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Chapter One
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The Man Who Rode Light

Sheriff Harlan Voss came back to himself with the taste of iron in his mouth and dust in his teeth.

He lay on his side, cheek pressed into the earth, the sky spinning lazily overhead. Someone was holding him up—strong arms under his shoulders, a voice muttering close to his ear.

“Easy now, Harlan. Easy.”

Voss blinked. The world steadied enough for shapes to return. Men on horseback. A body sprawled nearby, face-down and still. Smoke drifting upward in a thin ribbon that caught the sun before dissolving.

The outlaw was done.

Voss tried to sit up. Pain flared white-hot through his side and chest, sharp enough to steal his breath. He grunted and sagged back.

“Don’t,” the voice said. “You’re leakin’.”

Deputy Miles Crowder knelt beside him, jaw tight, eyes flicking from Voss to the corpse and back again. Crowder held a revolver loosely now, the barrel smoking faintly.

“You didn’t have to finish him,” Voss said, his voice rough.

Crowder snorted. “He was reachin’.”

That was true. Voss had seen it, even through the haze. Some men didn’t know how to stop trying until the ground took the choice away.

Crowder pressed a folded bandanna against Voss’s side. “You’re hit bad enough. Twice, by the look of it.”

Voss nodded once. “Feels about right.”

“Why in hell didn’t you bring a gun?” Crowder demanded.

Voss managed a thin smile. “Still askin’ that?”

Crowder shook his head slowly. “One day, that way of yours is gonna get you buried.”

“Maybe,” Voss said. “Didn’t today.”

They got him onto a horse with care, tying him steady so he wouldn’t slip. Every jolt sent fire through his ribs, but Voss clenched his jaw and rode it out. He’d had worse. Not many things scared him more than lying still too long.

The ride back to Dry Creek took longer than usual.

Word traveled ahead of them, as it always did. By the time they reached the edge of town, folks were already gathering—storekeepers, ranch hands, a couple of women standing stiff and pale near the boardwalk.

They stared at Voss the way people look at a man who’s done something they don’t understand.

A gunless sheriff who had taken down a killer with his bare hands.

Some looked impressed.

Some looked afraid.

Voss noticed both.

They carried him into the jail office and laid him out on the cot. Doc Leland arrived quick, sleeves rolled, face grim. He cut away Voss’s shirt and whistled softly.

“You’re lucky,” the doctor said. “Both bullets missed anything you couldn’t spare.”

Voss closed his eyes. “That’s been said before.”

Doc Leland went to work. It hurt. Voss didn’t complain.

Later, when the pain dulled to a hard throb and the room emptied, Crowder lingered in the doorway.

“Town’s buzzin’,” he said. “That fella you tangled with—name was Javier Morrow. Bounty on him out of New Mexico. Big one.”

Voss stared at the ceiling. “Figures.”

Crowder hesitated. “You know what this means.”

Voss did.

Men like Morrow didn’t operate alone. They belonged to something larger—gangs, money trails, grudges that crossed borders. Killing one outlaw was never the end of it.

It was an invitation.

“Word’ll spread,” Crowder went on. “About how you handled him. About you ridin’ without iron.”

Voss turned his head and met the deputy’s eyes. “Let it.”

Crowder studied him a long moment. “You really believe that?”

Voss exhaled slowly. “I believe a man who plans to kill you won’t be stopped by a badge or a pistol. But he might make a mistake if he thinks you’re harmless.”

Crowder shook his head, half-admiring, half-worried. “You’re a strange man, Harlan Voss.”

Voss allowed himself a faint smile. “I’ve been called worse.”

Night settled over Dry Creek.

Outside, the town creaked and whispered. Somewhere a door slammed. Somewhere else, a rider passed through without stopping.

Voss lay awake, staring into the dark, listening.

He knew the truth as clearly as the ache in his bones:

Today hadn’t been an ending.

It had been a beginning.

Men would come now—outlaws curious to test him, bounty hunters hoping for trouble, townsfolk wondering whether a sheriff who refused a gun could really protect them.
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