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Chapter One – Proclamation
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Dry Willow woke to hoofbeats that did not belong.

They came in a measured rhythm—disciplined, unhurried—rolling through the morning like a drumline. Jonah Creed stepped out of the marshal’s office as the first riders entered town.

Blue coats.

Not dusty trail blue, not the faded work cloth of men who lived outside the law. These were clean uniforms, brass buttons catching the new sun. Carbines sat upright in saddle boots. The horses were government stock, tall and well-fed.

Federal cavalry.

Creed’s hand rested near his holster by habit, not threat.

Across the street, the bank teller froze in the doorway. Two ranchers on the general store porch stopped mid-sentence. Curtains shifted. A dog barked once and then went quiet, as if it understood.

A wagon followed behind the riders. Canvas covered, wheels fresh-greased, a federal seal stenciled on the side in black paint.

The lead officer reined in at the center of Main Street and raised a gloved hand.

The column stopped as one.

Creed studied the officer. Late thirties. Straight posture. Face that had learned to say “sir” even when it hated the man it was speaking to.

The officer dismounted and approached the marshal’s office without looking around, like the street was already his.

“Deputy Marshal Jonah Creed?” he asked.

Creed didn’t correct the title. Not yet.

“That’s me.”

The officer produced a folded document and a leather portfolio. He didn’t offer a handshake.

“Captain Eli Ward. Territorial Detachment.”

Creed took the document but didn’t open it.

“What’s this?”

“A proclamation,” Ward said. “To be read publicly.”

Creed held the paper between two fingers as if it might stain him.

“By who?”

Ward glanced toward the wagon.

“By Governor Crowe’s representative.”

The name landed heavy.

Nathaniel Crowe.

Creed had heard whispers on telegraph wires—Washington’s new answer to “disorder” in the territory. A man who believed law was something you applied from above.

Creed looked down Main Street.

More riders were dismounting. Taking positions. Not aiming, not threatening—just placing themselves where they could see everything.

Occupation wore many faces. This one wore brass.

Ward nodded toward the church.

“People should gather there. Ten minutes.”

Creed didn’t move.

“What for?”

Ward’s eyes stayed steady.

“To hear what’s changed.”

Creed’s voice went quieter.

“Things don’t change here without someone bleeding for it.”

Ward’s mouth tightened faintly.

“That’s why we’re here.”

The church bell rang once.

Not in warning.

In instruction.

Men and women came out slow. They didn’t rush. They didn’t argue. They walked like they’d been called to a funeral and didn’t yet know whose.

Thomas Reed appeared beside Creed. His shoulder still favored the old wound from the Vale gunfight.

“You see this?” Thomas muttered.

“I see it,” Creed said.

“They coming for you?”

Creed watched a federal trooper post himself near the telegraph office.

“They’re coming for the valley,” he replied.

The church filled. Standing room only. The smell of dust and old wood mixed with nervous breath.

At the front stood a man Creed hadn’t seen before—sleek coat, trimmed mustache, polished boots. A clerk type, but with the hard eyes of someone who enjoyed delivering bad news.
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