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The town of Alamosa reeked like the north end of a southbound mule, but beneath the stench lay something more insidious, something woven into the dust itself. A history of sweat, toil, and old sins clung to the wooden buildings and the cracked earth, whispering that all who entered would be swallowed whole.

The sun burned hot and bright in a sky so cloudless it felt like a great empty eye staring down. A small lake nearby was impossibly blue, the kind of blue that could trick a man into thinking there was peace in this world. The fields in the valley were dark green and lush, streaked with yellow and purple wildflowers, and at the very tops of the distant mountains, the last remnants of snow clung stubbornly, as if they too feared the valley below.

The night air had given up its brief dominion. It did every day at this time, conceding to the inexorable march of the sun. The coolness fled, evaporated, leaving only the weight of heat pressing down. Waves of it shimmered in the streets, bending the very fabric of sight. The town and the landscape glowed white at their edges, an illusion of purity wrapped around a core of rot. The higher elevation made it all that much closer—closer to the heavens, closer to judgment, closer to the unrelenting scrutiny of something ancient and cruel.

Everything in Alamosa was hot. The wooden walls of its buildings groaned as they expanded under the relentless sun, and the air itself felt heavy, as though thickened with something beyond mere heat. It cooked, simmered, reducing all things to their basest elements. And yet, there was a feeling of entrapment here, as if the town itself had been placed beneath an unseen dome, sealing in the suffering. Beyond, the lake, the mountains, and the valley whispered promises of escape, of relief. But they were only illusions, cruel taunts for those too weak to leave.

In the center of town, Alamosa’s courthouse stood defiantly, grand and self-important, a testament to old men’s ambitions. It had been built in a desperate bid to make this place the capital of a newborn state, but all its grandeur could not disguise the futility of that dream. The building, like the town, had been left behind. The people here were merely waiting for their own turn to be forgotten.

Inside, it was different—but not better. The air was thick with the mingling of sweat and something else, something older and more primal. Fear, perhaps, or judgment itself. The crowd was pressed shoulder to shoulder, their bodies damp, their faces pale with anticipation. It should have been a bustling summer day, the town alive with trade, but instead, the courthouse had drawn them all inside like a great, yawning mouth preparing to swallow them whole.

The bailiff’s voice cut through the murmur. “Please be seated.”

Wooden benches groaned under shifting weight, the creak of old boards like the slow, deliberate sigh of something unseen. The crowd settled, but the air did not. A presence lingered, weaving through the room, seeping into the walls. It did not belong to any one man, nor any one crime—it was something older, something the town had nurtured with years of whispered secrets and quiet betrayals.

At the front, a lone figure sat at the defendant’s table. James McGuire. A fat, disheveled city lawyer who, in some cruel twist of fate, now found himself pleading for his own life. His white suit, once an emblem of status, was now wrinkled and stained, dark patches spreading under his arms and around his collar. He dabbed a dirty handkerchief at his mouth and nose, but it was no defense against the thick, cloying air. The scent clung to him as if it had found a willing host, something in him that welcomed its embrace.

At the judge’s bench, Isaac Hobart Stone watched him with eyes like slate. The judge was a man carved from the same bedrock as the town itself—unyielding, unsentimental, unmerciful. His black hair was streaked with white, his beard neatly trimmed, a monument to discipline in a place where everything else had surrendered. The room held its breath as he stared at McGuire, waiting. There was something in his gaze that went beyond mere judgment, something that spoke of understanding—of seeing not just the man, but the thing that moved beneath his skin.

McGuire rose, slow and deliberate, like a man preparing for his own hanging. The air shifted around him, restless. He pocketed the handkerchief with a deft movement, a magician’s trick in a room that did not believe in magic. With his other sleeve, he wiped the sweat from his lip before speaking.

“If it pleases the court, I renew my objection to the perjured testimony of Maggie Summers.” His voice was thick with bravado, but his eyes darted across the room, searching for something—sympathy, recognition, salvation.

None came.

Judge Stone did not respond immediately. Instead, he turned his gaze to Maggie Summers. She sat just a few benches back, small and crumpled, as if she had been pressed into herself by the weight of what she had done. Her face was red, her eyes swollen. Snot ran freely from her nose, mingling with the tears that had soaked the front of her blue dress.

The thing in the room recoiled from her. She was not one of its own. She had acted against it, whether out of courage or desperation, and it did not forgive such betrayals.

McGuire shifted his weight, clearing his throat. The silence stretched. Somewhere outside, the sun blazed on, indifferent. The mountains stood, unmoved. And in the courthouse, in the heavy, waiting air, something ancient and patient smiled.

Turning his gaze to the center of the room with the barest movement, Judge Stone asked pleasantly, “Has anyone seen Sheriff Burton this afternoon?”

His voice was a deep, rolling bass, rich with weight, carrying the slow gravity of judgment itself. It did not merely echo in the room—it expanded, filling the empty spaces between breath and movement, lingering as though reluctant to leave. Where his voice passed, something unseen recoiled, an evil that shrank and twisted in protest. But when Maggie sobbed—her sorrow cutting into the heavy silence—the darkness returned, emboldened, ravenous.

“Your honor,” came the voice of McGuire, slick with sweat and hesitation. He wiped his upper lip with his sleeve in a habitual motion, the grease of nervousness mixing with the dust of the courtroom.

Stone cut him off before he could continue.

“Hold on, Mr. McGuire.”

His words were not spoken with force, but with a softness that carried far more weight than a shout ever could. A blade of thunder, quiet and inevitable. The very air in the room seemed to tremble as he turned his gaze upon McGuire—not merely looking at him, but into him. The silence stretched as Stone’s attention shifted, slow and deliberate, from the flustered lawyer to the city prosecutor.

Doug Marks.

Marks did not meet his eyes. He could not.

A drunkard, a failure of a man. His red nose and greasy blond hair spoke of long nights drowned in the cheap heat of whiskey. The law, in his hands, was a blunt instrument, dulled by indifference. The bailiff, stiff and waiting for the judge’s lead, cast an expectant glance toward Stone. The judge gave the smallest nod in return, never breaking his unyielding stare toward the crumbling prosecutor.

“The court recalls Missus Maggie Summers,” the bailiff announced, his voice a stark formality against the tension suffocating the room.

McGuire slumped back into his seat, his bloated body shifting with a lazy sort of amusement, a half-smile flickering beneath the handkerchief that danced nervously between his fingers. The corners of his mouth twitched—not quite a grin, but something uglier. Something waiting.

All eyes turned to Maggie.

She stood, slow and uncertain, the movement of a woman who had long since learned the weight of attention, of being made small beneath the gaze of men who held her fate in their hands. She was thin, her frame carved by hardship, her beauty eroded not by time but by struggle. A woman who had once turned heads, now reduced to something spectral, something the land itself had worn down.

The evil in the room slithered in the spaces she left behind, curling about her feet as she made her way forward. It did not threaten her, not yet. No, it waited. Anticipation shimmered in the air, a silent hunger. She did not see it.

She sat, her hands tightening into the fabric of her skirt as she composed herself.

Stone studied her. Then, softly, yet with a weight that reached the farthest corners of the room, he spoke.

“Missus Summers.”

The words carried. They struck the walls and settled in the bones of those who heard them. A voice that expected truth, that demanded it.

“You got anything you want to clarify after we heard from Sheriff Burton in this morning’s session?”

Maggie exhaled, a steadying breath. She reached up, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear with a motion that felt too practiced, too careful. She was preparing herself to be seen, to be examined. To be weighed.

“Yes, Judge,” she said.

Before she could continue, McGuire pushed himself to his feet for the second time, his bulk straining against the motion. The flesh beneath his chin jiggled with effort. His presence was an unnatural thing, an interloper who had slithered in from somewhere else, from somewhere outside of the known order of things.

“Your honor,” he began.

His voice was confident, but there was something forced in it, something that frayed at the edges. McGuire had been a corporate lawyer for the railroad until six months ago, a man of contracts and loopholes, of twisting words into chains. Then, suddenly, he had abandoned his practice, appearing in Colorado’s mining towns like a shadow cast by something larger. His presence here, in Alamosa—a town over two hundred miles from his usual haunts—was no coincidence. He had come for something.

Stone turned his gaze upon him once more. And once more, the unseen horror in the room recoiled, shrinking into the corners.

“Take your seat, counsel.”

McGuire hesitated. Then, reluctantly, he lowered himself back into the chair, shifting with unease as the wood groaned beneath his weight.

Stone continued, his voice unyielding, smooth as river-worn stone.

“You can relax; we’re following the book here. But I ain’t interested in no city lawyer trickery.” His tone did not change, yet the words cut with the finality of a coffin lid closing. “Let’s all be given a chance to speak the truth.”

The words hung, settled, pressed into the marrow of the room itself.

He turned back to Maggie. Her hands had stilled in her lap, folded neatly. A strange calm had settled over her, though the air around her trembled with unseen things, waiting, waiting.

“Missus Summers, if you will.”

Stone’s voice was patient, but he was not blind to the shifting of shadows in the periphery. Too much interest had been stirred by unseen forces. Something was watching. Something was listening.

And whatever it was, it would not allow this to end well.

“Thank you, Judge.” Maggie’s voice was steady, but the weight of something unspoken clung to each syllable, trailing after them like smoke from a dying fire.

She paused, as if measuring her words against the silence. “I’ve been giving this all a lot of thought.” Her gaze flickered downward for a moment, inward, before settling again on the assembled faces.

“Sheriff Burton says he saw me shoot my husband.” The words fell heavily, though Maggie herself remained still, her posture stiff with restrained emotion. “Says he saw it happen when William was running after Mister McGuire here.” Her eyes narrowed, sharpening like flint against the man in question.

McGuire did not flinch under her scrutiny. He barely moved at all. The room, the courthouse, the world beyond its doors—it all felt like something caught in slow decay, a clock winding itself down in secret.

“At first,” she admitted, turning her face toward Judge Stone, “I didn’t have words. Couldn’t make sense of it. Why would the sheriff say that? Why lie?”

She exhaled, her breath unsteady but controlled, the weight of something immense pressing against her ribs. “He claims he saw what happened.” The words were smoother now, deliberate. “And maybe he did. But seeing isn’t the same as understanding.”

She was calmer than before, but it was a fragile sort of calm—the kind that came from exhaustion rather than relief. Her gaze drifted beyond McGuire, toward the silent crowd gathered in the room. Tension swelled in the spaces between them, between the flickering candlelight and the watchful, judging eyes.

“Judge, can I have some water?”

Judge Stone made a slight motion with his hand, and a bailiff stepped forward. A porcelain pitcher, its blue floral pattern dulled by time, was set before her. The cup she was given felt too small in her hands. She drank it all at once, tilting her head back.

The water was cold. The shadows were colder.

They twisted and writhed, dancing against the walls, flickering in patterns that defied the candlelight. They moved like something alive, something waiting.

Maggie set the cup down carefully. “Then I started thinking,” she continued. “Why? Why would he say that? It didn’t make any sense.”

She turned her head slightly, her expression unreadable, before settling her eyes back on McGuire. “Mister McGuire shot William.” She spoke plainly, as though laying down a stone. “Shot him when he turned his back after the argument about the land deed.”

The words lingered, drifting across the room like dust unsettled by an unseen breeze.

She turned back to Stone, her voice quieter, more direct. “Why did he want that land so bad, Judge?”

Judge Stone inhaled through his nose, a slow and measured thing. The question hung between them, heavier than the gavel in his hand. A reasonable question. The most reasonable question in the room. And yet, reason had become a fickle thing as of late.

His role was one of law, but law was not the same as justice. The rules had been written long before he took this chair, and they would be written long after he left it. But what good were rules when men twisted them to fit the shape of their desires?

“Motive.” The word was spoken softly, almost distantly, as if from the depths of some waking dream.

It was Marks, the prosecutor.

His voice barely stirred the air, but it cracked something open in the silence.

Maggie turned toward him, considering. She repeated the word, testing it, feeling the shape of it in her mouth. “Motive.”

The spell broke.

The realization settled into her bones.

“I ain’t got no motive.” The statement was clear, simple. A truth unadorned. “Mister McGuire does. He wants our land.”

Her voice wavered only slightly as she continued. “I needed William. We worked that land together. Built something out there. We were happy. Everyone here knows it.”

The room swallowed her words, held them in its belly. The silence that followed wasn’t empty—it was pregnant with something, something dark and shifting.

The shadows thickened. The candles burned lower. The walls of the courthouse seemed to lean inward.

Judge Stone felt the weight of the moment pressing against him, pressing him into the wood of his chair, into the lines of his own aged skin.

“Mister Marks,” he said at last, shifting his gaze toward the prosecutor, whose face looked drawn, hollow. “Do you have anything to ask before I turn the witness over to Mister McGuire?”

Marks did not answer immediately. His hands were still, his shoulders tight. There was something about him—something unraveling. It was as though the trial itself had drained him, left him only the brittle shell of a man.

He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat. “No, your honor.”

His voice was barely above a whisper.

The words left him, and with them, something else. A piece of himself. Something vital.

The evil that lingered in the corners of the room—the thing that had been watching, waiting—seemed to exhale in satisfaction.

Marks had been hollowed out, emptied of whatever had once made him whole. Now, he was just another shadow.

And the shadows were hungry.

Stone exhaled, reluctant as he spoke, as if his very breath was unwilling to grant McGuire the floor. “Your witness, Mister McGuire.”

McGuire moved across the room with a grace unnatural for a man of his bulk, his heavy frame betraying none of the weight it should have carried. He seemed to drift, guided by shadows that curled at the edges of the dimly lit courtroom. Though darkness pooled around him, an uncanny radiance followed his every step, as though he alone stood beneath an unseen divine light. He came to a stop between the vacant jury box and the witness stand, a space of liminality where truth and deception bled into one another. His hand, draped with that damned handkerchief, cut through the air in a slow, deliberate motion, gesturing toward the empty seats where judgment should reside.

Stone's jaw tightened. That handkerchief again. A talisman, a weapon, an affectation—it made no difference. McGuire wielded it like a conjurer.

“This here is preliminary, Mister McGuire,” Stone said, his voice cold, his humorless smile barely shifting the lines of his face. “We’ll bring them back in once I’m satisfied.”

“Of course, Your Honor.” McGuire’s voice was thick with false graciousness, an echo of Stone’s own measured insincerity. He bowed his head just slightly, as if offering deference, but there was no mistaking the glint in his eye—something gleeful, something hungry.

He turned on his heel, the room’s oppressive stillness embracing him as he faced Maggie Summers. A woman alone on the stand, back straight, head high, her regal bearing a flimsy barrier against the creeping tendrils of fear tightening around her.

“Missus Summers,” McGuire began, voice smooth, slick, as nimble as his mind once it latched onto a vein worth opening. “Just yesterday, you told us the sheriff was not present at your home when the tragedy unfolded.” He swept an arm toward the sheriff’s usual seat, now ominously empty. “Said he wasn’t there when your husband was shot dead at your ranch a month past. A terrible tale, a truly tragic one. We all felt its weight, didn’t we?” He let the silence press in, let the courtroom breathe in the phantom scent of blood, the cold whisper of finality. “You—alone, helpless after the shooting, with only the wind and the coyotes to bear witness.”

Maggie’s gaze lifted to the back of the courtroom, seeking something unseen, something not present. She did not look at McGuire.

“Yes,” she said, her voice regal still, though a tremor ghosted beneath the surface.

McGuire inclined his head, the corners of his lips curling. “And we remember it well.” A pause, sharp as a knife’s edge. “You also told us that my client, William, and I had a disagreement over the deed to your ranch. That you were in default. Do you remember that, too?”

Maggie’s spine stiffened. She turned slightly, just enough to acknowledge him but not enough to grant him the full weight of her gaze. “Yes, I remember.”

“We all remember,” McGuire said again, his voice laced with something terrible—something that made the air feel too thick, the walls too close. He was building, gathering momentum like a storm.

“Were you in default?”

Maggie’s lips parted, but her voice barely emerged, a whisper, a breath.

McGuire’s demeanor snapped in an instant, his voice a crack of thunder. “What did you say?”

The force of it struck the room like a physical blow. The sound ricocheted off the walls, knocking against the ribs of the onlookers. The flickering lanterns seemed to dim, or perhaps the shadows only swelled in response.

Maggie recoiled, her entire body drawing inward as though the darkness itself had reached out to slap her. Or had it? For a moment, the room seemed alive with more than just men. Shadows shifted unnaturally, pressing in from the corners, pooling beneath the judge’s bench, slithering along the floorboards like something living, something waiting.

McGuire stepped closer. “Were you present earlier today when Sheriff Burton testified?” he demanded, his voice still sharp, but quieter now—a knife drawn against flesh rather than air.

Maggie’s breath hitched. “Good Lord, sir, you know I was,” she snapped, her voice cracking under the strain. “You all know it. I was the one yelling at him—calling him a liar—while you went on with your jolly little story.”

McGuire chuckled, a singular, electric snap of sound that coiled through the room like lightning seeking a target. It was not a sound of amusement. It was something else.

In that moment, the temperature seemed to drop. The courtroom, already dim and cold, felt suddenly void of warmth, void of humanity. Outside, the wind howled, rattling against the windows, whispering through the cracks in the wood.

McGuire smiled, slow and deliberate, his teeth white in the flickering lantern-light. The trial was far from over, but something had already been decided.

Judge Stone struck his gavel against the desk twice, the sound cracking through the courtroom like distant thunder, but McGuire’s storm was already upon them.

Maggie Summers sat rigid, her sobs a slow and faltering rhythm, as though her body had not yet decided whether it could afford the luxury of grief. She swallowed against it, but it would not be held back.

McGuire, standing at the center of the storm he had conjured, turned his head slightly to regard the judge before shifting his gaze upward toward Maggie. A flicker of something—mocking? Pity? A cruel blend of both?—touched his face, a momentary mask meant only for her to see. A slight smirk, an almost imperceptible raising of his eyebrows, as if to say, I see you. I see through you.

“So now we have a problem, don’t we?” His voice was calm, measured—so unlike the tempest brewing in the room. There was a righteousness to the way he spoke, a kind of authority that was not conferred by office or title but instead was carried by the weight of conviction. He did not hold the room the way Stone did, with his stately presence and solemn duty. No, McGuire’s power was different. Insidious.

“We have two choices before us.” He stepped forward, palms open, as if offering the congregation a terrible gospel. “Either you believe me, an honest, hardworking businessman—” he placed a hand on his chest, a picture of wounded dignity “—who now stands before you, accused of heinous crimes, my very life hanging in the balance. Or, you believe a woman who sought to escape her life of hardship by condemning the one man who bound her to it.”

The statement landed with a dull thud, evoking no immediate sympathy, and yet somehow it carried weight, pressing upon those gathered like an invisible hand at the backs of their necks.

“Preposterous,” McGuire said at last, slow and deliberate, his Irish accent curling around the word like smoke.

And then, as though seized by divine indignation, he threw his hands up and turned his face toward the rafters.

“Murder my own dear friend?” he bellowed, the performance reaching its peak. He lifted his arms wide, a man seeking judgment from the heavens themselves. “May. I. Be. Struck. Down. If. True.”

A hush fell over the room. The stillness was perfect. Too perfect. The moment stretched long enough to create doubt in even the most skeptical heart. His stance, cruciform, held the illusion of sincerity.

No one noticed the tiny flicker of his right eye as he peeked upward, scanning for divine retribution.

“But who are we to believe?” He let his arms fall, exhaling as if he had been spared. He turned now to the assembled townsfolk, his hands moving in a slow, almost hypnotic motion. “A grieving widow?” He raised his left hand. “Or a duly sworn sheriff, who told a very different tale just hours ago?” He raised his right.

Maggie recoiled as if struck.

“Why would I kill a man who owed me money?” McGuire pressed on, incredulous. “What sense would that make? Now I can never collect it!”

His voice built steadily, brick upon brick, constructing a fortress of manufactured logic. “And if I am the villain you claim, why would I do it so openly? Why shoot William in the back—in front of the sheriff himself? And if it was only you and me, Miss Summers, why would I not shoot you as well? That would have been the only way to ensure my dastardly plot worked, wouldn’t it?”

Stone inhaled sharply.

The gavel in his hand felt heavier now, as if infused with the weight of truth. Or something older than truth. The judge’s eyes flickered toward the rear of the courtroom.

Men had begun to gather there.

They had not entered with fanfare, nor had they made any sound beyond the inevitable creak of worn boots on wooden floorboards. But there they stood now, scattered along the back wall like wolves encircling prey. Their clothing was unremarkable—brown work pants, roughspun shirts. But each bore a mark. Red. A vest, a bandana, a strip of fabric tied around the arm. A warning. A bloodied flag unfurled within these walls.

Stone's grip on the gavel tightened.

“Bailiff,” he called, his voice calm but firm. “Clear the courtroom.”

Silence.

Nothing happened.

Stone’s throat went dry as realization settled upon him like the cold shadow of a noose. The bailiff was gone.

“Maggie.”

He turned to her, his voice low now.

She stared at him, her eyes wide and shining with confusion and something else—fear that had not yet taken full form.

“Maggie,” he said again, more urgent now. “You better get on.”

Her lips parted, but no words came.

Stone looked again at the men in red. More now. Too many. The air in the room thickened, soured.

“If you don’t get on now,” his voice thundered, his body already moving, “there ain’t going to be no later.”

The world erupted.

Gunfire. Shouts. The wail of terrified souls caught between judgment and damnation.

Stone lunged toward Maggie just as the first shot rang out, wood splintering from the judge’s bench. The room descended into chaos, a storm of movement, bodies crashing against pews, desperate voices drowned by the sharp percussion of bullets.

And amidst it all, James McGuire sat.

A satisfied smile curled at the corner of his lips. He lowered himself into his chair as though he had just completed a day’s honest labor. The darkness around him thickened, shifting, coiling, a thing with its own terrible will.

And in the space above him, where light should have fallen, something vast and hungry waited, watching, grinning back.
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Alamosa burned bright in the abyssal night, its flames writhing like tormented souls against the onslaught of wind and rain. The storm, in its fury, sought to drown the fire, but the fire would not die. It raged, defiant, against the heavens. Smoke coiled into the black sky, thick with the stench of blood, of oil, of charred flesh. The town was a graveyard, but the dead had not yet settled into their graves.

Stone stood amidst the carnage, the heat of the flames licking his rain-slicked skin, the fire’s glow flickering in his hollowed eyes. Blood, his own and others’, coursed down his body in rivulets, the wound in his right shoulder seeping warmth into the cold night. A .22 round had punched through—clean going in, but the exit wound was jagged, torn. His body, though battered, still obeyed him, still clung to the motions of the living, though his nerves screamed otherwise. He could still lift his arm, still pull the trigger if needed. Against all sense, he endured.

The alley had been his salvation. A makeshift barricade, hastily assembled, had given him just enough cover to return fire, to strike back with precision while the chaos swallowed lesser men whole. He had been methodical, ruthless. Now, stepping forward, his boots splashed in shallow pools of blood and rainwater, the town’s veins opened and emptied upon the ground.

His rifle was near useless now. The barrel, hot as hell’s iron, sizzled with every raindrop that dared touch it. Four hundred rounds had sung their brutal hymn in the last hour, and the magazine held only a few notes more. The weight of his sidearm pressed against his hip, untouched, pristine in contrast to the gore that covered him. He would use it soon. He would have to.

Pain was a distant drumbeat, muffled by the sheer enormity of what had unfolded. The wound in his shoulder was an afterthought, the slashes and gouges on his body mere echoes of suffering. His cheek burned where a Colt .45 had torn a furrow into the flesh, and his ear—what remained of it—throbbed like something half-forgotten. He was a man half-carved away, yet standing, yet breathing. It was enough.

He walked onto the main street, his gait slow, deliberate. Around him lay the wreckage of men. The McGuire gang, sprawled in the dust, their lifeblood feeding the thirsty earth. The townsfolk, their broken bodies folded into the ruins of their own homes, their own stores, their own shattered sanctuary. Stone had been their last chance, but chance had never been on their side. The McGuire gang had not come for a simple jailbreak. No, they had come with purpose, and they had left only annihilation in their wake.

A horse, wild-eyed and trembling, dragged a corpse further down the street, the body bouncing limply in the mud before slipping free. The storm howled through the skeletal remains of buildings, the firelight flickering upon the wreckage like ghosts dancing in the ruins. The earth itself seemed to smolder in places, as though the inferno had burrowed into its flesh, as though hell had cracked open beneath Alamosa and begun swallowing it whole.

Then he saw her.

Maggie.

Stripped. Hung from the courthouse archway, six feet above the ground. Her skin blackened where fists had found her. Blood, dark and clotted, streaked her front. Her hands, stiff in death, still clawed at the rope that had taken her life, as if even in her final moments, she had refused to surrender to it. Her neck—elongated, grotesquely stretched—mocked the shape it once was.

The fire licked at the courthouse now, its wooden bones groaning as they burned. The rope that held Maggie’s body had begun to smolder. Soon, gravity would reclaim her, let her fall into the ashen street below. But she would not be the first to fall tonight. Nor the last.

Stone exhaled, a slow, steady breath.

The evil that had come to Alamosa had finished its work. It had taken what it wanted, fed its insatiable hunger, and moved on. But something else had come to take its place.

Something deeper. Something unseen.

The town was no longer just a ruin of wood and flesh and fire.

It was a graveyard that did not know how to die.

Doug Marks, the worthless town prosecutor, had been split apart and strewn down the length of Main Street, his insides tangled with the debris of ruined lives. The gang had made an early example of him. His severed arm still clutched a broken pocket watch, as if he had tried to mark the moment of his death. The blood that soaked the muddy ground was thick and glistening, almost black under the shifting orange glow of the fires. Some parts of town had been too wet to burn, but others—like the sheriff’s office, the general store, the brothel—had been consumed entirely. The rain had come too late to save anything and now only served to wash the blood into the gutters, carrying the town’s last remnants into the thirsty, indifferent earth.

Stone stood in the middle of the street, a lone silhouette against the inferno. The wind had been erratic, surging in bursts, whipping flames into twisting shapes before falling into eerie silence. Then, as if breathing with him, it started again. A force beyond the natural. A presence that lingered at the edge of knowing.

He lifted his head, staring into the heaving black clouds above. Then, from somewhere deep in his ribs, a raw, furious scream tore its way free. A primal sound, not just of rage, but of recognition—of a pattern too great to fight, a game too cruel to play. The heavens answered in their own mocking way. As if his outcry had loosened the last tether of mercy, Maggie’s rope finally snapped, and she fell from the gallows with a wet, graceless thud behind him. He did not turn. There was no dignity in her death. Only the hollow punctuation of another life lost without meaning.

The rain became heavier, but it was no longer just water. Small, hard pellets of black ice began to fall, hissing as they met fire, bouncing wildly off the broken wood and bodies. The storm wanted more than ruin. It wanted suffering. Stone welcomed the pain as the hail pelted his shoulders, his scalp, his knuckles. Pain meant life. And as long as he lived, he could still fight.

Then, over the chaos, he heard something softer, but no less terrible—a moan. A reminder that not all had finished dying.

He walked forward, slow and deliberate, his boots sinking into the sodden earth. The mud sucked at him like hungry mouths, but he pressed on until he found McGuire. The man was sprawled on his back, his suit soaked through, torn, filthy. His leg was a ruin—bent at a grotesque angle, the bone just barely shy of breaking through the skin. Deep stab wounds darkened his stomach and sides, sluggishly seeping, the rain diluting his blood into runnels of pink. He was dying, but not fast enough.

Stone placed his boot on the broken limb and pushed.

McGuire’s eyes snapped open as a fresh scream ripped from his throat. The sound barely carried over the rising wind. He was coming back into his body now, dragged out of the comfort of unconsciousness into the raw, searing agony of awareness.

“McGuire,” Stone said, his voice something deeper than before—something cavernous, as if spoken not just by his throat, but by the town itself. The bones of Alamosa were cracking beneath the weight of its own undoing, and Stone was merely its messenger.

McGuire’s breath caught, his wet lips parting in a silent question. Then he blinked, recognition sluggish but certain. He followed Stone’s gaze to the dead, to the fire, to the town breaking apart under the weight of everything that had gone wrong. Then, slowly, he seemed to realize that it was Stone’s foot pressing into his mangled leg. That the pain clawing up his spine was intentional. Personal.

The storm howled, whipping at them like a wild thing. It wasn’t just wind anymore—it was fury. A force demanding more destruction, more violence. The rain struck down hard enough to smother flames, and buildings buckled, groaning as their blackened beams gave way. The storm wanted an end to this place. And maybe, Stone thought, it deserved one.

“Why did you want the land?” Stone asked. His voice was low, but the wind carried it, wrapped it in steel, drove it into McGuire’s ears like a nail.

McGuire gasped, clutching at his side. “Take your damn foot off my leg,” he rasped.

Stone pushed harder. The bones beneath his boot shifted. McGuire screamed, arching against the pain, his fingers digging uselessly into the mud. The wind shrieked, delighted.

Stone stepped back, watching as McGuire sagged, his body quivering like a broken animal. He tried to push himself up, failed, settled for breathing heavily, his face slick with sweat and rain. He looked down at his ruined body, at the blood slipping from him faster than he could hold it in. He knew he didn’t have long.

“Why did you want the land?” Stone asked again. This time, it wasn’t a question.

McGuire coughed, his breath rattling like loose stones in his chest. “I didn’t kill that man,” he wheezed.

“That ain’t what I asked you.” Stone lifted his boot slightly—just enough to let McGuire see it. Let him know it could come down again.

McGuire flinched. “Goddammit, Judge, you know I didn’t kill that boy.” His voice was thick with something close to pleading, but not quite. More like disbelief, the sick realization of a man realizing he had been played by forces beyond his understanding. “I saw it in your eyes,” he continued, breath hitching. “I’m innocent. You know that.”

The storm raged around them, tearing at the dying remnants of Alamosa. Somewhere behind them, a structure gave way with a tremendous crash. But Stone didn’t move.

He only watched. Silent. Waiting.

Stone paused. The wind howled around him, dragging the scent of wet earth and charred timber through the ruined street. He hung his head and closed his eyes, feeling the weight of it all—the storm, the town, the past, the future. He centered himself, forcing patience like a dying man forcing air into failing lungs.

“James, you sure as hell ain’t innocent.” His voice was even, but the words carried the weight of judgment passed down from some deeper, older place. “You’re guilty as sin and twice as mean as any man I know. Maybe not guilty of murdering William, but guilty of enough in this world.”

The night swallowed him, a two-dimensional specter cut against the ruins. He remained a silhouette, unmoving, untouched by the chaos around him. The town, his town, lay in ruins, and yet James McGuire sat there still, the flickering remains of fire casting grotesque shadows across his battered face.

“The question of who killed William Summers does not currently concern me.”

McGuire exhaled through his nose, something close to amusement, something closer to resignation. His fingers twitched against his thigh, against the blood seeping from wounds unseen in the darkness.

Stone didn’t shift. “I’m gonna ask one more time. If you don’t answer, I ain't going to be nice like before. Why did you want the land?”

McGuire lifted his face, the storm reflecting in his eyes. The shadows moved strangely around him, as though recoiling from the truth he carried.

“Times are changing, Judge. Things are being found out.” He looked up into the dark clouds, as if he could see past them, past the storm, past the limits of what was once thought possible. “The future is coming, and it is meaner than you and me both together.”

Lightning split the sky, illuminating the street in ghostly brilliance for the briefest moment. McGuire’s face twisted in its light—grinning, grimacing, something between pain and triumph.

“I’m talkin’ real power,” he continued, eyes wild and searching. “Not this shadow mysticism crap. I’m talking about the power to destroy your enemies in mass. The power to deal with pain in ways you cannot understand, for generations at a time. To be a god, not to serve one.”

Stone did not move, did not blink. He knew it was the truth. He could feel it in the marrow of his bones, in the deep recesses of the place where nightmares festered and grew. But truth was not always revelation, and this truth told him nothing. It only confirmed what he had feared all along—that McGuire had seen something beyond the veil, something monstrous, something inevitable.

The wind picked up again, carrying the moan of the dying through the skeletal remains of buildings. The storm bent the town to its will, and the land drank deeply of the ruin.

“That all you gonna give me, James?” Stone asked, his voice flat against the storm’s fury.

McGuire dropped his gaze to his ruined leg. He tried to move it, but the pain stopped him short. He exhaled through clenched teeth and nodded, knowing what came next. Slowly, deliberately, he raised a trembling handkerchief in his right hand, waving it in surrender, as if that meant anything anymore.

The rain and hail fell sideways, a relentless torrent battering the remains of the town. A building groaned and collapsed, its final breath lost in the storm.

Stone shifted. In one fluid motion, he switched his rifle to his left hand and drew his six-shooter. A single round discharged into McGuire’s skull, and his head ceased to be.

The shot echoed outward in an unnatural ripple, a visible distortion in the rain and wind. It met the roar of the storm, and for one impossible moment, the world held its breath. Water and ice halted midair, frozen in the echo’s wake. The silence came like a great weight pressing down on the land.

And then, slowly, the sound faded. The storm, the town, the ruins—they all seemed to sag in its absence, like a body finally allowed to collapse after holding too much for too long.

A soft voice broke the stillness. It came from behind Stone, from the place where the air should have been empty.

“Sheriff Burton is heading to the Indian reservation.”

Stone did not turn. He dropped his head, let the silence breathe through him, then lifted his chin again, looking down the ruined street. The fires were mostly out now, beaten into submission by the storm. The town wept water from every wound.

He checked his rifle. Almost out of ammunition. He reloaded the single spent cartridge in his six-shooter, the mechanism clicking back into place with finality.

“Would that be all of it, then?” he asked the emptiness.

“Yes,” the voice replied. “Here.”

“Here?”

No answer. Only the quiet hush of rain washing over ruin.

Stone started to step forward, then hesitated. The voice lingered in the air, as did a presence he did not turn to face.

Introspectively, he said, “I’m sorry you were hanged, Maggie.”

“I know you are, Judge.” The voice was softer now, distant but warm. “I ain’t as mad about it as I used to be.”

“Seems to me it’s still a current event.” His hand rested on his holstered sidearm, his gaze fixed on the street ahead. Buildings dripped and leaned, their bones too weary to stand. Here and there, they continued to collapse under their own weight, exhausted by the night.

“For you, this—this is happening now.” The voice was almost a whisper, threading itself between the raindrops. “It’s hard sometimes, for me to remember that.”

Silence stretched long between them, the weight of time itself settling into the spaces left empty by the dead.

Then, softly: “Do you want to know about time, Judge?” The voice carried something new now, something deeper, something vast. “How it really works? Why it’s hard for me to remember the now and differentiate it from the then?”

Stone let the silence speak for him. He inhaled the wet air, the scent of fire and earth and endings.

“No,” he said at last.

Another long pause.

"For you," the air continued, ignoring Stone's answer, "time is something you measure, something that tells you when to wake up and when to eat. Something that tells you when to die. But that’s not it at all. Time is not a measure; it’s a motion.

"It’s the motion of the universe. It’s the most beautiful thing there is when you can finally step away from it. See it from a distance. Be free from its constant, incessant ebb and flow. When I was freed from it—freed from time—I could move through the universe as easily as you can walk up this street."

Stone exhaled, weary, his breath curling into the damp air. "I don’t care, Maggie," he muttered, lowering his head. "And between you and me, walking up this street don’t seem so easy right now."

"It will be," the air had gotten louder, more insistent, its whisper threading through the rain. "When I was alive, I thought time was something I wanted more of. When I was up on that rope, I wanted more. I was a glutton for it, trying to drink it like water, breathe it like air. And as it left me, I resented its loss. I raged and hated its absence in every measure. The more it abandoned me, the more I wanted it. I grew so angry that it was being denied to me."

A pause. A shift in the silence, deeper now, as though the world itself were listening.

"At the very end, time was all I wanted. It was everything. The only thing that mattered. I would have given anything for just the tiniest bit more of it. And in some ways, I did. But now that I know what it truly is, I don’t want it no more. Now, I have all of it, and I hate it completely. It’s the most beautiful thing when you don’t have it. The vilest when you do. I have all of it now and want nothing more than to be rid of it again. It’s just a hollowed-out picture. A picture in a thousand empty frames on a thousand empty walls."

Stone was tired, and the cold seeped deeper into his bones. "What do you want from me, Maggie?"

"Justice," whispered the wind, retreating, curling around his ears like a dying breath.

Stone scoffed, shaking his head. "I don’t know what that is, Maggie. Neither do you."

"You’re a judge; justice is what you do."

"No, being a judge doesn’t have nothing to do with justice. It has to do with the law. And even then, only partially."

The wind laughed, a hollow, distant thing. "Well, I know how all this ends. I know what justice is. I know you’ll get justice for me, and I’ll be free of this curse called time forever. We have many adventures ahead, Judge Stone."

Stone felt a shiver crawl up his spine, his grip tightening on the weight in his holster. "What is justice then, Maggie? If you know so much."

"It’s what you’re bound to do for me, Judge Stone."

A silence stretched between them, a chasm of inevitability.

"That gonna end it all then? Justice?" Stone asked, some desperate hope flickering in his voice.

"No," the voice was sad now, distant, unraveling like threads in the wind. "This all ends with personal responsibility. But we have a long road to get there."

Stone stood still as the moment faded, the whisper dissolving into the night. Then, softly, it started to rain. A light rain this time, unburdened. A cleansing rain.

"Justice never ends anything. It’s always a new beginning," the wind whispered as it disappeared into the black sky. "You’re lucky—you get to do this all again, next time."

Stone barely noticed the rain against his skin, barely felt the weight of the night pressing down upon him. He was thinking of Maggie, of her voice, of the truth and the lie woven through her words. He exhaled, his breath shuddering.

"Disappointing," he muttered, and finally, he started to walk up the street into what used to be the town of Alamosa. With every step, his shoulder throbbed, the pain a dull reminder of the world still bound by time. He stepped over the remains of McGuire, and as he did, his boot landed on a filthy handkerchief, grinding it deep into the wet mud.

Somewhere along the way, he noticed the air had changed. Beneath the scent of damp earth and old death, the wind carried something unexpected.

The scent of a fresh summer evening.
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Chapter 3
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Stone had never met Colonel Gus Maddox before today. He had never even heard of the man. But here Maddox was, seated comfortably behind the broad oak desk in the office of the Colorado Territory Marshal—where Stone had expected to find his friend, Edward Hamilton. That absence alone set his nerves on edge.

Stone had spent the last two weeks working his way through the mountains to Denver City, his journey marked by the indifferent passage of time and the slow healing of wounds both seen and unseen. The weather had been agreeable—unseasonably mild, with the crisp purity of high-altitude air whispering a deceptive tranquility. Twelve days of solitary travel had brought him to the Georgetown Loop, where he had gratefully taken the train the rest of the way. A few days’ rest in the relative comfort of the railcar had done him good. His body mended with the lazy inevitability of time, though he remained stiff and sore, a collection of bruises and half-closed scars that told the tale of Alamosa in silence.

Upon returning, his intent had been clear: find Hamilton and give a full account of what had transpired. The carnage, the staggering scale of it, the strange and terrifying implications of what he had uncovered. Crime was no stranger to the West—small plots and outlaw bands were as much a part of the land as the wind through the canyons—but this was something else entirely. The magnitude of the slaughter in Alamosa outstripped even the most blood-soaked encounters of his post-war years. The men responsible had been more than hired killers. Organized, disciplined, well-armed, and clad in red like some grotesque parody of military order.

McGuire, that whispering corpse of a man, had spoken the truth before the end.

Times were changing.

Again.

Stone could feel it, the way one feels the shift of an unseen tide or the pressure of an approaching storm. There was something new on the horizon, something vast and uncaring. McGuire had spoken of shadows—laughing at the notion that they held any true power in the wake of this new force. And Stone, for all his pragmatism, believed him.

He had made a bad deal a long time ago. One no man before him had ever made. It had changed everything. He had never regretted it, not once. It had bought him time. And time, as Maggie had once whispered in the dying light of a fire, was the one thing a man would sacrifice anything to claim.

Almost anything.

Now, seated in the finely appointed office of the Colorado Territory Marshal, Stone felt the weight of that time pressing down upon him. The room was a world apart from the raw violence and dust of Alamosa. The walls bore an English refinement, deep mahogany shelves lined with law books and polished brass fixtures that gleamed in the lamplight. The air smelled of pipe tobacco and parchment, of order and civilization—a carefully crafted illusion. Stone knew his own rugged, sun-darkened, wounded form was an unwelcome contrast to the civility of this space.

He and Hamilton had a history that stretched back beyond the war that had gutted a nation. They had fought together in that great bloody folly, watched men die under the indifferent gaze of officers who saw numbers instead of souls. Stone had led men into the doomed charge at Cold Harbor, fulfilling the orders of a man who would later admit—to Stone himself—that it had been his greatest mistake. The men who survived had found themselves caged in the nightmare of Andersonville, while those who did not had been left to rot in the Virginia sun.

Hamilton had been there, one of his captains. He had been there in the fire and the slaughter, and he had been there after, when the world tried to stitch itself back together in the war’s wake. They had both carved a place for themselves in that uneasy new order—Stone as a judge, Hamilton as a lawman, each a keeper of the fragile peace.

Yet Hamilton was nowhere to be seen.

Stone shifted in the English-style red leather chair, his right arm still bound in a sling, the healing flesh beneath reminding him of all the ways Alamosa had nearly claimed him. A fresh scar, pink and jagged, ran from his left cheek to his ear—an ugly thing, the stitches freshly removed. He looked old. Worse, he looked weak. And he knew men like Maddox would see only that.

The walls bore the quiet authority of the law: wanted posters, crisp and methodical, detailing the faces of those who had fallen to the wrong side of it. And a map—an ominous thing, marked with the proposed borders of the soon-to-be state of Colorado. One section was highlighted in stark contrast, the land carved away and labeled as the Ute Reservation. A third of the territory, surrendered in the name of progress. A cold, impersonal designation for the theft of a people’s home.

Stone let his eyes linger on that map for a moment longer than necessary. Then, slowly, he turned his gaze to Maddox.

"So," he said, his voice a rasp of mountain air and old ghosts. "Where’s Hamilton?"

Seated across from Stone in a similar leather chair sat Colonel Maddox. His eyes were an unnatural shade of icy blue, like the last glimmer of a dying flame, and his dirty blonde hair was cut with military precision. A chiseled chin framed a mouth that was accustomed to giving orders, not entertaining disputes. His presence filled the room, heavy and unavoidable, like the weight of judgment before the gallows.

“What is it you want?” Maddox asked, his voice carrying the force of a gavel striking wood, an imposition more than an inquiry.

Stone remained composed. His own voice was a deep, rolling bass, steady but unshaken. “I’m looking for some help finding Sheriff Alvord Burton.”

Maddox studied him for a long moment. The kind of silence that settled between them was not just empty air but something almost sentient, waiting. The walls of the office seemed to draw closer, as if eavesdropping. The room smelled of tanned leather, old ink, and something more bitter beneath it—a faint acridness, the lingering ghost of cigar smoke, or perhaps gunpowder.

At last, Maddox exhaled, final and dismissive. “Seems to me he fled Alamosa before the Indians attacked.” His voice bore the certainty of a verdict handed down from on high, as if the matter had been sealed in stone, beyond appeal.

Stone held the colonel’s gaze, unblinking. The silence between them stretched again, but this time it felt like a test.

“Colonel, I appreciate your perspective on things, I really do,” Stone said, his voice carefully measured. “It does, however, remain unclear to me why you are here. I came to speak to Edward Hamilton. The actual territory marshal.”

Maddox did not shift, but the faintest flicker of boredom crossed his face. If the challenge offended him, he did not show it. Instead, he leaned back in his chair and cast his gaze lazily above Stone, to the door. As if summoned by that unspoken signal, the man himself appeared.

“The Colonel,” Hamilton said from behind Stone, “has been assigned as the head of the Colorado Territory Militia in anticipation of our statehood. As such, Governor McCook has temporarily instilled state responsibility for some functions to the militia. Such as territory Indian affairs and overall peacekeeping.”

Stone turned to see him, his shoulder aching with the effort, but irritation burned hotter in his veins than the pain. “Indian affairs?” he asked, voice sharper now. “What do the damn Indians have to do with what happened at Alamosa?”

Maddox leaned forward, drawing Stone’s attention back to him.

“Judge,” he said, and the way he said it made the title feel less like a sign of respect and more like a reminder of where Stone stood in this room.

Stone turned back, meeting Maddox’s eyes as the colonel continued. “We’ve gotten word back from the platoon I sent up after the report. They assessed the situation and have informed me by telegraph that the town had been burned to the ground with everyone killed. They tell me it was clear that the Ute Indians sent a war party to do the work.”

He delivered the words with such force that they felt like a physical weight pressing into the room. Stone felt it in his bones, a tension that did not come from the conversation alone but from something else. The air had changed, thickened. There was a quiet shift in the room’s equilibrium, as if something unseen had stirred in the shadows just beyond the lantern light.

Stone did not speak immediately. He only stared, measuring Maddox as carefully as Maddox had measured him. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter, but it carried an unmistakable finality.

“Colonel, I have not given my report yet; that is actually what I came here to do today.”

The silence that followed was not empty. It was loaded, brimming with something just beneath the surface, like the tautness in the air before a storm.

Hamilton, still standing behind Stone’s chair, filled it. “That’s the problem, Judge. With no information other than from Burton’s telegraph, it has pretty much been concluded it was the Ute. There is a history of this on the western slope.”

He moved around, seating himself next to Maddox, folding his hands like a man settling into something he did not particularly want to say. “I spoke to Edward McCook, the Territory Governor, myself.”

Hamilton sighed. “Politically, he needs it to be Indians. It gets the army here,” he nodded toward Maddox, “and federal funding. The governor thinks you have a personal vengeance and did not want to wait for information on your whereabouts.”

Hamilton looked down at his hands, unwilling to meet Stone’s gaze.

Stone’s jaw tightened. “That’s ridiculous, Ed, and you know it.” He looked between Hamilton and Maddox, searching for the angle, for the unseen thread pulling this narrative into place. He knew Hamilton was not Maddox’s man. Whatever he was doing, he believed it was in Stone’s best interest.

Stone leaned forward slightly. “The blasted Indian Agency is right down the street here in Denver. What you say makes no sense. They have a third of the territory, all legal. They have a treaty.”

His words hung in the air like a gavel poised mid-swing, waiting to fall.

“How can any of this have been decided?” Stone continued, his voice low, restrained. “I just got back here today. There ain’t no other firsthand witness with information that could’ve made it back here faster.”

The walls seemed to press inward. Not physically, but in some deeper, more insidious way. It was a sensation Stone had known before—not of men closing in, but of something else. The feeling of unseen forces settling in the corners, listening, waiting.

The air itself thickened, a gathering of shadows at the edges of the room. Not seen. Not quite. But felt.

And whatever it was, it had been waiting for him to return.

Maddox, watching Stone waver, resembled a lion, unhurried yet certain of his dominance. His voice carried the weight of a man accustomed to delivering fate without the need for theatrics.

"Judge, we ain’t a state yet. You’re federal," he said, not pausing for an answer, letting the weight of his words settle over the room like an encroaching storm. "Seems to me you’re out of your element. A man of your position—and age—ought not burden himself with the complexities of governing a territory."

Hamilton stirred, shifting slightly in his chair, his expression flickering with barely restrained disapproval, a look Stone could see but Maddox, in his overconfidence, could not. "We received a telegraph from Burton," Hamilton interjected smoothly, "about two weeks ago. Right after."

Stone turned his gaze to the window, forcing himself to remain civilized. Beyond the glass, the sun dipped behind a thick cloud, its sudden retreat casting the room into a dim hush, as if the world itself recoiled from the conversation. Shadows stretched long and thin, devouring the light. He caught movement in the periphery and turned slightly—Maggie stood in the farthest corner of the room, watching, listening. She had not been there a moment ago. A disturbance in the air, a whisper of something forgotten yet deeply felt, explained the unease prickling at his skin.

"Well," Stone said, his voice even, his eyes locked onto Maddox, "you’ve been given bad information."

Maddox exhaled through his nose, a sound just shy of a scoff.

A single thought crossed Stone’s mind: he could kill Maddox now. A clean, simple resolution. His hand itched near his sidearm, the mechanics of the action already unfurling in his mind’s eye. Draw, aim, fire—a single bullet to the skull. The confrontation was inevitable. Why delay? Maddox noticed the flicker of decision in Stone’s eyes, the brief but unmistakable presence of a predator recognizing another.

But Stone had no justification. Not yet. The world, cruel and arbitrary though it often seemed, still demanded a reason. This one or the next. Those were the rules. And so the moment passed.

Instead, Stone offered Maddox a path—one last opportunity to set himself on an honest course.

"Seems to me there are implications if the governor ain’t interested in listening to a federal judge," Stone said, each word measured, "and even greater ones if he don’t care about that judge’s whereabouts after a massacre like this."

His eyes slid past Maddox and settled on Maggie’s ghost, his voice deliberately neutral. "But it’s also interesting how quick the military managed to wrap the whole affair in a bow with a predetermined decision."

He spoke softly, but the words landed hard. The kind of hard that made men sit straighter, made rooms fall silent.

Maddox leaned back in his chair. For the first time, he seemed genuinely interested in Stone. His gaze sharpened, assessing, recalculating.

"As a judge, you concern yourself with applying justice after the fact," Maddox said, as if delivering a lesson.

"Colonel," Stone interrupted, his tone light but the steel beneath it unmistakable, "as a judge, I concern myself mostly with what’s legal and what’s not so legal."

Maddox paused, then inclined his head. "I accept that. However, are you suggesting that the law and what’s required for justice are not the same thing?"

Stone’s mouth curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile. "Are we shifting to philosophy? I was more interested in your unit’s uncanny efficiency with intelligence gathering."

Maddox waved a hand, as though redirecting a conversation at a dinner
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