amounts written in fading ink.

The stranger gripped Lafe’s sleeve.

“Killian,” he whispered.

Lafe froze.

The sounds of the town seemed to fade around him.

“What did you say?”

The man swallowed hard. “You thought it ended years ago.”

Lafe looked down at the ledger.

Near the top of the first page, one name had been underlined twice.

Oscar Killian.

The stranger’s fingers slipped from Lafe’s sleeve.

“It did not end,” he said. “Not even close.”
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Doc Danner arrived at a quick walk, carrying his black bag in one hand and pushing through the gathering crowd with the other.

“Give the man some room,” he said. “Standing over him is not going to help.”

Lafe moved aside as Doc knelt beside the wounded stranger.

Quint returned a moment later, breathing hard. “I told him it was urgent.”

“You did right,” Lafe said.

Doc loosened the stranger’s shirt and studied the blood spreading across his side.

“Gunshot wound,” Doc said. “Looks like the bullet passed through, but he has lost a lot of blood.”

“Can you save him?” Nora asked.

Doc glanced up at her. “I can try.”

Lafe closed the ledger and tucked it inside his coat.

The stranger’s eyes fluttered open. He reached toward Lafe but did not have the strength to lift his hand very far.

“Marshal,” he whispered.

“I am here.”

The man’s lips moved, but the words were too faint to hear.

Lafe leaned closer.

“Do not trust the name,” the stranger said.

“What name?”

The man swallowed with difficulty.

“Killian.”

Lafe waited for more, but the stranger’s eyes closed.

Doc Danner pressed two fingers against the man’s neck.

“He is still alive. Quint, help me get him to my office.”

Quint bent down and lifted the stranger carefully beneath the shoulders while Lafe took hold of his legs.

“Easy,” Doc warned. “Do not jostle him more than necessary.”

The three men carried the stranger across the street and into Doc Danner’s office. Nora followed a few steps behind.

Doc pointed toward the narrow bed in the back room.

“Put him there.”

Once the man was settled, Doc rolled up his sleeves and opened his bag.

“You two need to leave,” he said. “I need room to work.”

Lafe hesitated.

“Let me know the moment he can talk.”

“If he can talk,” Doc replied.

Lafe nodded and stepped outside with Quint.

Nora was waiting on the boardwalk.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“I do not know.”

“But he knew you.”

“He knew my name.”

“That ledger has something to do with your family, does it not?”

Lafe looked toward the street. The crowd had begun to break apart, but several townspeople were still watching from a distance.

“It might,” he said.

Nora studied his face.

“Lafe, you do not have to carry every burden by yourself.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Before Lafe could answer, Quint stepped between them and looked toward the far end of the street.

“Lafe.”

Something in Quint’s voice made him turn.

The wounded man’s horse stood near the hitching rail where it had wandered after its rider fell. A dark leather saddlebag hung from one side. The flap had been torn open.

Lafe crossed the street and lifted it from the saddle.

The bag was almost empty.

Inside, he found a folded map, a handful of cartridges, and a scrap of cloth stained with blood.

Quint looked over his shoulder.

“No money. No food. No bedroll.”

“Someone may have gone through it before he reached town,” Lafe said.

“Or after he fell.”

Lafe scanned the street again.

The townspeople were returning to their work. A freight wagon rolled past the hotel. Two men stood outside the Long Branch Saloon, talking quietly. A cowboy led a sorrel horse toward the livery stable.

Nothing looked unusual.

That did not mean nothing was unusual.

Lafe unfolded the map.

A trail had been marked in pencil from a point south of Dodge toward the Arkansas River. Near the edge of the paper, someone had written two words:

Red Mesa.

Quint read the name and frowned.

“Ever heard of it?”

“Not around here.”

Nora looked at the map.

“There is an old trading post south of the river. Some folks used to call that area Red Mesa because of the color of the bluffs.”

“How far?” Lafe asked.

“Half a day if the trail is dry.”

Quint rubbed his jaw.

“You think the stranger came from there?”

“I think somebody expected him to die before he reached Dodge,” Lafe said.

A sharp crack broke the morning quiet.

The window behind them shattered.

Lafe grabbed Nora by the arm and pulled her against the wall.

“Down!”

Quint drew his pistol and dropped behind a water trough as another shot struck the boardwalk railing.

People scattered from the street.

Lafe looked toward the rooftops.

A flash of movement disappeared behind the hotel chimney.

“Quint, circle around the back!”

Quint ran toward the alley.

Lafe stayed low and moved along the boardwalk, keeping himself between Nora and the direction of the gunfire.

“Get inside Doc’s office,” he told her.

“I can help.”

“Inside, Nora.”

She looked as though she wanted to argue, but another bullet struck the post beside them.

Nora hurried through the door.

Lafe stepped into the street, pistol drawn.

The shooter fired once more.

The bullet kicked up dust near Lafe’s boots.

He raised his gun and fired toward the edge of the hotel roof. A shadow jerked backward and vanished.

Lafe ran toward the alley.

By the time he reached the rear of the building, Quint was standing beside an overturned barrel, staring toward the open field beyond town.

“He got away,” Quint said. “Had a horse waiting.”

Lafe studied the tracks leading south.

The rider was moving fast.

Quint holstered his pistol.

“You think he was aiming at you?”

Lafe looked back toward Doc Danner’s office.

“No,” he said. “I think he was aiming at the ledger.”

Quint glanced at the inside pocket of Lafe’s coat.

“You still got it?”

Lafe nodded.

“Then I reckon whoever sent him will try again.”

Lafe looked toward the southern horizon.

The map, the ledger, and the name Killian were already pulling him toward Red Mesa.

But first, he needed answers from the wounded stranger.

And he needed to find out whether the gunman had come to Dodge alone.
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