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The stranger rode into Willow Creek beneath a pale afternoon sky, his hat pulled low and his coat carrying the dust of a long trail.

Martha Ellison noticed him before anyone else did.

She stood outside the mercantile with a basket hooked over one arm, waiting while Mr. Harlan wrapped a parcel of coffee and sugar for her aunt. The street had been quiet all morning. A pair of children played beside the hitching rail, and old Mr. Peabody sat beneath the awning of the hotel, pretending to read a newspaper he had already finished twice.

Then the stranger appeared at the far end of town.

His horse moved at an easy walk, but there was nothing careless about the man in the saddle. He sat straight and watchful, glancing once toward the saloon, once toward the sheriff’s office, and then toward the hotel.

Martha had seen men like him before. Men who carried their pasts like heavy saddlebags.

When he stopped outside the hotel, he swung down slowly and tied his horse to the rail. The wind lifted the edge of his coat just enough for Martha to see the worn handle of a revolver resting low on his hip.

Mr. Peabody lowered his newspaper.

The stranger nodded politely. “Afternoon.”

Mr. Peabody stared at the gun. “Passing through?”

“That was the idea.”

His voice was quiet, almost weary.

Martha should have turned away, but something about him held her attention. He was not young, though he was far from old. His face was lean and sun-browned, with a faint scar cutting across one cheek. His eyes were steady, but there was a tiredness behind them that made him seem more lonely than dangerous.

Mr. Harlan stepped outside and handed Martha her parcel.

“There you are, Miss Ellison.”

“Thank you.”

She placed it carefully in the basket.

The stranger glanced in her direction, and for one brief moment their eyes met.

He touched two fingers to the brim of his hat.

“Ma’am.”

Martha gave a small nod. “Good afternoon.”

Before either of them could say more, a burst of laughter came from the saloon. The batwing doors swung open, and three men stumbled into the street.

Martha recognized the one in front immediately.

Luke Harrow.

He was a broad-shouldered ranch hand with a mean streak that grew worse whenever he had been drinking. His two companions followed close behind him, grinning as if they had been waiting all day for trouble.

Harrow noticed the stranger and stopped.

“Well now,” he said. “Looks like Willow Creek has itself a new gun hand.”

The stranger did not answer.

Harrow stepped closer. “You deaf?”

“No.”

“Then maybe you ought to introduce yourself.”

The stranger looked toward the hotel door. “I only came for a room.”

Harrow smiled without humor. “That gun says different.”

Martha felt her stomach tighten.

Mr. Peabody folded his newspaper and slipped quietly into the hotel.

The stranger remained still. “A man can carry a gun without looking for a fight.”

“Maybe.” Harrow moved another step closer. “But around here, a man ought to know whose town he’s standing in.”

The stranger’s eyes hardened slightly.

“I figured it belonged to the people who live here.”

For a moment, the street went silent.

Harrow’s grin vanished.

Martha saw his hand drift toward the pistol at his side.

The stranger noticed it too.

His voice remained calm. “You do not want to do that.”

Harrow hesitated.

There was something in the stranger’s tone—not a threat, exactly, but a certainty. The kind of certainty that came from experience.

Harrow studied the man’s face, then stepped back.

“This town has a long memory,” he said.

“So do I.”

Harrow spat into the dirt and turned away. His companions followed him back toward the saloon.

The stranger watched until the doors swung shut behind them.

Martha released the breath she had been holding.

“You handled that well,” she said.

He looked at her again. “I have had practice.”

“That does not sound like something a man should be proud of.”

“No, ma’am.” His expression softened. “It is not.”

He picked up his saddlebag and started toward the hotel.

Martha watched him go, wondering what road had brought him to Willow Creek—and whether trouble had followed close behind.
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By supper time, nearly everyone in Willow Creek had heard about the stranger who had faced down Luke Harrow in the street.

Some said the man had been a lawman in Texas. Others claimed he was a bounty hunter with a trail of dead outlaws behind him. By the time the story reached the Ellison farmhouse, the stranger had become a dozen different men, each one more dangerous than the last.

Martha set a bowl of stew on the table and took her seat across from her aunt.

Aunt Ruth broke a piece of cornbread in half. “You have been quiet since you came home.”

“I have been thinking.”

“About the stranger?”

Martha looked down at her bowl. “About Luke Harrow.”

Aunt Ruth smiled slightly. “Of course.”

“Luke will not let this go. You know how he is.”

“I do.” Aunt Ruth’s smile disappeared. “That is why you should keep away from town for a few days.”

Before Martha could answer, a knock sounded at the front door.

Aunt Ruth glanced toward the window. “Are you expecting someone?”

“No.”

Martha crossed the room and opened the door.

The stranger stood on the porch with his hat held in one hand. The setting sun cast a faint orange glow across the fields behind him. Up close, the scar on his cheek was more noticeable, but so was the weariness in his eyes.

“Miss Ellison,” he said.

Martha rested one hand against the doorframe. “You remembered my name.”

“The mercantile owner used it.”

“That explains it.”

He hesitated. “My name is Boyd Cutter.”

Martha nodded politely. “What brings you out this way, Mr. Cutter?”

“I wanted to apologize.”

“For what?”

“For the trouble in town.”

Martha studied him. “Luke Harrow was causing trouble long before you arrived.”

“That may be true, but now he has something to prove.”

Aunt Ruth stepped into the room behind Martha.

“Is that the stranger everyone has been talking about?”

Boyd glanced past Martha and touched the brim of his hat.

“Ma’am.”

Aunt Ruth looked him over carefully. “Have you eaten?”

Boyd seemed surprised by the question. “No, ma’am.”

“There is stew on the stove. No sense standing on the porch when we have enough to share.”

Martha opened the door wider.

A few minutes later, Boyd sat at the table with a bowl of stew and a slice of cornbread in front of him. He ate slowly, as if it had been some time since anyone had offered him a home-cooked meal.

Aunt Ruth poured coffee into his cup.

“Are you planning to stay in Willow Creek?” she asked.

Boyd shook his head. “I had not planned on it.”

“Passing through?”

“That was the idea.”

Martha looked across the table. “You do not stay anywhere long, do you?”

Boyd’s expression changed slightly.

“No.”

“Why?”

He lowered his eyes toward his coffee.

“Some men have good reasons for keeping to the trail.”

Martha waited, but he offered nothing more.

Outside, the soft sound of hoofbeats drifted through the open window.

Boyd stopped moving.

A rider passed slowly along the road in front of the farmhouse. For a moment, the shadow of a man in the saddle crossed the window. Then the hoofbeats faded into the distance.

Aunt Ruth glanced toward the door. “One of our neighbors?”

“Maybe,” Boyd said.

But he did not sound convinced.

He stood and reached for his hat.

“You should lock the doors tonight.”

Martha rose from her chair. “Was that Luke Harrow?”

“I do not know.”

“That is not much of an answer.”

“It is the only one I have.”

Boyd stepped onto the porch and looked toward the darkening road.

Martha followed him to the doorway.

“What are you going to do?”

Boyd placed his hat on his head.

“I am going to find out why someone is watching this house.”

Before Martha could stop him, he stepped off the porch and disappeared into the gathering darkness.
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Boyd Cutter stepped off the porch and disappeared into the darkness before Martha could stop him.

She closed the door and slid the bolt into place.

Aunt Ruth stood beside the table, her arms folded. “That man has the look of someone who expects trouble wherever he goes.”

Martha moved to the window and lifted the curtain slightly.

“I think trouble expects him.”

Outside, the road was empty. The moon hung low above the trees, casting a pale silver glow across the yard. Boyd had vanished as quietly as if the darkness had swallowed him.

For several minutes, nothing moved.

Then Martha heard a faint sound near the barn.

A horse shifted nervously.

She stepped away from the window.

Aunt Ruth reached for the shotgun mounted above the kitchen door.

“Stay here,” Martha whispered.

“I was about to tell you the same thing.”

Before either of them could move, someone knocked twice.

Martha froze.

“Miss Ellison,” Boyd called softly. “It is me.”

Aunt Ruth kept the shotgun in her hands while Martha opened the door.

Boyd stood on the porch with one hand resting near his revolver.

“Someone was watching the house,” he said.

“Luke Harrow?” Martha asked.

“One of his friends. Tall fellow with a gray hat.”

Martha nodded. “Dale Brody. He rides with Harrow most evenings.”

Boyd looked toward the road. “He headed back toward town after he realized I had seen him.”

“Why would Harrow send someone here?”

“To make sure I noticed.”

Aunt Ruth lowered the
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