
ONE SHOT AT NOON

JEREMIAH JOURNEY

Copyright © 2026 by J.C. Hulsey Books

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This book may contain views, premises, depictions, and statements by the author that are not necessarily shared or endorsed by J.C. Hulsey Books

No part of this book may be reproduced in any written, electronic, recording, or photocopying form without written permission of the author/publisher.

For information contact: info@jchulsey books.com 
Cover Design by J.C. Hulsey Books 
Published by J.C. Hulsey Books
August 2026
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Epilogue

Also By Jeremiah Journey

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Dust and Memory

The first sound was the wind.

It slid down Main Street like a living thing, lifting grit from the hardpan and whispering it against shuttered windows. Noon had come and gone, but the sun still pressed down with the stubborn weight of late summer, bleaching the town into shades of brown and bone. Fargo wasn’t much to look at on its best day, and today wasn’t one of them.

A man stepped into the street from the shade of the boardwalk.

He moved with the careful confidence of someone who knew exactly how far his shadow reached. His boots were scuffed but well kept, his gun belt worn soft from years of use. The revolver rested easy at his side, not flashy, not new—just reliable. He stopped near the center of the street and waited.

Across from him, the Fargo Saloon stood crooked and defiant, its sign creaking faintly on rusted chains. A few flies buzzed near the hitching post. No piano played inside. No laughter spilled through the doors. Fargo had learned when to be quiet.

A second man came out of the saloon.

Harlan.

He wore a dark hat pulled low and a vest that didn’t quite hide the tension in his shoulders. There was a red scarf at his neck, knotted tight, as though he feared the town itself might choke him if he loosened it. He took three steps into the street and stopped, boots planted wide, eyes locked on the man waiting for him.

For a long moment, neither spoke.

They had been boys once, running along this same stretch of dirt, daring each other to touch the hot iron rails behind the freight office, stealing apples from old Mrs. Calder’s tree. That was before Fargo learned their names for other reasons. Before the ground soaked up its first real blood.

“You’re a long way from wherever you been,” Harlan said at last. His voice carried, sharp and brittle. “Didn’t think you’d ever come back.”

The man in the white shirt didn’t answer right away. He watched the wind drag a tumbleweed past the saloon doors. Watched it catch on a splinter and break apart.

“Didn’t plan to,” he said. “But some things don’t stay buried.”

Harlan’s mouth twisted. “Funny thing about graves,” he said. “They don’t close themselves.”

A door creaked open somewhere behind them and then snapped shut again. Fargo had retreated into itself, every man, woman, and child pressed against walls and windows, listening with ears sharper than sight.

Hands hovered near leather.

Time stretched thin.

The man in white shifted his weight, settling into the dirt as though he belonged there. Maybe he did. Maybe the town had been waiting for him longer than he knew.

“You leave now,” he said, “and this ends.”

Harlan laughed, loud and sudden, the sound cracking the stillness like a whip. “You always did think you could decide how things end.”

His hand moved.

So did the other man’s.

The shot split the air, echoing off the false fronts and the saloon sign. Smoke bloomed white and angry between them. Dust jumped from the street like it had been struck by lightning.

For a heartbeat, the world held still.

Then Harlan staggered.

The bullet had found him just below the ribs, tearing through cloth and flesh alike. His face registered shock before pain had time to catch up. He tried to speak, but nothing came out but breath and disbelief.

The man in white didn’t advance. He didn’t retreat. He stood where he was, revolver steady, eyes fixed, waiting to see if the past was finished with him yet.

Harlan’s knees gave way. He fell hard into the dirt, his gun slipping from his fingers and landing a foot away, useless and ignored. Blood darkened the ground beneath him, soaking in fast, as though the earth had been thirsty.

The wind carried the smoke away.

Silence followed, heavier than the heat.

The man in white lowered his pistol and exhaled. Around him, Fargo slowly began to breathe again—doors opening a crack, footsteps shifting behind walls, the town testing the idea that it had survived one more reckoning.

He turned and walked down the street, boots leaving tracks that would fade by evening.

Behind him, the Fargo Saloon stood as it always had—watching, waiting, remembering.

And somewhere beneath the dirt, old debts finally began to settle.
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After the Smoke

The smoke didn’t leave all at once.

It thinned, unraveled by the wind, lifting in pale ribbons until the street stood bare again—two men no longer facing each other, only one left standing. The sound of the shot still seemed to hang in the air, echoing off the false fronts and settling into the cracks between boards.

Harlan lay where he’d fallen.

His hat had rolled free and come to rest against a wagon wheel, its crown crushed, its brim bent like it had finally given up. His eyes were open, fixed on nothing. Blood crept outward from beneath him, darkening the dust in a slow, patient spread. The dirt drank it in without ceremony.

The man in the white shirt stood a moment longer, revolver lowered but not yet holstered. He had learned—through scars and graves—that the moments after a killing were the most dangerous. Men got brave then. Or foolish. Sometimes both.

A door opened across the street.

It was Old Mrs. Calder, her frame thin as a fence post, gray hair pinned tight beneath a bonnet faded nearly white. She stepped onto the boardwalk and looked down at Harlan’s body with a long, steady gaze. No scream came. No prayer. Just a quiet nod, as if she’d seen something she’d been expecting for years.

“Well,” she said softly, “that’s done.”

Her words seemed to break the spell.

Another door creaked open. Then another. A pair of men emerged from the hardware store, hats in hand. Someone leaned out of a second-story window. A child peeked around a corner and was yanked back by an unseen hand.

The man in white finally holstered his gun.

His fingers shook just enough for him to notice. He curled them into a fist and forced the tremor down. Fargo didn’t need to see that part of him. The town had seen enough already.

He crossed the street slowly and crouched near Harlan’s body. He didn’t touch him at first. He just looked—at the lines in the man’s face, deeper now, etched hard by choices that couldn’t be undone. The red scarf at Harlan’s neck had come loose, fluttering faintly in the breeze.

“You should’ve listened,” he murmured, though whether the words were for Harlan or himself, he couldn’t say.

Sheriff Pike arrived late.

He always did.

The sheriff pushed through the gathering crowd, sweat darkening the band of his hat, his badge dull from years of neglect rather than use. He stopped short when he saw the body, then glanced up at the man in white.

“Name?” Pike asked.

The man hesitated.

“Ethan Cole,” he said at last.

A murmur rippled through the onlookers. A few faces shifted—recognition dawning, old memories stirred like dust off a shelf.

“Thought you were dead,” Pike said.

“Been hearing that a while,” Ethan replied.

Pike sighed and rubbed his jaw. “You wanna tell me what happened?”

Ethan stood. “You saw it.”

“Ain’t the same as hearing it.”

Ethan met the sheriff’s eyes. “He came out armed. He went for his gun. I was faster.”

Silence followed. No one argued. No one stepped forward to say otherwise.

Pike looked around, searching for dissent and finding none. He nodded once, slow and heavy. “All right,” he said. “I’ll write it that way.”

Two men fetched a blanket and covered Harlan’s body. As they lifted him, the dust beneath left a dark outline behind—a shape that lingered even after the corpse was gone.

Ethan watched them carry Harlan toward the undertaker’s office. With each step, the past seemed to loosen its grip, just a little.

But Fargo wasn’t finished with him.

He could feel it in the way eyes followed him as he walked. In the way the wind shifted, restless. In the way the saloon doors creaked open behind him.

Ethan stopped at the edge of the street and looked back once.

Noon had passed. Shadows had begun to stretch.

The shot might have ended one story, but another was only just beginning.
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