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Chapter One: The Star Comes Quiet

[image: ]




The marshal rode in alone.

That was the first thing the town noticed, though no one said it aloud. No posse behind him. No dust cloud raised by numbers. Just one man on a dark bay horse, riding easy, hat low, coat buttoned against a wind that carried more grit than cold.

The second thing they noticed was the star.

It caught the afternoon light without trying to, pinned flat and honest against his vest. He made no move to hide it. He made no effort to display it either. The badge rested where it belonged, as if it had always been there and always would be.

That unsettled people more than if he’d ridden in with guns drawn.

The marshal reined in at the hitching rail across from the hotel and dismounted. He tied off his horse with practiced hands, the kind that didn’t rush and didn’t hesitate. When he turned, he took in the street with one slow look—storefronts, boardwalks, faces half-turned away too late to pretend they hadn’t been watching.

A sign nailed to the hotel post fluttered slightly in the breeze.

The marshal read it without changing expression.

THIS HOTEL WAGERS $500 THAT THE IDAHO BILL BANDIT NAILS THE COACH LEAVING HERE WITH A GOLD SHIPMENT BY WEEK’S END

He looked at the sign a moment longer than necessary, then lifted his eyes to the men standing near the saloon. They did not look back. One laughed too loudly. Another spat into the dust.

The marshal stepped onto the boardwalk.

Inside the hotel, the desk clerk glanced up, then froze. The smile he’d been wearing slid off his face and didn’t bother to come back.

“Afternoon,” the marshal said.

The clerk swallowed. “Afternoon.”

“I’ll need a room,” the marshal said. “One night to start.”

The clerk hesitated. “We’re near full.”

The marshal waited.

After a moment, the clerk reached for the ledger. “One left.”

“That’ll do.”

The marshal signed his name—slow, careful letters—then set the pen down. He did not look at the clerk when he spoke again.

“Who’s the sheriff here?”

The clerk cleared his throat. “Sheriff’s name is Talbot.”

“Where can I find him?”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“He’s... out,” the clerk said.

The marshal nodded as if that explained everything. “I’ll check back.”

He turned and walked back onto the street.

The sound followed him.

It always did.

Boots stopped moving. Conversations faltered. Somewhere, a chair scraped hard against wood. A door closed too carefully.

The marshal crossed the street toward the saloon, his gait steady, unhurried. He could feel eyes on his back now, measuring him not by his height or his hands, but by how long he might last.

Inside, the saloon smelled of whiskey, sweat, and old smoke. Three men sat at a table near the window, cards laid out but forgotten. Another leaned against the bar, pretending to be interested in his drink.

The barkeep looked up and stiffened.

“Beer,” the marshal said.

The barkeep poured. His hand shook just enough to notice.

The marshal took a sip, then set the glass down. “How long has Idaho Bill been in the country?”

The barkeep’s eyes flicked toward the window, then back. “You asking official-like?”

The marshal tapped the star lightly with one finger. “I’m asking.”
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