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The little village of Paradise sat on the southern slope of the Chiricahua Mountains, straddling the winding road up from San Simon. Just a mile away lay the abandoned mining town of Galeyville, its remnants weathered by time and the hot desert winds. The road continued higher into the mountains, climbing toward a plateau at nine thousand feet, where a sprawling park of knee-high gramma grass spread like a golden carpet. Towering pine trees framed the landscape, their resinous scent mingling with the crisp mountain air. A clear, cold stream—unnamed and unspoiled—ran through the park, whispering over smooth stones as it made its way downhill.

A lone rider approached from San Simon, his blood bay horse moving at an easy but determined pace. The animal was striking with a black mane and tail a sharp contrast to its deep red coat, and two white stockings gleamed against its muscular hind legs. A broad white blaze, known to horsemen as an apron face, stretched from its forehead, wrapped around its muzzle, and covered its jaws like a mask. The horse was heavily built, standing a full fifteen hands tall—a large and powerful mount for the early 1890s.

Few would recognize the breed, but the rider knew—this was a Cleveland Bay, usually reserved for carriages and fine buggies. However, the rider needed a horse with endurance and strength, not just elegance. He sat tall in the saddle, his wide-brimmed white hat shading a tangle of dusty blond hair that brushed the collar of his sweat-stained shirt. A black broadcloth vest clung to his lean frame, and a thick mustache, sun-bleached to gold, drooped past the corners of his mouth before sweeping back along his jawline.

The bay was caked in dried sweat, evidence of a long ride under the relentless Arizona sun. As horse and rider entered the village of Paradise, the dust-covered streets lay still in the afternoon heat. Halfway through the village, a saloon stood beside a general store. On the boardwalk outside, a man dozed in the warmth, his hat pulled low over his face. A cheap cotton serape draped over his shoulders, and next to him, perched on a crate, sat a half-full mug of warm beer, black flies clustered thick around its rim.

The bay clopped up to the hitching rail, its hooves striking hollow against the packed earth. The dozing man stirred, peering out from under his hat as he took notice of the horse. He had an eye for good stock—it was his business, his life.

The rider swung down, untying a lead rope from the saddle. With practiced hands, he looped it around the horse’s neck, ran it through the bosal under the bridle, and secured it with a slipknot to the rail. Without so much as a glance at the man in the chair, he pushed through the saloon doors.

Inside, the air was cool and smelled of spilled whiskey, stale beer, and the faint tang of sweat. He stood still for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light. The only other occupant was the bartender, who leaned halfway down the short bar, wiping a glass with an old rag.

The rider’s pistol belt sat high on his hip; every bullet loop filled. He tugged it back slightly, settling the revolver almost over his right hip before strolling to the bar. As he passed the bartender, he spoke a single word.

"Beer."

At the end of the bar, cold cuts of meat and cheese were stacked on a platter for the free lunch. He grabbed a thick slice of bread, spooned mustard from a jar, and spread it with care. A slice of ham and a wedge of cheese followed, then a crisp pickle from a brine-filled crock. He topped it with another slice of bread and bit in, chewing methodically as he walked back to the bar.

The bartender slid a heavy glass mug of beer onto the counter. The rider took a long swallow, washing down the bite of his sandwich before meeting the bartender’s gaze.

"How much?"

"Fifty cents for the beer. Lunch is free." The bartender’s glare was flat, unwelcoming.

Digging into the pocket of his faded blue ducking trousers, the rider pulled out a silver dollar and dropped it onto the bar. "I’ll want another beer," he said.

Outside, the man in the serape stood and strolled toward the bay. As he passed the doorway of the saloon, he stole a glance inside. Seeing the rider at the bar, he continued to the horse. His fingers moved quickly, pulling the slipknot free with a practiced tug. He left the rope draped over the crossbar and stepped around the animal. His eyes flicked to the saddle—and then he stopped.

Carved into the stock of the Winchester rifle in its scabbard was a five-pointed star.

A quick glance at the saloon door sent a jolt through him. He darted behind the bay, across the street, and vanished between two weathered shacks, disappearing down the hillside like a shadow.

Inside, the rider finished his sandwich and drained the last of his beer. He pushed the empty mug forward for a refill, then asked, "I’m told there’s a horse trader hereabouts named William Brocius or Billy Graham."

The bartender returned with the refilled mug, his expression hard. "Hell, mister, everyone knows Wyatt Earp killed Curly Bill over at Iron Springs years ago."

The rider took a slow sip. "No body was ever found. Far as I’m concerned, that means he ain’t dead. He was known to hang around these parts. Is he here?"

The bartender scoffed. "Earp said he emptied both barrels of his shotgun into Curly Bill. Sounds dead to me."

The rider swirled the beer in his mug. "Like I said—no body, no proof."

The bartender’s lip curled. "And just who the hell are you to say so, mister?"

The rider met his gaze without blinking. "Braxton Star. Special officer for the Graham County and Cochise County Stockman’s Association."

His words carried weight. Braxton had tracked rustlers and killers across the Arizona Territory, and he wasn't about to let a ghost story stand in his way. If Curly Bill Brocius was still breathing, Braxton intended to find him—and settle unfinished business. Whether it was justice or something more personal, only Braxton knew.

The bartender took a half-step back, leaning against the counter behind him. His voice lost its edge. "Someplace I can put my horse up for the night? Maybe get a bed for myself?"

"Down the street, two houses. Widow runs a boarding house with a barn. Try there."

The bartender’s voice had gone dry. Braxton took another slow drink, watching the man’s reaction over the rim of his mug. The tension in the air was thick as summer heat.

Outside, his bay horse stood alone at the hitching rail, the rope still draped over the crossbar where the stranger had left it untied.
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Setting the empty beer mug on the bar, Braxton cast a quick glance at the bartender, his gaze lingering just a moment before he walked outside. The sun hit his face like a slap as he stepped onto the boardwalk, squinting to adjust his eyes to the bright light. His boots creaked as he paused, surveying the spot where the thin man had been sleeping. All that remained was the half-full beer mug, its rim encrusted with flies, a grim reminder of the man’s absence.

Turning his attention to his horse, Braxton noticed the tie rope was undone, the loose end still draped lazily over the top bar of the hitch rail. The horse stood still, as if it had been glued to the ground. The soft shuffle of hooves on the dusty earth punctuated the otherwise quiet moment. Braxton moved toward the horse, reaching down to pick up the lead rope. With a firm tug, he began walking up the street, the animal following obediently, its warm breath stirring the dry air as they passed the weathered buildings.

As Braxton walked, he noticed the steady hum of cicadas in the air, their shrill chorus mixing with the occasional crow’s call from a nearby tree. At the corner of the street, he stopped in front of a green framed house, its white picket fence neatly painted, though showing signs of wear from the relentless desert sun. A small, weathered sign hung by the gate with letters slightly faded that read NOLAN'S BOARDING HOUSE.

He dropped the lead rope over the top of the fence, and traced his fingers across the smooth, sun-worn wood. The gate creaked softly as he pushed it open, the screen door in front of him rattling slightly in the breeze. A young woman with dark hair stood just behind the door, watching him with keen eyes.

“Can I help you, Sir?” she asked, her voice calm but steady.

“I need a room for the night, Ma’am, and a corral for my horse. I was told the widow here could accommodate me,” Braxton replied, his voice carrying the faint gravel of a man who’d seen many miles.

“I’m the widow,” she answered firmly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “And yes, I’ve got a corral out back. Put your animal away and feed him. I’ll put something on the table for you when you get back. It'll be a dollar for the horse and two for you.”

Braxton nodded, tipping his hat to her before turning toward the corral behind the house. The old wood of the fence creaked under his weight as he opened the gate. The air was thick with the scent of sagebrush and the faint smell of the horse’s sweat. He unsaddled the horse with practiced ease, wiping the animal down with a rag before leading him into the small enclosure. The ground crunched beneath his boots as he forked hay over the fence from a nearby stack, the dry, earthy smell of the grass filling the air.

The place felt cared for, each detail showing a steady hand at work. The paint on the house was fresh, not peeling, and the corral fencing was sturdy, the wood smooth to the touch. Near the back door, there was a wash bench, a tub sitting on top with a towel neatly hanging on a wooden peg. Braxton walked over to it, feeling the coolness of the wood under his fingers as he washed the dirt and dust from his face and hands. The water was cold, refreshing against the heat of the day. He dried off with the towel, the fabric rough against his skin.

With a final slap to his pants, Braxton turned toward the back door, knocking lightly. The widow’s voice called from inside, “Come in.”

Inside, the smell of stew greeted him—a rich, hearty scent of meat and vegetables, mingled with the earthy undertones of freshly baked bread. The steam rose from a plate of stew on the table, curling in the air like the tendrils of a quiet fire. A plate of fresh bread sat to one side, a small dish of butter resting beside it, its soft texture gleaming in the dim light.

“That’ll be three dollars if you please, Mr.—uh—” The widow paused, looking at him expectantly. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Braxton Star, Ma’am,” he said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a five-dollar gold coin and a silver dollar, handing them to her with a slight nod. “I’ll probably stay at least one more day.”

She nodded, turning back to the stove, slipping the money into her apron pocket. “Your being awful young to be a widow, Ma’am.”

“Well, just how old do you need to be, Mr. Star?” she shot back, turning sharply from the stove, her eyes narrowing.

Braxton’s face reddened, and he quickly apologized, “Oh, I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m sorry if I offended you. Guess I’m just too curious for my own good.”

The widow sighed, shaking her head. “My husband was killed in a railroad accident. He was only 28. The railroad paid me enough to buy this place. Does that answer your curiosity, Mr. Star?”

“Yes, Ma’am, I’m sorry for asking,” Braxton replied, his tone softening. “I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just... I didn’t expect to find such a pretty young woman as a widow in a place like this.”

The widow’s expression softened slightly, but her voice was still firm. “Just to be fair, I’m a stock detective, and I’ll be poking around the mountain for a few days. There’s a lot of livestock missing. I’m trying to find them. Does that make us even on the nosey charges?”

The widow smiled faintly. “I guess so. I’m a bit touchy, I suppose.”

Braxton finished his stew, taking his plate and setting it gently into a washtub set on the counter. He slid the dishes into the soapy water, the sound of them splashing quietly. Turning toward the widow, he asked, “I’m looking for a man—Mr. William Brosius or Billy Graham. Would you know either of them?”

The widow’s face quickly drained of color, her lips tightening as she shook her head. She didn’t meet his eyes, her gaze falling to the floor.

That, Braxton knew, was all the answer he needed. His suspicions only deepened.
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The following morning, Braxton stepped out the back door of the boarding house, the taste of a hearty breakfast still lingering on his tongue. He reached for his gun belt hanging on a peg, and as he did, he noticed a stocky, square-built man by the corral, eyeing his Cleveland Bay.

Braxton buckled the gun belt around his waist, sliding the pistol into place on his hip. He made his way down the slope to the corral. At the gate, he untied a coiled horsehair lead rope from the post and stepped inside. He fastened the lead rope around the horse's throatlatch, then guided him out of the gate toward where his saddle lay.

As he passed, the stocky man in freshly pressed britches and a white shirt called out, "Good morning."

Braxton nodded and smiled in return. "Morning."

The man continued, "That's an unusually fine saddle horse you’ve got there. I don’t suppose you'd consider trading or selling him?"

Braxton stopped, running a hand down the horse’s back, brushing off the dust. "Sorry, he's not for sale. I doubt there's another horse in Arizona that can replace him. In my line of work, I need a horse this good."

The stranger leaned against the fence, sizing him up. "Where’d you say your horses are, Sir?"

Braxton raised an eyebrow. "Why do you ask?" He finished tightening the cinch on the saddle and looked at the man, a little more wary now.

The man smiled and extended his hand. "My name’s Harvey Power. I’ve got 80 head of saddle horses just up the road, near the park. I'll let you pick one out and throw in a hundred for your trouble."

"I'm a stock detective," Braxton replied coolly. "It’s my job to make sure stolen livestock doesn't pass through here. Not suggesting you're a thief, but you might’ve bought someone else’s stock."

Harvey’s smile didn’t falter. "I assure you, all my horses are legal. I’ve got a bill of sale for each one. They're pastured up Pinery Canyon, just toward the park. If you’re headed that way, you’re welcome to take a look."

Braxton was already stepping into his chaps. "I’ll be there this morning. I might stop by."

Harvey’s grin spread wider. "I’ll be in camp, so if you swing by, I’ll be there."

Braxton watched as Harvey turned and walked back to his horse, tied at the picket fence in front of the boarding house. Harvey didn’t carry a sidearm, but Braxton noted the rifle strapped to his saddle.

“Jed,” Braxton muttered to his horse, “I think that feller needs watching.”

He tied the coiled lead rope to the saddle’s left front tie strings, then bridled the horse with a silver-mounted California bit that matched his spurs.

As Braxton started to ride toward the road, he saw the widow Nolan watching from the back door.

"I’ll try to be back before dark, Ma’am," he called.

"I’ve packed a sack lunch for you, Mr. Star," she replied, handing him a bulging brown paper bag.

Surprised, Braxton took the bag and set it in front of him on the saddle. "Thank you, but this wasn’t expected."

"You paid for a bed and three meals a day, Sir," she said matter-of-factly. "If you miss the noon meal, I’ll make you a sack lunch. Supper’s at six."

With a quick spin, she disappeared into the house. Braxton shook his head, still a little stunned by the unexpected gesture.

"I’ll be damned," he muttered under his breath as they set off up the road toward the park. The bay cocked an ear back toward him, as if to say, What now?
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As Braxton rode along, he opened the sack to find two roast beef sandwiches and an apple. On top of the waxed paper-wrapped sandwiches was a handwritten note. Unfolding it, he read: Watch yourself. Don’t let Powers get behind you. It wasn’t signed. He tucked the note into his vest pocket and continued his ride.
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