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CHAPTER ONE – The Day the Street Went Quiet
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The first thing Caleb Marr noticed was the silence.

Not the peaceful kind, either. This was the kind of quiet that crept in after something ugly had already happened and was waiting to happen again. The kind that made a man slow his step and keep his eyes forward.

Cedar Bluff usually made noise. Wagons rattled. Doors creaked. Men argued over cards or cattle prices. Even on slow days, there was always something stirring.

This morning, there was nothing.

Caleb stood at the edge of town with the sun at his back and dust on his boots, studying the main street as if it might flinch. The buildings sat stiff and watchful, their windows dark. A stray scrap of paper rolled across the hard-packed earth and bumped against the hitching rail, sounding louder than it should have.

He shifted the rifle in his hands and rested it against his shoulder.

Cedar Bluff hadn’t changed much since he’d last seen it—maybe two years back, maybe more. Time ran together when a man lived off trails and temporary work. The feed store still leaned slightly to the east. The hotel’s paint was peeling worse than before. The sheriff’s office looked the same, though the porch boards sagged more now.

That didn’t surprise him. Towns aged like men did—slow at first, then all at once.

What did surprise him was the absence of people.

Caleb stepped forward, boots crunching softly. He counted doors as he passed them, noticing which ones were barred, which ones were only pulled shut. A curtain twitched in an upstairs window and disappeared.

Someone was watching.

He reached the center of the street and stopped.

That was when a voice finally broke the silence.

“You best keep moving, mister.”

Caleb turned his head, slow and careful.

The man speaking stood in front of the saloon, hands resting near his belt but not touching the gun. Mid-thirties, maybe. Narrow shoulders. Nervous eyes. A deputy’s badge caught the sun on his vest, though it looked newly pinned, like it hadn’t earned the right to be there yet.

“I’m just passing through,” Caleb said.

“That’s what I mean.”

Caleb studied him for a moment. “Town closed?”

The deputy swallowed. “Something like that.”

Caleb nodded once. He’d heard enough.

He shifted his rifle, turned, and started toward the livery.

That was when the first shot rang out.

It came from the far end of the street—sharp, sudden, echoing hard between the buildings. A second followed it, then a scream.

The deputy flinched and backed toward the saloon door.

Caleb stopped.

He stood there for a long moment, dust settling around his boots, rifle heavy in his hands.

He could leave. He knew that. He had no stake here. No land. No family. No reason to stay.

But he also knew what kind of quiet Cedar Bluff had been holding.

Caleb Marr turned back toward the sound of gunfire.

And started walking.
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CHAPTER TWO – A Man With No Place to Ride
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Caleb Marr reached the livery at a steady walk, but he kept his shoulders loose and his rifle low, like a man who wasn’t looking for trouble.

Trouble had already found Cedar Bluff.

The livery door hung half open. Inside, the air smelled of sweat, old hay, and the sour bite of fear. A bay gelding stomped once in a stall, ears flat, as if it had heard gunfire before and learned what came after.
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