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Chapter One
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Marshal Gideon Shaw was not a young man anymore, and he never pretended otherwise.

His hair had gone mostly silver, his knees complained on cold mornings, and the scar along his left shoulder ached whenever rain was coming. But his eyes were still sharp, his hand was still steady, and the badge pinned to his vest still meant something in the town of Broken Spur.

Gideon stood on the boardwalk outside the marshal’s office, watching Main Street wake under a bright morning sun.

The livery boy was leading two horses toward the trough. Mrs. Hattie Bell was sweeping the front of the mercantile. Across the street, the Silver Star Saloon had not yet opened its doors, though Gideon could already hear chairs scraping inside.

Peaceful, he thought.

But peace was never something a town owned. It was something a town borrowed until trouble came collecting.

Deputy Tom Carden stepped out of the office behind him, carrying two tin cups of coffee.

“You been standing there near an hour,” Tom said. “Expecting somebody?”

Gideon took one cup. “A marshal is always expecting somebody.”

Tom smiled. “That sounds like something an old man says when he don’t want to sit down.”

Gideon looked at him.

Tom’s smile faded. “No offense.”

“None taken.”

A rider came in from the east road just before noon. His horse was lathered, and the man nearly fell from the saddle in front of the marshal’s office. He was young, dusty, and scared clean through.

Gideon stepped down into the street. “Easy, son.”

The rider grabbed the hitching rail to keep his feet. “They’re coming.”

“Who?”

“The Braddock gang.”

The name changed the air.

Tom’s hand moved near his gun. Hattie Bell stopped sweeping. A man across the street turned and walked quickly into the bank.

Gideon studied the rider. “How many?”

“Six, maybe seven. They hit Dry Creek yesterday. Robbed the bank, shot the sheriff, and burned the jail.”

Tom swallowed hard. “Dry Creek is only twenty miles east.”

The rider nodded. “They said Broken Spur was next.”

Gideon looked down Main Street. The livery, the mercantile, the bank, the saloon. People had begun appearing in doorways, drawn by fear before they even knew the whole of it.

Mayor Abel Finch came hurrying from the bank with his hat in one hand and panic in his face.

“Marshal,” Finch said, “what are we going to do?”

Gideon took one slow sip of coffee and handed the cup back to Tom.

Then he checked the load in his revolver.

“We’re going to remind the Braddock gang,” he said, “that Broken Spur already has a lawman.”
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By sundown, Broken Spur had stopped pretending it was just another day.

The word had spread from the marshal’s office to the bank, from the bank to the mercantile, and from there to every porch and kitchen table in town. The Braddock gang was coming.

Some folks packed what they could carry and left by the west road.

Others locked their doors and pulled curtains tight.

Gideon Shaw watched it all from the jailhouse window.

Deputy Tom Carden stood behind him, loading shells into a shotgun with hands that were trying not to shake.

“You think they’ll really come?” Tom asked.

Gideon did not turn around. “Outlaws usually do what they promise when it comes to stealing.”

Tom snapped the shotgun closed. “Maybe we ought to send for help.”

“We did.”

“When will it get here?”

“Too late.”

That was the truth, and both men knew it.

Mayor Abel Finch pushed through the office door without knocking. Banker Hollis Crane followed close behind, sweating through his collar.

“Marshal,” Finch said, “the council has discussed the matter.”

Gideon looked at him. “That so?”

“We believe the best course is to avoid bloodshed.”

“That means giving them the bank.”

Crane lifted both hands. “Money can be replaced. Lives cannot.”

Gideon stepped away from the window. “You think Braddock will ride in, take the money, tip his hat, and leave peaceful?”

The banker said nothing.

Tom looked from one man to the other.

Gideon picked up his hat from the desk. “Braddock shot the sheriff in Dry Creek after the bank opened the safe. Then he burned the jail so nobody could lock up his men if they came back.”

Mayor Finch swallowed. “This town is not ready for war.”

“No town ever is.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

Gideon walked to the gun rack and took down a rifle. “I suggest men stop hiding behind women and curtains.”

The mayor stiffened. “That is a harsh thing to say.”

“It’s a harsh day.”

For a moment nobody spoke.

Then Hattie Bell stepped into the doorway of the marshal’s office. She was nearly sixty, thin as a fence rail, and tougher than most men Gideon had known.

“My husband left me a Winchester,” she said. “I know how to use it.”

Gideon gave her a small nod. “Then I expect you’ll be useful.”

Behind her stood the livery owner, two teamsters, the blacksmith, and young Pete from the feed store. None of them looked eager, but all of them had rifles.

Tom let out a slow breath.

Gideon looked past the mayor and banker to the citizens gathering outside.

“Put two men on the roof of the mercantile,” Gideon said. “One in the hotel window. Two behind the water trough. Nobody fires unless I give the word.”

Mayor Finch looked pale. “And where will you be?”

Gideon buckled his gunbelt tighter.

“In the street,” he said.

Outside, the sun dropped behind the roofs of Broken Spur.

And from the east road, far off but growing closer, came the sound of hoofbeats.
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The hoofbeats faded before they reached town.

That troubled Gideon Shaw more than if the Braddock gang had ridden straight in with guns drawn.

He stood in the middle of Main Street with his coat pushed back from his revolver and his eyes fixed on the east road. The sun was gone now, leaving only a red smear along the rooftops. Lamps glowed in windows. Shadows gathered under awnings and wagons.

Deputy Tom Carden crouched behind the water trough with a shotgun across his knees.

“They stopped,” Tom whispered.

Gideon nodded. “I heard.”

“Why would they stop?”

“To look us over.”

From the roof of the mercantile, the blacksmith called down softly, “I see dust beyond the bend.”

Gideon raised one hand to silence him.

A minute passed.

Then another.

A single rider appeared at the far end of the street. He came slow, sitting tall in the saddle, wearing a long brown coat and a black hat pulled low. His horse stepped into town as if it already belonged to him.

Gideon knew him before the man reached the bank.

Cole Braddock.

He was younger than Gideon had expected, maybe thirty-five, with a narrow face and a smile that held no warmth. A rifle rested across his saddle. Two revolvers rode on his hips.

Braddock stopped twenty yards away.

“You Gideon Shaw?” he called.

“That’s right.”

“I heard you were old.”

“You heard true.”

Braddock smiled. “Old men ought to sit by fires and tell stories.”

Gideon did not move. “Some of us still write the endings.”

A few nervous breaths sounded from behind closed doors.

Braddock looked around at the dark windows, the quiet rooftops, and the empty street. He was smart enough to know the town was not as empty as it looked.

“I don’t want trouble, Marshal.”

“That’ll make leaving easy.”

“I only came for the bank money.”

“That’s trouble.”

Braddock’s smile faded.

Behind Gideon, he heard Tom shift his boot in the dust. The boy was scared. Most men were before their first real gunfight. Gideon hoped fear would make him careful instead of quick.

Braddock leaned forward in the saddle. “I killed the sheriff in Dry Creek.”

“I heard.”

“He was younger than you.”

“Most men are.”

“He was faster too.”

Gideon’s eyes stayed steady. “Maybe he hurried.”

For the first time, anger touched Braddock’s face.

The outlaw lifted one hand. From behind the east bend, five riders came into view and spread across the road. Their guns were drawn. Their horses moved slow and restless beneath them.

Braddock said, “Last chance, old man.”

Gideon raised his voice so every hidden citizen could hear.

“Nobody fires until I do.”

Braddock laughed. “You think these people will stand with you?”

Gideon looked at the dark windows of Broken Spur.

“I think they’re about to find out.”

Braddock’s hand dropped toward his gun.

Gideon moved first.

His revolver cleared leather with a speed no one expected from
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