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The Stranger Rides In

EXT. DESERT ROAD – DAY

The horizon breathes fire. Heat shimmer dances above cracked earth. A LONE RIDER moves slow, each hoofbeat echoing across emptiness.

Credits slowly slide across the screen.

This is JIM SHEPPARD. Mid-40s. Sharp eyes, jaw like stone. A face carved by sun and regret. His horse, MOTOR, black as night, plods steady with the patience of a companion that knows every mile.

A stub of a cigar hangs from Jim’s lips. He hasn’t spoken in hours. Doesn’t need to. The desert speaks enough.

Ahead, the crooked sign of a town leans like it wants to collapse. CARTAHENIA.

The kind of place that smells of dust, sweat, and fear long before you get to its main street.

EXT. MAIN STREET – DAY

Jim rides slow into town. Motor’s hooves clop against broken boards. Townsfolk freeze in their tracks. Women pause mid-bucket. A dog slinks under a wagon.

CLOSE ON: A wanted poster flapping in the breeze. “WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE – DIRTY JACK – $1000 REWARD.”

Another poster: “REWARD – JOSEPH SHEPPARD – ASSOCIATE OF CHE CHE – CONTACT DEPUTY STRONG.”

Jim stares at that one longer. His cigar burns low.

INT. SALOON – DAY

The saloon door groans open. Jim steps inside. Smoke hangs heavy, stale beer and sweat mixing in the air.

A FIDDLE scrapes in the corner. Two women laugh nervously with a miner missing most of his teeth. Cards slap down at a table where a CHEATER tucks a card up his sleeve.

The BARTENDER, scar across his cheek, eyes Jim like measuring a coffin.

BARTENDER
What’s your poison?
JIM
Tequila. Big glass. Leave the bottle.
The bartender hesitates — tequila ain’t for locals. He pours, sets down the bottle.

Jim downs a shot, pours another. Doesn’t blink.

At a table nearby, THREE ROUGH MEN size him up. Spitting tobacco. Fingers drumming pistols.

ROUGH MAN 1
Looky here. Fresh meat.
ROUGH MAN 2
Or a lost dog.
Jim doesn’t look their way. He pours a third shot.

ROUGH MAN 3
Maybe he don’t hear so good.
The bartender whispers low.

BARTENDER
Careful, stranger. Those three ain’t worth it.
Jim sets his glass down, finally turns.

JIM
Neither are you.
The room stills. Guns half-drawn. Jim smirks, slow.

BANG!

One motion. One shot. A glass shatters in Rough Man 1’s hand before he can grip his pistol.

JIM
(quiet)
Next time, the hand.
The men back off, muttering.

The saloon exhales, music creeps back in.

EXT. HOTEL – EVENING

Jim leads Motor to the BUTTE SIDE HOTEL. A three-story husk of wood leaning against time. The KEEPER, old and hunched, squints at him from the desk.

The last credit fades away like smoke. The Title fills the screen.

SMOKE and BLOOD

INT. HOTEL - EVENING

KEEPER
Rooms a silver a night. Too many drifters lately.
JIM
I’ll take Number Three.
The keeper stiffens.

KEEPER
Room Three’s taken.
JIM
Not anymore.
Jim drops silver on the counter. Enough to buy the whole floor.

The keeper hands him a key, hands trembling.

INT. ROOM 3 – NIGHT

The room’s plain: one bed, dresser, cracked tub. Candle burns low.

Jim kneels by the bed, pulls back the carpet. Beneath a loose board, he finds dust, spiderwebs — and scratched initials: “J.S.”

He reaches deeper, pulls out a tiny leather pouch. Inside: a gold nugget, dulled with time.

His eyes tighten.

FLASHBACK – EXT. HILLSIDE – YEARS AGO

Jim kneels with a young boy — JOSEPH. Same eyes, same jaw.

JIM
Always hide in threes, boy. Never where they expect. Gold’s your secret. But remember this — gold don’t save you. Your wits will.
Joseph nods, clutching a nugget in his small hand.

BACK TO ROOM 3
Jim holds the nugget in his palm.
JIM
Joseph...
EXT. SALOON – NIGHT

A MARIACHI BAND strikes up. Laughter and whiskey spill into the street. But Jim doesn’t enter. He leans against the rail, cigar glowing, watching shadows move across rooftops.

A woman’s voice breaks his stare.

CHE CHE (O.S.)
That room still smells of him, don’t it?
Jim turns. CHE CHE, 20s, striking, eyes of fire and sorrow. She leans against the post, arms crossed.

JIM
You knew my boy.
CHE CHE
I married him.
A beat. The street goes silent but for the creak of the sign above.

CHE CHE
Then they killed him.
Jim studies her. Smoke curls from his lips.

JIM
Or made it look that way.
Che Che smirks.

CHE CHE
You don’t trust easy.
JIM
Neither do you.
EXT. MAIN STREET – NIGHT

The town sleeps uneasy. Jim walks slow, boots crunching dirt. He stops at a WANTED POSTER nailed crooked:

“DIRTY JACK – $1000.”

Next to it: “JOSEPH SHEPPARD – MURDER – REWARD.”

Jim tears that one down. Crumples it in his fist.

Thunder rumbles low in the distance.

FADE OUT.
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“Room Number Three”

INT. ROOM 3 – DAWN

Candle’s burned out. Light crawls through a broken shutter. Jim sits cross-legged on the floor, studying the pouch and gold nugget.

Scratched into the underside of the floorboard he pried loose: “3 x 3.”

He runs a finger over it.

JIM
Always threes, boy.
He slides the board back, rises, stretches the ache from his back.

Motor snorts outside, restless. Jim grabs his hat and heads out.

EXT. MAIN STREET – MORNING

The town’s waking. A shopkeeper sweeps his stoop, spitting into the dust. A preacher drags a cross outside the chapel, eyes Jim with suspicion.

Kids run barefoot, chasing a hoop down the street, until a gunshot CRACKS nearby. They scatter.

DEPUTY STRONG steps out of the jailhouse — tall, wiry, slick as an oil lamp flame. A badge pinned crooked to his vest. He chews a cigar stub, spits.

STRONG
Well, well. Stranger made himself at home. Heard you took Number Three.
Jim doesn’t answer. He lights his own cigar, blows smoke slow.

STRONG
That room... belonged to trouble. Belonged to a Sheppard boy. You kin?
Jim exhales.

JIM
Maybe.
Strong smirks, taps ash.

STRONG
Don’t much matter. He’s gone. Folks here ain’t fond of ghosts.
Jim eyes the badge.

JIM
You keep order here?
STRONG
(laughs)
I keep the peace. Order’s for towns that can afford it.
He tips his hat.

STRONG
Don’t stir what’s settled, stranger.
Strong saunters off. His shadow feels longer than his body.

EXT. LIVERY STABLE – DAY

Jim brushes Motor, calm hands moving over the horse’s dark coat.

Old GESSEPE, the hotel keeper, shuffles in with a feed bucket.

GESSEPE
That horse... loyal. Reminds me of my boy’s mule. Only thing that never lied to me.
Jim studies him.

JIM
Room Three was my boy’s.
Gessepe swallows, looks away.

GESSEPE
Was. He was sweet on a girl. Che Che. You seen her. She had fire, but fire burns.
JIM
And?
GESSEPE
And now he’s gone. She’s caged. Dirty Jack’s got this town by the throat. Even Strong don’t cross him, though he’ll never say so.
He sets the bucket down, eyes wet.

GESSEPE
Bless your son’s soul.
Jim nods, silent.

INT. SALOON – AFTERNOON

The saloon’s rowdy. Cards slap, whiskey flows. Jim enters, calm as ever.

Che Che’s there — serving drinks now, not dancing. A chain around her ankle glints in the lamplight.

She sees Jim, smirks.

CHE CHE
So. You found your clue.
Jim pulls the crumpled wanted poster from his coat. Tosses it on the table between them.

JIM
Why his name on this?
Che Che pours a shot, slides it to him.

CHE CHE
Ask Strong. Or ask Dirt. Or ask the grave.
Jim downs the drink, never breaking her stare.

CHE CHE
Joseph didn’t die clean. They wanted him to vanish. Room Three was his hiding place. And yours now.
Her hand brushes his wrist for a
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