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CHAPTER ONE
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THE STRANGER OF SHADOW CREEK

The horse stumbled into Shadow Creek just before sunset.

The rider in the saddle looked half-dead. Blood stained his buckskin shirt, and a dark bruise showed beneath the torn brim of his hat. He swayed once, clutched the saddle horn, then fell hard into the dusty street.

Old Ben Wilkins ran from the livery stable with two ranch hands behind him.

“Easy,” Ben said, kneeling beside the stranger. “He’s still breathing.”

One ranch hand lifted the man’s gun belt.

“Worn Colt. Looks like he knew how to use it.”

The stranger opened his eyes.

“Where...?”

“Shadow Creek,” Ben told him.

The man frowned as though the name meant nothing. Then his eyes closed again.

Dr. Horace Mitchell put him in a clean bed and dressed the wounds. The bullet had only grazed his ribs, but the blow to his head was serious.

Two hours later, the stranger woke.

“What town is this?” he asked.

“Shadow Creek,” the doctor said.

The man stared at him.

“Who am I?”

Dr. Mitchell leaned closer.

“You don’t know?”

The stranger shut his eyes, searching for a name, a face, anything.

Nothing came.

“No,” he said quietly. “I don’t remember.”

The office door opened, and Marshal Travis Bell stepped inside. He was a broad-shouldered man with a silver badge on his vest and a guarded look in his eyes.

“I’m Marshal Travis Bell,” he said. “You know me?”

The stranger looked at him.

“No.”

Bell searched the man’s pouch and laid the contents on the table: three silver dollars, a pocketknife, a broken gold watch, a small Bible, and a folded paper stained with blood.

Bell opened the paper. His face changed.

“What is it?” the doctor asked.

“Nothing important,” Bell said.

The stranger held out his hand.

“Let me see it.”

For a moment, Bell did not move. Then he handed it over.

The stranger unfolded the note.

Don’t trust Travis Bell.

The room went still.

The stranger looked at the marshal.

“Why would someone write that?”

Bell’s face remained hard.

“I reckon that’s something we both need to find out.”

Outside, at the far end of the street, a rider in a gray coat watched the doctor’s office. When he saw the stranger was awake, he turned his horse and rode out of town.

Someone knew the man without a memory.

And someone did not want him to remember.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE HIDDEN LETTER

The stranger sat on the edge of the doctor’s bed with the warning note in his hand.

Don’t trust Travis Bell.

The words gave him no memory, only questions.

Bell stood across the room.

“I don’t know you,” the marshal said. “But you rode into my town wounded, armed, and carrying a note against me. That makes this hard for both of us.”

“Did you ever see me before?”

“No.”

“You had to think about that.”

“I had to decide if you’d believe me.”

Ben Wilkins came in from the livery.

“His horse has a Lazy R brand,” Ben said. “Bay gelding. Trail-worn bad.”

Bell frowned.

“Lazy R belongs to Aaron Rusk. His ranch is three days east. Hard man. Rich. Dangerous.”

The stranger looked at the broken gold watch on the table.

Bell opened it and read the inscription inside.

“To Daniel, until you come home. M.”

The stranger whispered the name.

“Daniel.”

It felt close, but not enough.

A young woman entered carrying supper from the hotel kitchen. Dr. Mitchell called her Clara. She stopped when she saw the stranger.

Daniel noticed her hesitation.

“Do you know me?” he asked.

“No,” Clara said.

Bell narrowed his eyes.

“You sure?”

Clara lowered her voice.

“I saw a man who looked like him two weeks ago. He came through town at night.”

Daniel stood, gripping the bedpost against the pain.

“Was I alone?”

“No,” Clara said. “There was a woman with you. Dark hair. Frightened. She asked me to keep something.”

“What?” Daniel asked.

“A letter.”

Bell’s voice sharpened.

“Where is it?”

“At the hotel,” Clara said. “Hidden in my room. She told me not to give it to anyone but the man who came asking for his past.”

Daniel reached for his gun belt.

“I want that letter.”

They crossed the street together. Daniel moved slowly, one hand pressed to his wounded side.

As they reached the hotel steps, a rifle cracked from the darkness.

The front window shattered.

Clara screamed.

Daniel’s Colt cleared leather before he could think. He fired twice toward the alley. A shadow stumbled and vanished.

Bell stared at him.

“For a man with no memory, your hand remembers plenty.”

Inside the hotel, Clara led them upstairs. From beneath the lining of her trunk, she removed a sealed envelope.

Daniel was written across the front.

He broke the seal and read.

Daniel,

If you are reading this, something has gone wrong. You came to Shadow Creek looking for the man who betrayed your father. You believed Marshal Bell knew the truth.

Do not trust anyone too quickly.

The Lazy R is the beginning.

The grave at Red Draw is the proof.

And the mark on your shoulder will tell you who you were before they tried to bury you.

Forgive me.

Mara

“Mara,” Daniel whispered.

For one brief moment he saw dark hair, frightened eyes, and a woman saying, “Ride, Daniel. Don’t look back.”

Then the memory vanished.

From the alley below came a creak.

Bell crossed to the window.

A small bundle flew through and landed on the floor.

Inside was a strip of leather bearing the Lazy R brand and a lock of dark hair tied with blue thread.

On the back, four words were scratched with a knife.

Come to Red Draw.
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THE GRAVE AT RED DRAW

Morning came gray over Shadow Creek.

Ben saddled Daniel’s bay gelding while Dr. Mitchell handed Daniel extra bandages.

“You ought not ride,” the doctor said.

“I have to.”

Marshal Bell waited in the street with a Winchester across his saddle.

Clara came from the hotel.

“Mara feared Aaron Rusk,” she said. “But she feared someone in Shadow Creek, too.”

Daniel looked at Bell.

“Did she name him?”

“No.”

Bell turned his horse east.

“We’re wasting daylight.”

Daniel followed him out of Shadow Creek.

For a long while, neither man spoke. The trail ran through thin grass, mesquite, and rust-colored clay.

At last Daniel said, “Tell me about my father.”

Bell kept his eyes ahead.

“Maybe he was Thomas Vale. A deputy marshal. Honest. Brave. Too brave.”

“What happened to him?”

“Twelve years ago, a gold stage was robbed near Red Draw. Thomas believed Aaron Rusk planned it. He rode after proof and never came back.”

“And you?”

Bell’s jaw tightened.

“I believed him. But witnesses changed their stories. Evidence disappeared. Men died. Rusk had money and guns.”

“Did you betray Thomas Vale?”

Bell looked at him.

“I failed him. That may be worse.”

By noon, they reached Red Draw. The narrow wash twisted between red banks. Beneath a dead cottonwood stood an old grave marked by weathered wood.

Daniel dismounted and knelt beside the stones.

Pain shot through his head.

A memory flashed.

A boy hiding behind a wagon.

Gunfire.

A dying
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