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Chapter One – Trouble on the Horizon
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The wind came down off the bluffs sharp as a knife, kicking up grit that stung the eyes and filled the teeth. Marshal William “Will” Knot sat straight in the saddle, his back like iron and his eyes like river stones—cold and unmoving. Below him, the town of Bitter Creek sprawled out quiet, too quiet, like the hush before a thunderclap.

He'd been marshal here going on eight years, long enough to know the difference between ordinary silence and the kind that meant trouble. The usual sounds—the clang of the blacksmith’s hammer, the laughter from the saloon, the creak of wagon wheels—were all missing. Even the dogs had stopped barking.

Will tipped his hat against the sun, eyes narrowing on a rider coming hard up the main road.

Dust spiraled around the hooves. The man rode like he was bringing bad news, and Will’s gut tightened. His hand rested on the butt of the Colt holstered low on his right side. Tied down. Oiled. Ready.

The rider came to a skidding stop in front of the marshal’s office. He was young—barely twenty—with wild eyes and blood on his shirt.

“Marshal! You gotta come! It’s the Dawson place—three men, maybe more—they done shot up the barn, tied up old Dawson, and took his daughter!”

Will didn’t flinch. He dismounted slow, dust rising around his boots.

“Who were they?”

The boy shook his head, panicked. “Never seen ‘em before. Rough men. One had a scar across his nose. Another was wearin’ a Union jacket, all faded and torn.”

Will stepped up onto the boardwalk, boots echoing. He pushed the office door open, grabbed his rifle from the wall, and turned back to the boy.

“I’m Marshal Will Knot... and I will not tell you again. Slow down, breathe, and tell me—what direction were they headed?”

“South. Toward the canyon,” the boy said, breathless.

Will nodded once, face grim.

“Get Doc Tully for Dawson. Tell the preacher’s boy to saddle my spare. And if anyone asks where I’m headed, you tell them I’ve gone to bring the devil his due.”

With that, Will Knot mounted up, rifle across his lap, and rode south into the rising heat—after the kind of men who thought the law was just a suggestion.

They were about to learn different.
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Chapter Two – Tracks and Traps
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The trail south was easy enough to follow. The outlaws weren’t hiding their path—hoofprints gouged deep into the dry clay, wagon ruts carving grooves beside them. It was almost too easy.

Will rode in silence, his black gelding steady beneath him. He didn’t rush. He never did. That was how mistakes were made—how good men got killed. And Will Knot wasn’t in the business of dying. Not yet.

He stopped near a shallow creek bed, just past a stretch of mesquite. Dismounting, he crouched and ran his fingers through the dirt.

“Fresh,” he muttered. “Hour, maybe two.”

Beside the prints, a small piece of fabric was caught on a thorn bush—floral, torn, with a spot of blood. He folded it gently and slipped it into his coat pocket.
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