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Roscoe's boots drag across the worn floorboards as he enters the cramped office. Dust motes dance in the shafts of afternoon light cutting through the window blinds. Chief Marshal Hargrove doesn't look up from the papers spread before him, Roscoe's report, the corners creased from being gripped too tight.

"Shut the door."

Roscoe does as instructed, the latch clicking with finality behind him. The room shrinks around them, thick with unspoken accusations.

"Sit." Hargrove points to the rickety chair across from him.

The chair creaks under Roscoe's weight. He keeps his face neutral despite the storm brewing in his chest. His badge feels heavy, pinned to his chest like a target.

Hargrove slams his palm down on the report. "What the hell were you thinking? Six men, Mcleod. Six men dead by your hand."

"Seven." Roscoe's voice comes out flat. "There was another one behind the barn."

The Chief's face flushes crimson. "Christ alive. You're not helping your case."

"Wasn't aware I had one to help."

"This isn't some backwater territory. We have laws. Procedures." Hargrove leans forward, jabbing a finger toward him. "You don't get to be judge, jury, and executioner because you found something that turned your stomach."

"Those girls..."

"Were evidence! Evidence we could have used to dismantle their entire operation. Now what've we got? A bloodbath, traumatized witnesses, and telegraph wires burning up with questions from Washington."

Roscoe's jaw tightens. "They wouldn't have made it to trial. Too many pockets lined all the way up."

"That wasn't your call to make!"

"I saw what they did to those children." His voice drops lower.

The silence between them stretches taut enough to snap.

"Hand it over." Hargrove extends his palm. "Your badge and your sidearm."

Roscoe stares at the badge pinned to his chest. Ten years of his life contained in that small piece of metal. His fingers hesitate before unpinning it, the weight of the moment settling into his bones. The star catches the light as he rolls it between his fingers, a final goodbye to the man he'd been. Almost enough to make him regret what he'd done. Almost.

But then the girls' faces flash through his mind. Their hollow eyes. The bruises. The way the youngest one couldn't stop shaking.

He places the badge on the desk with a soft clink. Next, he unholsters his revolver, slower than necessary, feeling the familiar balance in his palm one last time before sliding both items across the polished wood.

"I won't resist arrest, don't worry." His voice comes out rougher than intended.

Hargrove looks at the surrendered items but doesn't touch them. He leans back, the leather chair protesting beneath him. Deep lines appear around his eyes as he rubs his temples with weathered fingers.

"You're a good man, Mcleod." The admission seems to pain him. "One of our best."

Roscoe's eyes narrow, waiting for the other boot to drop.

"It took pulling every favor I had left, but your resignation is all the punishment you're to face."

The words hit Roscoe like a physical blow. He'd expected shackles, a cell, not mercy.

"Though, I'd suggest you make yourself scarce around these parts." Hargrove glances toward the window where townsfolk bustle past, oblivious to what's transpiring inside. "Locals aren't too keen on vigilante justice."

A strange emptiness hollows out Roscoe's chest. No badge. No purpose. Just the road ahead and blood on his hands that the law says he shouldn't have spilled, even if it needed spilling.

He stands, adjusting to the strange lightness on his hip where his gun should be.

"What happens to them? The girls?"

"We'll do what we can." Hargrove's gaze drops. "That's all any of us can do."

"Thanks."

"Don't thank me." Hargrove sighs, running a hand through his thinning hair. "Don't apologize either, not that you would." He leans back, chair creaking under his weight. "Just... watch yourself out there."

Roscoe nods and rises from the chair. The floorboards seem to sway beneath him, his center of gravity altered by the absence of his badge and gun.

"What do you intend to do now?" Hargrove asks, voice softening for the first time since Roscoe entered.

A man on horseback rides past the window, silhouetted against the afternoon sun. Roscoe watches him disappear down the street, dust rising in his wake. The sight stirs something, a direction when he'd felt untethered moments before.

"Think I'll take my brother up on his offer to put me up." His voice sounds distant to his own ears. "Bill moved out to the Arizona Territory four years ago, back in '76."

The memory of Bill's letters surfaces, descriptions of open country, good grazing land, a life rebuilt far from the shadows of their past. His brother always did know how to move forward while Roscoe could only circle his pain.

Hargrove nods, tapping his fingers against the desk. "Your brother's the rancher, right? The one who served in the cavalry?"

"That's him."

"Arizona's still wild country." Hargrove hesitates. "Might suit you better than here."

Roscoe doesn't answer. No point in agreeing with what they both already know.

"Good luck to you, then." Hargrove's tone makes clear their conversation has ended.

Roscoe turns toward the door, feeling the weight of eyes on his back. His hand closes around the brass doorknob.

"And Mcleod?"

He pauses without turning.

"Take a horse." Hargrove clears his throat. "Damn animals break their restraints often enough."

A ghost of a smile touches Roscoe's lips. He tips his hat without looking back and steps out into the halls of the courthouse. The corridors stretch before him, suddenly unfamiliar after years of walking them with authority. Citizens and lawyers brush past, some glancing curiously at the man who no longer wears a badge.

His boots echo against marble as he heads toward the exit, toward whatever waits beyond the life he's leaving behind.

Roscoe steps out into the Texas heat, the sun slamming into him like a physical force. The courthouse door swings shut behind him with a heavy thud of finality. He adjusts his hat, shielding his eyes as he surveys the dusty main street of the town he'd called home for the better part of a decade.

Already he sees the truth of Hargrove's words. Two men loitering outside the general store catch his gaze. The shorter one, Wilkins, if he recalls right, spits a brown stream of tobacco juice into the dirt. The taller one follows suit, his eyes never leaving Roscoe's face. Recognition flickers through Roscoe's mind. Jenkins. Nephew to one of the traffickers he'd put in the ground three days ago.

The weight of his missing sidearm hangs heavy on his hip. Exposed. Vulnerable. A sensation he hasn't felt in years.

Roscoe squares his shoulders and holds their stare. His spine straightens, jaw setting hard as iron. No weakness. No regret. Not for what he did. Both men eventually break eye contact, muttering something between them before slipping into a narrow alleyway between buildings.

The encounter leaves a sour taste in his mouth. Hargrove had been right about the locals, word travels fast in a town this size. By sundown, every soul in the county will know Marshal Mcleod isn't marshal of anything anymore.

Best to collect his things and be gone before Jenkins and his friend drink enough courage to do something stupid. Or before he encounters someone with a stronger connection to the men he'd killed. Men with family always have someone looking to settle scores.

Roscoe makes his way down the boardwalk, acutely aware of the whispers that follow in his wake. Faces that once nodded in respectful greeting now turn away or stare with naked hostility. Ten years of upholding the law, of putting himself between these people and harm, erased in an instant.

His room sits above the livery, simple quarters that smell perpetually of hay and horsehair. It won't take long to pack. A lawman learns to travel light. Everything that matters fits in saddlebags, and what doesn't fit probably doesn't matter.

Arizona Territory. Bill's ranch. His brother's letters had described good grazing land and decent neighbors who mind their own business. The promise of anonymity beckons like water to a parched man.
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Roscoe rolls out his bedroll under a canopy of stars, the cool night air settling over the Texas plains. The crackle of his small campfire can't drown out the sounds of night creatures calling to one another across the darkness. He settles back, hat over his eyes, letting exhaustion claim him after a long day's ride.

Sleep comes quick but brings no peace.

The nightmare appears as it always does, so vivid he can smell the burning pine. Their cabin, the one he and Bill had raised with their own hands, stands before him. Smoke curls from under the door frame. The world moves with dream-like slowness as he dismounts, calling her name.

"Emily!"

His boots sink into mud. No matter how fast he tries to run, the distance to the door stretches impossibly. The heat grows more intense with each step.

"Emily! EMILY!"

Inside now, somehow, though he doesn't remember crossing the threshold. Flames lick up the walls they'd carefully chinked with clay. The roof beams crackle, sending burning debris raining down.

And there she is. Emily stands in the center of the room, her fair hair illuminated by the inferno around her. She reaches toward him, her lips forming his name though he can't hear her over the roar of the blaze. A wall of fire surges between them.

"No!"

She's trapped, surrounded by a circle of flames that closes tighter with each passing second. Her white dress begins to blacken at the hem. He lunges forward but the floor gives way beneath him, opening into nothingness, 

Roscoe bolts upright, a hoarse shout dying in his throat. His hand finds his revolver before his eyes even focus, swinging it toward phantom enemies.

Nothing but darkness. The fire has died to embers, casting weak red light across his sparse camp. Sweat runs cold down his back despite the chill in the air. His breath comes in ragged gasps that slowly even out as reality reasserts itself.

Eleven years. Eleven years and the nightmare hasn't changed. Every detail preserved like a cruel photograph, the smell of burning wood, the way the fire caught her dress, her outstretched hand.

He holsters his weapon and rubs calloused hands over his face. Sleep won't return tonight. It never does after the dream. The eastern horizon shows no hint of dawn yet, leaving hours of darkness to wait through.

Roscoe reaches for his canteen, takes a long pull of tepid water, and stares into the dying embers. The road to Arizona stretches long before him, and the ghosts of his past ride with him every mile.

Roscoe tosses a handful of dry branches onto the dying embers. The wood catches quick, flames licking upward, casting long shadows that dance across the hard-packed earth. He stares at the growing fire, trying to separate these controlled flames from the ones that haunt him.

No use. His mind won't release the images.

He rises, bones creaking in protest, and moves toward the dappled gray mare tied to a nearby cottonwood. The horse's ears prick forward at his approach, dark eyes reflecting the firelight.

"Easy, girl." His voice comes out rougher than intended, scraping against his dry throat.

The mare nudges his chest with her velvet muzzle. Roscoe runs his palm down her neck, feeling the strong muscles beneath her coat. Something in her gaze, patient, steady, makes him pause. As if this creature somehow understands what haunts him through the long nights.

"Don't look at me like that," he mutters, checking her lead rope out of habit. "I'm not worth the pity."

The mare snorts, stomping once, as if to disagree.

Roscoe returns to the fire, settling back against his saddle. He pulls a strip of jerky from his pocket, tearing at it with his teeth. The tough meat requires concentration, the methodical chewing a distraction from darker thoughts.

It doesn't work.

His mind circles back to the sheriff's report like a vulture to carrion. "Evidence of coal oil poured along the south wall." "Signs of forced entry at the rear door." "Victim died of smoke inhalation before flames reached her."

Evidence. Signs. Clinical words for the deliberate destruction of everything he'd ever loved.

They'd had suspects, drifters who'd been in the area, a man Emily had testified against in a minor property dispute. But nothing stuck. No witnesses came forward. The case went cold while the ground where they buried Emily was still fresh.

Eleven years without justice. Eleven years carrying the knowledge that whoever struck the match that killed his wife still walked free, breathing air she couldn't.

The jerky turns tasteless in his mouth. He forces himself to swallow it down. The night stretches endless before him, full of memories sharper than any knife. Dawn feels impossibly distant, but Roscoe knows one thing with absolute certainty, the man who escaped justice once wouldn't do so if their paths ever crossed again.

Not while he still drew breath.

Roscoe stares into the dying fire, watching orange embers collapse into ash. The night's chill settles deeper into his bones, but he barely notices. His thoughts spiral backward through time, to the badge he'd surrendered, to the men he'd killed, to Emily. Always back to Emily.

The hours pass unmarked. Stars wheel overhead in their ancient patterns, indifferent to the man sitting motionless beneath them. His mare occasionally shifts weight from one leg to another, the only movement in their small camp.

A faint grayish tinge creeps along the eastern horizon, pulling Roscoe from his reverie. He blinks, surprised to find morning already asserting itself. The night has passed without him truly feeling its presence, just another stretch of time endured rather than lived.

He rises stiffly, muscles protesting the hours of stillness in the cold. With practiced efficiency, he kicks dirt over the fire's remnants, then moves to his bedroll. The worn leather sleeping bag folds easily in his hands, its surface cracked and patched from years on the trail. He tucks it securely into his saddlebag, mentally cataloging his possessions as he does, ammunition, jerky, coffee, the worn photograph he never looks at but can't bear to leave behind.

His fingers brush the wooden grip of his revolver, checking its placement out of habit more than conscious thought. The weight of it against his hip feels more natural than the badge ever did.

The mare stands patient as he unties her from the cottonwood. She tosses her head once, seemingly eager to leave this place behind. Roscoe swings into the saddle with a grunt, settling his hat lower against the growing light.

He turns the horse westward, where darkness still claims the sky. Arizona Territory lies that way, a land of extremes, where blazing days give way to freezing nights, where water is precious and mercy scarcer still.

"Wonder what you've made of yourself out there, Bill," he murmurs, picturing his brother. Last he'd heard, Bill had a proper ranch going, a couple of hands working for him. Probably a real house too, not the rough cabin they'd shared in their youth.

He snorts softly. "Bet that wife of yours has you breaking your back building something grand."

Roscoe taps his heels against the mare's flanks, urging her forward along the rutted trail. The horizon stretches endlessly before him, promising nothing but distance. It suits him fine. Distance from Texas, from memories, from what he'd done.

The horse picks up pace, eager for movement after the long night. Roscoe leans forward slightly, something like anticipation stirring beneath his weariness as a new day begins.
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Roscoe cups his eyes, squinting against the late afternoon sun. Heat waves ripple across the horizon, distorting what might be buildings in the distance. After days of nothing but scrubland and rocky outcroppings, his mind could be playing tricks.

The mare's ears perk forward. She senses it too.

"You see something worth stopping for, girl?" Roscoe pats her neck, feels the sweat-slick hair beneath his palm. "Let's find out."

He nudges her forward, the rhythm of hooves against packed earth the only sound for miles. The shapes gradually sharpen, weathered buildings, a water tower, what looks to be a proper street. Relief loosens the knot between his shoulders. He'd crossed into New Mexico Territory three days back according to his reckoning, passing nothing but cactus, lizards, and the occasional coyote since then.

As they approach the town's edge, Roscoe notes the absence of a railway spur. Just another dusty outpost clinging to existence in the middle of nowhere. Perfect.

Faces turn as he rides down the main street. Women pause their conversations, a shopkeeper stops sweeping, two men playing checkers outside the general store cease mid-move. Their stares follow him, wary, calculating, measuring the threat of a stranger on horseback.

Roscoe keeps his expression neutral, his posture relaxed. New faces always draw attention in towns like this. Nothing personal about it.

A weathered sign swinging from rusty chains catches his eye, THE WATERING HOLE, with a crude painting of a bucket beneath the lettering. His parched throat tightens at the prospect of a drink.

He guides the mare to a hitching post outside the establishment and dismounts with a grimace. Days in the saddle have taken their toll on muscles that aren't as forgiving as they once were.

As Roscoe loops the reins around the post, securing them with practiced hands, a gravelly voice speaks from behind him.

"Don't recall seeing your face 'round here before." An older man leans against the tavern's porch post, tobacco-stained beard covering most of his leathery face. "What brings a fella like you to the middle of asscrack nowhere?"

Roscoe tests the knot one final time, not bothering to look up. "Heading to Arizona Territory. Brother's got land there." He straightens, dusting his hands against his thighs. "Just passing through. Looking for a drink, maybe a meal that ain't jerky."

"Aye, you'll find that here. Missy's the best cook in the west, and she'll make damn sure you know it."

Roscoe tips his hat to the man, and heads inside the tavern. The smells of sweat, cheap beer, and some kind of meat smoking greet him more pleasantly than the stares of the few patrons. The floorboards creak under his boots as he crosses to the bar, each step raising small clouds of dust that dance in the beams of sunlight filtering through grimy windows.

A lull in conversation follows him like a shadow. He counts four men at a corner table playing cards, two more nursing drinks alone, and an older fellow asleep in a chair propped against the far wall. They've all got the same look, sun-baked skin, calloused hands, eyes that have seen too much harsh country.

As he approaches the counter, a rather heavyset and homely woman looks up from wiping a glass with a rag that might have been white once. Her forearms are thick as fence posts, face creased from years of desert living. A thin scar runs across her left cheek, but her eyes hold a shrewd intelligence.

"What'll it be, stranger?" Her voice carries across the room without effort.

"Whiskey, and whatever's smoking back there." Roscoe rests one elbow on the counter, keeping his other hand free out of habit.

Missy's mouth pulls into something between a smile and a smirk. She sets the glass down with a solid thunk and holds her hand out, palm up.

"That'll be 75 cents. We pay upfront out here."

Roscoe fishes the change from his pocket, coins warming from his body heat. They make a satisfying clink as they drop into her waiting palm. She counts them with a quick glance, then nods once.

"Find yourself a seat. Food'll be up shortly."

Roscoe settles on a stool at the bar, angling himself to keep the room and door in view. He removes his hat, places it on the counter beside him. The weight of trail dust seems to lift from his shoulders as Missy returns with a glass and a bottle, pouring him a generous measure of amber liquid.

The whiskey burns going down, cheap stuff, but after days of warm canteen water, it tastes like salvation.

Missy slides a plate across the counter, a charred strip of steaming meat alongside a mound of beans. Roscoe eyes the meat, unable to identify what animal once owned it. The color's wrong for beef, too dark for chicken. Could be rabbit, though larger than any he's seen.

He downs the last of his whiskey, enjoying the lingering burn, and slides a dime across the scarred wood counter. "Beer," he says simply.

The first bite of meat surprises him. Gamey but well-seasoned with something peppery that lingers on his tongue. Better than trail food by a considerable margin. The beans have been cooked with chunks of salt pork, their flavor rich despite their humble appearance.

Missy returns with a glass of beer, foam spilling over the rim. The amber liquid is cloudy but cool, and Roscoe nods his thanks as he takes a grateful swallow.

The saloon door swings open, letting in a slash of harsh sunlight before it closes again. Three men enter, their boots heavy against the floorboards. Something about their purposeful stride sets off a familiar warning in Roscoe's mind, the way they move together, scanning the room with practiced eyes.

The men take seats at the counter near Roscoe, though not directly beside him. Their clothing is trail-worn but their guns look well-maintained. The tallest has a scar running from his left eye to his jawline, while the middle one's missing two fingers on his right hand. The third man, shorter and broader than his companions, keeps his hat pulled low.

"Usual, boys?" Missy calls to them, already reaching for glasses.

The one with the scar gives her a casual wave but doesn't break from the hushed conversation he's having with his companions. Their voices are too low for Roscoe to make out more than fragments, something about "shipment" and "timing."

Roscoe keeps his focus on his plate, appearing absorbed in his meal while his senses remain alert. He's seen enough men with secrets to recognize the signs. The way they lean in close, eyes flicking toward the door whenever it opens. The deliberate positioning that gives them clear views of everyone in the room.

He takes another bite, chewing slowly. Not his business. He's just passing through, heading to his brother's place. No need to involve himself in whatever these men are planning. No badge on his chest anymore.

But old habits die hard, and he finds himself cataloging details anyway.

The beer turns bitter on Roscoe's tongue as fragments of conversation drift his way. The scarred man leans in closer to his companions, voice dropping lower but not quite low enough.

"...got her locked up good at the old Thompson place."

The man with the missing fingers snickers. "She still fightin'?"

"Like a wildcat. Boss'll enjoy breakin' that spirit when he gets back."

Their laughter churns Roscoe's stomach, the food congealing on his plate. His grip tightens around his glass until his knuckles whiten. The old familiar heat rises in his chest, righteous anger that once fueled him through countless pursuits. His free hand twitches toward where his badge used to sit.

But there's nothing there now. Just empty fabric.

The shorter man glances his way, and Roscoe forces himself to take another bite, to appear disinterested. His mind races beneath the calm exterior. These men are talking about holding a woman captive. Waiting for their "boss" to return and "break her in." The implications turn his blood cold.

He's seen this before. The same casual cruelty. The same disregard for human dignity. Images flash unwanted across his memory, the trafficking ring he'd dismantled back in Texas. The young girls with hollow eyes. The men he'd put down for it.

The men he'd lost his badge for.

Roscoe sets his fork down, suddenly not hungry. He should ride on. This isn't his jurisdiction, hell, he doesn't have a jurisdiction anymore. Getting involved would be asking for trouble he doesn't need. His brother's waiting in Arizona. That's where he belongs.

The scarred man stands, dropping coins on the counter. "Let's head back. Check on our... guest."

More laughter.

Roscoe watches them leave from the corner of his eye, tracking their movements as they exit the saloon. Through the window, he sees them mount up, spurring their horses westward out of town.

He signals Missy for another whiskey, throat suddenly parched.

This isn't his fight. He's just passing through.

But the old Thompson place. West of town. A woman held against her will.

The information burns in his mind like a brand.

Roscoe downs the whiskey in one swallow. He's not a lawman anymore, and that's exactly why he can do what needs doing without a judge or jury or badge to answer to.
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