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Chapter 1: “The Stranger on the Ridge”
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The town of Buzzard’s Bluff sat crooked along the edge of a red rock canyon, as if it had crawled up from the dust and changed its mind halfway. Shacks leaned against each other like old drunks, and the saloon’s sign swung by one nail, creaking in the wind. On a good day, the place stank of horse sweat and boiled beans. On a bad one, of blood and regret.

It was barely past dawn when the stranger rode in from the north—coat dusted, hat low, eyes hard. He didn’t say a word as he passed the livery stable, just gave a short nod to the stable boy and kept on riding down the main drag like he had unfinished business tucked under his saddle.

Inside the Silver Spur Saloon, folks were already nursing morning whiskey. Old man Cassidy, the town’s unofficial storyteller, paused mid-tale as the rider passed the window. The piano stopped with a discordant plunk. Even the barkeep, Dutch Rowley—a man who’d once served shots while ducking gunfire—froze for half a beat.

“Who in hell’s that?” someone whispered.

Dutch didn’t look up from polishing a glass. “Don’t know,” he muttered. “But trouble’s got a smell, and he reeks of it.”

The stranger dismounted slow, as if his bones remembered every mile. He tied his horse outside the marshal’s office—empty, the door swinging open, a tumbleweed resting where a lawman should be—and walked to the saloon with the kind of ease that makes folks nervous.

He pushed through the batwing doors and scanned the room. No one spoke. Even the gambler in the corner stopped shuffling his cards.

“I’m looking for a man,” the stranger said. His voice was dry and flat, like wind scraping across sandstone.

Cassidy finally found his tongue. “Aren’t we all.”

The stranger didn’t smile. “This one left a trail from Yuma to Dead Dog Crossing. Last I heard, he holed up here in Buzzard’s Bluff.”

“And what’s this man to you?” Dutch asked, setting down the glass. His hand was near the scattergun under the bar.

The stranger turned his head slowly. “He murdered my brother.”

A ripple passed through the saloon like a breath sucked in too fast. Cassidy blinked. The gambler dropped a card.

“Got a name?” Dutch asked, now visibly tense.

The stranger took a long look around. “Goes by Tully Grange.”

Someone in the back stood too quick and knocked over a stool.

That was when the stranger’s hand dropped to the Colt on his hip. “I ain’t here to play games,” he said. “I’m here to see justice done. And I figure if Tully’s still breathing, this town’s got some explaining to do.”

A heavy silence followed. Then, from the upstairs balcony, a voice as slick as grease cut the air.

“Well now,” it drawled. “Ain’t this a fine how-do-you-do.”

Tully Grange leaned against the rail, a smirk painted on his face, his long coat open just enough to show the pearl handle of a pistol.

“I was wonderin’ when you’d catch up, boy.”

The stranger’s eyes didn’t blink. “This ends today, Tully.”

Tully chuckled. “That so? Well, before you go reachin’ for iron, you best take a good look around. Buzzard’s Bluff don’t run on laws—it runs on fear. And I’ve got enough of that stored up to bury you where you stand.”

The stranger didn’t flinch. His hand hovered near the grip of his revolver.

Downstairs, no one breathed.

Outside, a lone buzzard circled high above the town.
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Chapter 2: “A Town Without a Lawman”
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Tully Grange descended the stairs slow, one boot at a time, like he owned the place—and in a way, he did. He smiled that crooked smile of his, the kind that had talked men out of their money and women out of better judgment. His eyes never left the stranger’s, and his hand hovered close to his hip.

But the stranger didn’t move. Not yet.

Dutch’s voice broke the spell. “Easy, boys,” he said, calm and low. “We don’t need blood on my floor unless someone’s payin’ to mop it up.”

Tully chuckled and stepped down onto the saloon floor, brushing past a table. “You know, I always figured one of you Rennick boys would come sniffin’ after me eventually.”

The stranger’s jaw tightened. “Then you should’ve left a will.”

A few of the locals started edging toward the door, boots scuffing against the floorboards. Tully held up a hand.

“No need for fireworks just yet,” he said. “See, this ain’t Yuma or Dead Dog Crossing. This is my town. Ain’t nobody gonna back your play here, mister... what was your name again?”

“Luke,” the stranger said. “Luke Rennick.”

Tully’s smirk faltered for a split second. “Well, hell. Younger brother. Makes sense. You were always the quiet one, weren’t you?”

Luke’s hand moved just a hair closer to his Colt. “I didn’t come to talk about the past.”

Tully leaned against the bar. “Then you’re in the wrong town, Luke. Buzzard’s Bluff don’t move forward. We just... circle.”

Dutch cleared his throat, glancing between them. “You boys want to settle something, take it outside. Last time we had a shootout in here, I had to replace every damn mirror.”

Luke didn’t move. “Where’s the marshal?”

Tully laughed. “Marshal Tate packed up three months ago. Rode out with a bullet in his leg and never looked back. Folks here figured we didn’t need one. Not with me around to keep the peace.”

Cassidy coughed. “More like you keep the fear.”

Tully shot him a look, and the old man shrank back.

Luke’s voice was even. “So that’s it? You run the town, and no one stands against you?”

Tully nodded. “That’s right. And if you had any sense, you’d ride out the same way you rode in.”

Luke didn’t answer. He turned and walked toward the door, pushing through the batwings and stepping into the sunlight. For a moment, everyone thought he was backing down.

Tully grinned. “That’s right, boy. Ride on outta here.”

But Luke didn’t mount his horse. He walked across the dusty street and into the abandoned marshal’s office. The door creaked open, then slammed shut behind him.

Inside, the place was a ghost of law and order. Dust-covered wanted posters curled on the wall. A cracked badge lay in the drawer. The jail cell door was rusted open.

Luke picked up the badge, turned it in his hand, then pinned it to his coat.

Outside, the townsfolk stared.

Cassidy muttered, “Well I’ll be... he’s takin’ the job.”

Dutch let out a slow whistle. “Hell of a way to declare war.”

Tully’s face darkened. “He’s a dead man.”
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Chapter 3: “The Badge and the Line”
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Luke Rennick sat alone in the marshal’s office as the sun climbed over the ridge. Light spilled through the window in dusty beams, glinting off the dull tin badge pinned to his coat. It didn’t feel like justice—it felt like bait.

The desk was still there, solid oak, scratched and gouged with years of trouble. A single ledger sat on top, its pages yellowed and brittle. Luke flipped it open. The last entry read:
"Robbery at Johnson’s mercantile. Suspect: T. Grange. No arrest—town unwilling."
It was dated almost four months back. Tate’s final scribble.
Luke shut the book.

He opened the cell door and tested the hinges. Still swung, still locked. Good enough. A set of rusty keys hung on a nail behind the desk. He took them, then opened the bottom drawer. Inside: one old revolver, half a box of ammunition, a few iron shackles, and a faded wanted poster with Tully’s name on it.

He smiled grimly. “Some things don’t change.”

Outside, the town buzzed like a kicked anthill. Word spread fast in places like Buzzard’s Bluff, and by noon, folks gathered along the street, whispering.

“I heard he pinned the badge.”
“Think he’s got what it takes?”
“He ain’t got a prayer if Tully don’t want him breathin’.”
The Silver Spur’s doors swung open and Tully stepped out, flanked by two of his men—Joe Clay, who was all teeth and twitch, and Dunne
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