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CHAPTER ONE
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The Name on the Poster

The first thing I saw in Alderhook was my own face nailed to a post.

WANTED, the paper said. A STRANGER NAMED DEATH. Beneath it was a drawing of a bearded man in a black hat, with a reward of five hundred dollars. The likeness was poor, but the hat was mine.

I had come to Alderhook looking for a man named Garrick Sloane. Three winters earlier, Sloane had burned a freight office with seven people inside. He had left me lying in the road with a bullet through my shoulder. Ever since, the newspapers had blamed me for his work.

A woman sweeping the boardwalk watched me study the poster.

“You planning to collect that reward?” she asked.

“Depends,” I said. “Does the fellow look dangerous?”

“He looks tired.”

Her name, I learned, was Iona Pritchard. She owned the town's small boardinghouse, and she knew more than she cared to say.

“Sloane here?” I asked quietly.

Her broom stopped moving. “He owns the mill, the bank, and most of the men wearing badges.”

“Then he ought to be easy to find.”

“Finding him isn't the trouble.” She glanced toward the sheriff's office. “Living afterward is.”

I took the poster down and folded it into my pocket.

“What do they call you?” she asked.

“Silas Marr.”

She looked at the empty nail. “I wouldn't tell anyone else.”

Before I could answer, a rifle cracked somewhere up the street. Glass burst from the window beside her head. I grabbed her arm and pulled her behind a water barrel.

From the opposite roof, a man raised his rifle again.

I had been in Alderhook less than ten minutes, and somebody already wanted the stranger dead.
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A Sheriff’s Bargain

I waited for the rifleman to show his hat above the roofline. When he did, I fired at the chimney beside him. Brick chips flew. He dropped out of sight.

“I didn't hit him,” I told Iona.

“I noticed.” She brushed glass from her sleeve. “Whoever sent him won't appreciate your kindness.”

Sheriff Tobin Fells appeared at the far end of the street. His star shone bright enough to make up for the dirt on his boots.

“Drop the gun,” he called.

I laid it carefully in the dust. Two deputies came from behind the feed store and marched me into the jail. Iona followed us, arguing all the way.

Fells locked me in a cell, then leaned against the bars.

“Sloane says you killed seven people at Dunford Freight,” he said.

“Sloane lit the fire. I've spent three years trying to prove it.”

“The living don't argue with Garrick Sloane.”

“Are you warning me or threatening me?”

Fells took a folded note from his vest. “Neither. I'm offering you a bargain.”

The note bore the signature of Merritt Quill, the freight office bookkeeper. I had watched Quill run into the burning building. I had believed him dead.

“I kept the books,” the note read. “I know who ordered the fire. Find the ledger before Sloane does.”

“Where's Quill?” I asked.

“Missing since yesterday.” Fells lowered his voice. “He was going to testify before the circuit judge arrived.”

“Why show me this?”

“Because my brother died in that fire. I've worn Sloane's badge money long enough.”

He unlocked the cell and returned my revolver.

“Judge arrives tomorrow at noon,” he said. “Bring him proof, not another body.”

Outside, the evening bell rang. Across the street a lamp flared in the upstairs window of Sloane's mill.

I knew a signal when I saw one. Someone there was waiting for me.
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The Room Above the Mill

I slipped into the mill after midnight through a loading door that wouldn't quite close. The machinery stood silent. Each step stirred floury dust from the floorboards.

Upstairs, the lamp still burned. I found Merritt Quill tied to a chair beside a desk. One eye was swollen shut, but the other widened when he saw me.

“You came,” he whispered.

“Someone put a light in the window.”

“That was me. They thought I couldn't reach it.”

I cut the rope around his wrists. “Where's the ledger?”

Quill pointed at the potbellied stove. “They burned the book. But I copied the payments first.”

He reached into the lining of his coat and pulled out two folded pages. There were dates, amounts, and a signed order to torch the freight office. Sloane's name stood at the bottom.

A floorboard groaned behind us.

“Put those papers down,” a voice said.

Garrick Sloane filled the doorway, a pistol in his hand. His hair had gone gray since I last saw him, but the smile was the same.

“You ought to have stayed buried, Marr.”

“I tried resting. Didn't agree with me.”

He aimed at Quill. I pushed the bookkeeper sideways as Sloane fired. The shot tore into the desk. I drew and struck Sloane's gun hand with my first bullet.

His pistol clattered across the floor. Before I could move, a second man rushed in from the stairwell. I caught the barrel of his shotgun and drove it toward
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