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Chapter One
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When the Street Belonged to the Gun

They called the place Red Quarry, and the name fit.

The ground was the color of dried blood, the buildings leaned like tired men, and the street cut through the middle of town wide enough for trouble to breathe. Nothing grew easy there—not crops, not trust, not men who expected to live long.

The sun was just lifting over the ridge when Harlan Crowe rode in.

He came alone, which marked him as either smart or already dead. His horse was a dark roan with a ragged blaze and the look of an animal that had learned to run first and ask questions later. Crowe sat the saddle loose, reins slack, eyes moving—not searching, just accounting.

Red Quarry noticed him anyway.

A man sweeping the boardwalk stopped sweeping. Two miners at the freight shed went quiet. A woman pulling water glanced up once and went back to her bucket like she hadn’t seen a thing worth remembering.

Crowe swung down near the hitching rail and tied off. The boards creaked under his boots. He wore a faded blue shirt, trail dust ground into the cuffs, and a gun belt that rode low and easy, the revolver’s grip polished by use rather than care.

He’d come for supplies.

Red Quarry had other ideas.

“Don’t move.”

The voice came from behind him, sharp and tight, the kind that broke if pushed too hard. Crowe stopped with one hand on the water barrel and turned slow.

The man stood by the rail with a Colt pointed straight at him. Thin, nervous, wearing a new hat that hadn’t earned its sweat yet. The kind of man who needed a reason to draw and would take a bad one if it showed up first.

Behind him, two others hovered near the horses. One struggled with a chestnut that stamped and snorted, the other hung back, eyes cutting left and right, already looking for a way out.

Crowe took it all in.

“You pointing that at me?” he asked mildly.

“You’re Harlan Crowe.”

“Am I?”

“You rode with Boone Rask. North flats.”

Crowe nodded once. “Rode past him once. Didn’t like the dust.”

Rask’s name pulled a hush over the street. Men shifted their weight. A door closed. Somewhere glass clinked softly, like a bar had decided to stay out of it.

“Rask robbed a stage,” the gunman said. “Killed a guard.”

“That’s his business.”

“He says you took his share.”

Crowe smiled, just a little. Not kind.

“Then he lies.”

The Colt wavered. The gunman swallowed, knuckles white. He wanted the draw more than he wanted the truth.

That was when Red Quarry chose.

The first shot came fast and ugly. The bullet chewed wood where Crowe had been standing, tearing a splinter the length of a man’s hand from the hitching rail.

Crowe was already moving.

Leather creaked. Smoke cracked the air. His shot hit the gunman low and hard, folding him like a bad hand of cards. The Colt skidded across the dirt. One of the horses screamed and broke loose, dragging a post halfway out of the ground.

The street exploded.

Men shouted. Someone ran. Someone else fired wild and missed everything that mattered. Dust rose thick enough to choke on.

Crowe stepped through it like he’d been born there.

He leveled his gun on the man still holding the reins.

“Drop them,” Crowe said. “Or I’ll drop you.”

The reins fell.

The third man was already running, boots kicking red dust as he tore for the far end of town.

Crowe didn’t chase.

He holstered slow, breathing steady, and turned as the saloon doors creaked open behind him.

Red Quarry watched him then—not with fear, not with gratitude, but with the hard, measuring look of a town that knew the truth.

For a few seconds that morning, the law hadn’t owned the street.

The gun had.

And Red Quarry would remember whose hand it had been in.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Dust Settles, Trouble Doesn’t

Red Quarry didn’t clean up after a shooting. It absorbed it.

The wounded man groaned where he’d fallen, curled in the dirt with both hands pressed to his thigh. Blood soaked the red ground until it couldn’t tell where he ended and the street began. No one rushed to help him. Not yet. The town needed to decide whether he was worth the trouble.

Harlan Crowe stood near the hitching rail, gun holstered, eyes steady. He didn’t watch the fallen man. He watched the windows.

That’s where the next move always came from.

A big man stepped out of the saloon, filling the doorway like it had been built for him. He wore a vest strained tight across his chest and carried himself with the slow confidence of someone who hadn’t been challenged often—or recently. His mustache was gray at the ends, his eyes sharp and calculating.

“Name’s Edgar Kline,” he said. “I keep order here.”

Crowe nodded once. “You’re late.”

Kline glanced at the man bleeding in the street. “That so?”

“Gun came out before you did.”

Kline sighed, like this was an inconvenience rather than a warning. “That fella started something he couldn’t finish. But he ain’t dead. Yet.”

“Not my concern,” Crowe said.

“That’s where you’re wrong.” Kline stepped off the boardwalk, boots sinking into dust. “Red Quarry don’t let blood spill without asking questions.”

Crowe met his gaze. “You ask.”

“Why you here?”

Crowe looked past him, toward the freight shed and the low hills beyond town. Toward the road that didn’t care who lived or died on it.

“Supplies,” he said. “Coffee. Shot. Dry goods if you’ve got anything that ain’t moldy.”

Kline smiled thin. “That all?”

“For today.”

The wounded man whimpered. Kline glanced down again, then back up. “Those boys came from Saddle Spur. Boone Rask’s been talking loose over there.”

Crowe’s jaw tightened a fraction. “He always did.”

“He says you crossed him.”

Crowe said nothing.

“That silence don’t help you,” Kline went on. “Rask’s got friends. Men who won’t come in ones and twos.”

Crowe finally turned his head, eyes locking onto Kline’s. “Then they should bring shovels.”

A murmur rippled through the onlookers. Not approval. Not fear. Interest.

Kline studied him a moment longer, then gestured to the injured man. “Get him inside,” he told no one in particular. Two miners stepped forward reluctantly and hauled the groaning body toward the saloon.

Kline leaned closer to Crowe. “You plan on staying the night?”

“If the town doesn’t burn first.”

Kline chuckled once, humorless. “Red Quarry’s survived worse than you.”

Crowe didn’t doubt it. He doubted it had survived men like Boone Rask without paying for it.

He stepped toward the general store, boots crunching softly. Inside, shelves stood half-bare. The clerk—a woman with tired eyes and a scar along her jaw—watched him like a storm cloud that hadn’t decided whether to break.

“You sell to strangers?” Crowe asked.

“I sell to men who pay,” she said.

He laid coin on the counter. Good coin. Heavy.

Her eyes flicked to the door, then back to him. “You stirred something.”

“Was already stirring.”

She bagged his supplies quick. “Rask rides fast. If he’s coming, it won’t be quiet.”

Crowe slung the bag over his shoulder. “Nothing ever is.”

Outside, the street had shifted. Men stood closer together now. Horses were tied tighter. A rider passed through town without stopping, spurs flashing, head low.

Crowe watched him go.

Red Quarry wasn’t deciding anymore.

It had chosen.

And before night fell, the street would belong to the gun again—or it would belong to Boone Rask.

Either way, Harlan Crowe wasn’t leaving until the dust settled for good.
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Chapter Three: Men Ride Harder Than Rumors
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By sundown, Red Quarry smelled like fear and spilled whiskey.

Harlan Crowe stood at the edge of the street and watched the light die. Shadows stretched long between buildings, turning doorways into dark mouths and windows into watching eyes. A town that small couldn’t hide trouble—but it could crouch for it.

He fed his horse slow, rubbing the roan’s neck while it chewed. The animal flicked its ears, uneasy. Horses always knew first.

The rider came in at a gallop just as the last of the sun dropped behind the hills.

He didn’t slow until the center of town, dust rolling up around him in a choking cloud. The horse was lathered and blown, sides heaving. The rider leaned forward in the saddle like he’d been poured there.

Crowe recognized the hat before the face.

Boone Rask rode like a man who’d never learned caution and never paid for it. His coat flapped open, gun belt low, grin sharp enough to cut.

“Well I’ll be damned,” Rask called out. “If it ain’t Harlan Crowe, standing in the open like he owns the place.”

Crowe didn’t move. “You always were loud.”

Rask laughed and swung down, boots hitting dirt. Men drifted closer, pretending not to watch. Edgar Kline appeared near the saloon, hands loose, eyes tight.

“You killed one of mine,” Rask said.

“Wounded,” Crowe replied. “Poor aim on his part.”

Rask’s grin thinned. “You stole from me.”

“No.”

“You rode
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