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RED ROCK PASS
They called it Red Rock Pass because the cliffs burned red at sundown.

Marshal Luther Sneed had heard another name for it.

Noose Gap.

He rode in alone, hat low, coat powdered with dust. His horse picked its way through the narrow trail, where wagon ruts twisted between stone walls and dry brush. Halfway through the pass, Sneed saw the first warning.

A broken wagon.

A dead mule.

And a rope swinging from a cottonwood limb.

No body hung there now, but the knot told enough.

Sneed dismounted and studied the ground. Several riders. Shod horses. A wagon dragged aside. Blood in the sand.

He touched the rope and looked toward the far end of the pass.

“Men been busy,” he said.

His horse blew softly.

Sneed rode on.

By dusk, he reached the settlement of Red Rock, a hard little town built around a well, a saloon, and a stage station. People stopped talking when he came in. That was never a good sign.

He tied his horse outside the station and stepped inside.

A gray-haired woman behind the counter looked him over.

“You lost?”

“Not yet.”

“Then keep riding.”

“I’m looking for Sheriff Emmett Shaw.”

Her face changed.

“You kin?”

“No.”

“Then you don’t want him.”

Sneed removed his hat. “I was told he asked for help.”

“He did.”

“Where is he?”

The woman looked out the window toward the pass.

“They took him three days ago.”

“Who?”

She leaned closer.

“The Red Rock outfit. Men under Judd Krane. They own the pass now.”

“No man owns a pass.”

“They do if they kill every man who says different.”

Sneed looked around the room. A young boy stood near the stove, listening. An old freighter stared at his boots.

“What did Sheriff Shaw do?”

“Stopped Krane’s men from hanging a teamster. Said there’d be law here.”

“And Krane?”

“He said law rode too slow.”

Sneed put his hat back on.

“Where can I find Krane?”

The woman’s eyes widened. “You don’t find him. He finds you.”

Outside, horses entered town.

The boy whispered, “That’s them.”

Sneed stepped onto the porch.

Six riders stopped in the street. The man in front wore a black coat and a pale hat. He smiled like he had practiced it.

“You the new law?” he asked.

Sneed rested one hand near his gun.

“I’m the man asking questions.”

The rider’s smile widened.

“Then you won’t last long.”
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JUDD KRANE
The man in the pale hat was Judd Krane.

Sneed knew it before anyone said his name. Some men wore command easy. Others wore it like a stolen coat. Krane wore his like a knife.

“You got business here?” Krane asked.

Sneed stepped down from the porch. “I’m looking for Sheriff Shaw.”

Krane leaned on his saddle horn. “That unfortunate man caused trouble.”

“Where is he?”

“Gone.”

“That covers a lot of ground.”

Krane’s men laughed.

Krane did not.

“Red Rock Pass is private road now,” Krane said. “Toll road. Wagons pay to cross. Men who refuse don’t cross.”

“Men who refuse get hanged?”

“Only the stubborn ones.”

Sneed looked at the riders. “You boys proud of that?”

One of them spat into the dust.

Krane lifted a hand, quieting him.

“You carry a badge?”

Sneed opened his coat enough to show it.

Krane nodded. “Marshal. That means you’re far from home.”

“Far enough.”

“Then take advice. Ride out before sunrise. Whatever happened here is done.”

“Not if Shaw’s alive.”

Krane smiled again. “You got a soft heart.”

“No. Just a long memory.”

Something in Sneed’s voice made the street still.

Krane’s eyes narrowed. “I know you?”

“You knew my brother.”

Krane’s smile vanished.

Sneed said, “Frank Sneed. Shot outside Fort Mason after he testified against a rustling gang.”

One of Krane’s men shifted.

Krane’s jaw tightened. “I’ve known lots of men.”

“Most dead, I expect.”

Krane sat back. “You came for revenge?”

“I came for Shaw. Revenge can wait its turn.”

For a moment, Sneed thought Krane might draw. Instead, Krane laughed once.

“You’ve got sand. I’ll give you that.”

He turned his horse.

“Sunrise, Marshal. Be gone.”

The riders wheeled and headed toward the far edge of town.

The gray-haired woman came onto the porch.

“That was foolish.”

“Most useful things are.”

“My name is Clara Webb,” she said. “Tom Shaw is my brother.”

Sneed looked at her.

“Then tell me where they’d keep him.”

Clara hesitated.

“There’s an old line shack above the pass. Krane uses it when he wants a man to think awhile before dying.”

Sneed checked his gun.

“Can you draw me a map?”

The boy by the stove stepped forward.

“I can take you.”

Clara snapped, “Nate, no.”

The boy lifted his chin. “Sheriff Shaw saved Pa once.”

Sneed studied him.

“How old are you?”

“Old enough to know the trail.”

Sneed nodded.

“Then fetch a coat. We ride when the moon comes up.”
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THE LINE SHACK
Nate led Sneed through a goat trail above the pass.

The moon was thin, but enough light silvered the red stone. Below them, campfires burned near the road. Krane’s men guarded both ends of the canyon.

“They watch the pass,” Nate whispered. “Not the ridge.”

“Good.”

The boy pointed ahead.

The line shack sat beneath a leaning pine, its roof sagging, one window glowing faint yellow.

Sneed tied his horse in the brush.

“You stay here.”

Nate nodded too quickly.

“I mean it,” Sneed said. “If I hear you behind me, I’ll send you home tied across your own saddle.”

“I ain’t got a saddle.”

“Then I’ll borrow one.”

Nate almost smiled.

Sneed moved toward the shack.

Two horses stood tied outside. One guard leaned against the wall, half-asleep, rifle loose in his hands. Sneed came from behind and struck him with his pistol barrel. The man dropped without a sound.

Inside, another man sat by a stove, boots crossed.

Sneed kicked the door open.

The man reached for his gun.

Sneed fired first.

The shot knocked the man backward over his chair.

In the corner, tied to a post, sat Sheriff Emmett Shaw. His face was bruised, one eye swollen, but he was alive.

“You Sneed?” Shaw asked.

“Sneed.”

“Took you long enough.”

Sneed cut the ropes. “You always this grateful?”

“Only when I’m tied up.”

Outside, Nate hissed, “Riders!”

Sneed cursed under his breath.

Shaw staggered to his feet. Sneed handed him the dead man’s revolver.

“How many?” Shaw asked.

“Enough.”

Gunfire cracked from the dark. A bullet punched through the wall.

Sneed kicked over the table. “Down!”

Nate scrambled into the shack despite orders.

Sneed glared at him.

The boy said, “You said if you heard me. I was quiet.”

Shaw laughed, then winced.

Another shot shattered the window.

Sneed fired through the gap and heard a man yell.

Shaw said, “There’s an old mine cut behind this place. Leads down near the wash.”

“Can you walk?”

“I can fall downhill.”

“Good enough.”

They went out the back as bullets tore into the shack. Sneed covered them until Nate and Shaw reached the cut.

Then a voice called from the trees.

“Sneed!”

Krane stepped into moonlight, pistol in hand.

“You wanted your sheriff. You got him. Now leave.”

Sneed fired.

Krane dove aside.

The cliff face sparked where Sneed’s shot hit stone.

Krane laughed from the dark.

“Tomorrow then!”

Sneed backed into the mine cut.

Below, Red Rock Pass waited like a trap.
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