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CHAPTER ONE
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The first thing a man notices about him is the height.

The second thing is how quiet he is about it.

He ducked beneath the doorframe of Carson’s Saloon without touching the wood, though it came close enough to scrape the crown of his hat. A few heads turned. They always did. The Tall Man felt it the way other men felt a change in weather—subtle, unavoidable, irritating.

Someone near the bar snorted. Someone else whispered. He kept walking.

He took the chair in the corner, the one with the broken rung that nobody else liked. It fit him well enough. His knees still rose high, long legs folded carefully, as if he were packing himself into a space never meant for him.

A man two stools down leaned back and grinned.

“How’s the weather up there?”

The Tall Man didn’t answer.

He had learned a long time ago that answering only invited more. If you laughed, they laughed louder. If you snapped back, they snapped harder. Silence was the only thing that ever ended it—eventually.

The bartender slid a whiskey down the bar toward him without asking. That was respect of a sort. Or maybe caution.

The Tall Man nodded once in thanks.

Across the room, she was laughing.

It wasn’t loud laughter, but it carried. Clear. Confident. The kind that didn’t ask permission. He turned his head before he meant to and saw her standing near the far table, barely reaching the shoulder of the men around her. Dark hair pulled back. Sleeves rolled up. No hesitation in her posture.

She wasn’t looking at him.

That alone was enough to make him watch.

When the trouble started—because trouble always did—it came from the same man who had asked about the weather. A ranch hand with too much drink in him and not enough sense.

“You deaf up there?” the man said, louder this time. “I asked you something.”

The Tall Man set his glass down. Carefully. The room quieted a fraction.

He stood.

The motion alone was enough to draw breath from the room. He rose to his full height, slow and controlled, until he seemed to fill the space between floor and ceiling. The ranch hand’s grin faded.

“I heard you,” the Tall Man said.

His voice was low. Calm. Unimpressed.

“I just didn’t think it deserved an answer.”

A chair scraped somewhere. Someone laughed, nervous this time.

That was when she stepped between them.

“Leave him be,” she said, looking up—not at the Tall Man, but at the ranch hand. “You’re boring everyone.”

The ranch hand blinked, unsure who he was more offended by.

The Tall Man looked down at her.

She met his eyes without flinching.

For the first time in a long while, he didn’t feel like the tallest thing in the room.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The sun came up clean and indifferent, like it had been rising over men’s troubles for a thousand years and never once paused to ask how they were holding up.

Caleb Rusk—most folks called him Cal because it felt easier in the mouth—sat on the edge of the boardwalk outside the feed store and watched dust drift along Main Street like it belonged there. In Abilene, dust did. Dust and heat and the slow creak of leather.

His boots were long. His legs were longer. When he sat, his knees still sat higher than a normal man’s pride.

He wasn’t doing anything in particular, and that suited him. If you stood out the way he did, you learned early that stillness could be a kind of camouflage. Movement drew eyes. Eyes drew words. Words drew trouble.

Behind him, the feed store smelled of oats and sweat and mule hide. A wagon rattled past. Two boys chased a hoop with a stick, hollering like they owned the territory.

Cal’s shadow fell across the boards in a hard rectangle—broad shoulders, long arms, the outline of a man who looked like he’d been carved out of fence posts. A few passersby glanced at him and then looked away quickly, as if staring too long might invite something.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

TALIVIAN






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





