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The sun was high over Copper Run when the stranger rode in.

Dust hung in the street like smoke after a gunshot. The copper works beyond town clanged and groaned the way they always did, hammering metal out of the mountain while the town tried to pretend it was something more than a rough place men passed through on their way somewhere else.

Sheriff Thaddeus Holloway stood on the boardwalk outside the jail, hat low, watching the rider approach.

The horse was a rangy bay, lathered from miles on the trail. The man in the saddle rode straight-backed and easy, like someone who had spent most of his life looking at country from the back of a horse.

Holloway noticed things most men missed.

The rider’s gun belt was worn smooth with use.
The holster hung low.
And the man didn’t look at the saloon first.
He looked at Holloway.

That alone made the sheriff uneasy.

The rider swung down in the middle of the street. His boots hit the dirt softly, like he’d done it a thousand times.

He tied his horse to the hitch rail without taking his eyes off the sheriff.

Holloway stepped off the boardwalk.

“Town’s quiet,” he said. “Unless you plan to change that.”

The man studied him a moment. His face was sun-burned and hard around the edges.

“Name’s Colter Vance.”

Holloway gave a short nod.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Vance?”

Vance didn’t answer right away.

Instead, he glanced around Copper Run. The copper buildings, the crooked storefronts, the dust blowing down the street.

Then his eyes came back to the sheriff.

“I came looking for a man.”

Holloway kept his voice steady.

“You found the sheriff.”

“Maybe,” Vance said.

The two men stood facing each other in the heat while a few townsfolk drifted out onto porches to watch.

Copper Run liked a little entertainment.

Holloway folded his arms.

“What man are you looking for?”

Vance reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. The edges were worn and stained from years of being carried.

He handed it to Holloway.

Holloway opened it.

Inside was a rough pencil sketch of a man’s face.

Holloway’s face.

But the name written beneath it wasn’t his.

The name read:

Silas Rook.

Holloway folded the paper slowly and handed it back.

“You’ve got the wrong man.”

Vance’s eyes never left his.

“Do I?”

Holloway said nothing.

The wind pushed dust across the street between them.

Behind them someone stepped out of the saloon and stopped to watch.

Vance slid the paper back into his pocket.

“Funny thing about that name,” he said.

Holloway waited.

Vance tilted his head slightly.

“Men who rode with Silas Rook disappeared fifteen years ago.”

Holloway’s jaw tightened.

Vance continued calmly.

“They vanished in a canyon north of the Red Hills.”

The sheriff felt the weight of every eye in town settling on him.

“I never heard of him,” Holloway said.

Vance nodded once.

“That’s what I expected you’d say.”

Holloway turned toward the jailhouse.

“If you’re here to start trouble, I suggest you move along.”

But Vance didn’t move.

Instead he spoke quietly enough that only Holloway could hear.

“I buried my brother in that canyon.”

Holloway stopped.

The sounds of the town faded around him.

Vance’s voice was calm.

“And the last man seen riding out of there was Silas Rook.”

Holloway turned slowly back toward him.

For the first time, something like anger showed in his eyes.

“You’d better be careful with your accusations.”

Vance didn’t flinch.

“I rode two hundred miles to make one.”

Holloway’s hand rested near his gun.

“So what do you want?”

Vance’s answer came easy.

“The truth.”

Holloway looked down the street of Copper Run, at the people watching from porches and doorways.

At the town he had kept together for seven years.

Then he looked back at the man standing in the dust.

“You won’t find it here.”

Vance gave a faint smile.

“Oh, I think I will.”

The wind shifted across the street.

And somewhere deep inside Thaddeus Holloway, a past he had buried long ago began to stir.
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Copper Run had seen strangers before.

Mining towns always did.

Men came looking for copper, cards, whiskey, or trouble. Most of them passed through without leaving much behind but dust and unpaid bar tabs.

But by the time Colter Vance stepped into the Copper Run Saloon, the town already knew his name.

Word traveled fast in places like this.

Faster than a horse.

Vance pushed through the batwing doors and paused while his eyes adjusted to the dim light. The air smelled of tobacco smoke and cheap whiskey. A piano plinked lazily in the corner while a handful of miners sat at tables nursing drinks after a long morning in the pits.

Conversations slowed when they saw him.

Not because of who he was.

Because they’d seen where he’d stopped in the street.

Across from the sheriff.

Vance walked to the bar.

The bartender was a thick man with sleeves rolled up and a face that had seen too many fights.

“What’ll it be?”

“Coffee.”

The bartender raised an eyebrow.

“Coffee?”

“That’s what I said.”

The man shrugged and poured it.

Vance took the cup and leaned against the bar, his back to the room. He drank slowly, listening to the murmur of voices behind him.

“That's him.”

“The one talkin’ to Holloway.”

“Trouble, I reckon.”

“Anybody talks to Holloway like that is trouble.”

The piano stopped playing.

The saloon doors creaked again.

Vance didn’t have to turn around.

He knew who it was.

Sheriff Thaddeus Holloway walked in without hurry, the same way he walked everywhere. Calm. Steady. Like a man who had nothing to prove.

The room quieted.

Holloway stopped at the bar beside Vance.

“Coffee,” the sheriff said to the bartender.

The bartender poured another cup.

For a moment the two men stood shoulder to shoulder without speaking.

Outside, the wind rattled the windows.

Finally Holloway spoke.

“You planning to stay long?”

Vance took another sip.

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On answers.”

Holloway nodded slowly.

“You won’t find many of those in a saloon.”

“I didn’t come here for answers.”

Vance set the cup down.

“I came to see how people look at you.”

That made Holloway glance sideways.

“And?”

“Some respect you.”

“Some?”

“Some are afraid of you.”

Holloway picked up his coffee.

“Fear keeps order.”

Vance gave a small shake of his head.

“No,” he said quietly.

“Fear keeps silence.”

The sheriff drank from his cup.

“You rode a long way to ask questions about a name.”

“Not just a name.”

“Then what?”

Vance turned slightly, facing him.

“Silas Rook.”

Holloway’s expression didn’t change.

“That name means nothing here.”

“It meant something fifteen years ago.”

One of the miners at the table nearby shifted nervously.

Holloway noticed.

“You’re stirring up old stories,” he said.

“Old stories have bones buried in them.”

Holloway placed his cup down.

“You accusing me of something?”

“Not yet.”

The sheriff studied him carefully.

“Then what exactly are you doing in my town?”

Vance met his eyes.

“Waiting.”

“For what?”

“For the moment someone slips.”

The sheriff gave a short laugh.

“You’ll be waiting a long time.”

Vance shrugged.

“I’ve waited fifteen years already.”

Holloway turned toward the door.

Before he stepped outside he stopped and spoke without looking back.

“Careful, Mr. Vance.”

The saloon held its breath.

“Copper Run doesn’t take kindly to men digging in its past.”

The doors swung shut behind him.

Vance finished his coffee.

Across the room the piano started again.

But the music sounded different now.

More careful.

More uncertain.

And somewhere outside, Sheriff Thaddeus Holloway stood in the sunlight of Copper Run, wondering how a ghost he thought buried had managed to ride back into town.
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The afternoon settled over Copper Run like heat trapped beneath a lid.

Colter Vance stepped out of the saloon and paused on the boardwalk while his eyes adjusted to the brightness. The street lay quiet except for a wagon creaking past the mercantile and the distant pounding of the copper mill up the hill.

The town had gone back to its business.

But the business was different now.

Men glanced at him.

Then looked away.

The sheriff’s office stood across the street beside the jail. The door was open, but Holloway wasn’t inside.

Vance crossed the street slowly.

The office smelled of dust, paper, and oil from the rifle rack in the corner. A desk sat near the window with a stack of reports and a tin badge lying beside them.

Vance didn’t touch it.

Instead he studied the room.

Holloway kept things simple. Too simple. No photographs. No letters. No traces of a life before Copper Run.

A man who erased his past usually had a reason.

“Sheriff ain’t here.”

The voice came from the doorway.

Vance turned.

An older man stood there, leaning on a cane carved from antler horn. His beard was gray and his eyes sharp.

“Didn’t expect him to be,” Vance said.

The old man nodded slowly.

“You’re the rider askin’ about that name.”

“Silas Rook.”

The old man stepped inside.

“You ought to leave that name alone.”

“Why?”

“Because the last time it was spoken around here,” the
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