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Jens Möller


Yucca State


A Hare Heads West South


(post-cartographically correct – according to Pan)


“Buddy Goes West” was a film. This is a correction. With ink, defiance,
and a hare who remeasures the world.


I say: This novel is not a Western. It's a geopolitical satire with fur. A
literary counterstrike against the notion that progress always marches
westward. Because sometimes you have to pull out the pen, correct the
sign, and say: “No, thank you. I'm heading south. With conviction.
With humor. And with a hare who speaks more truth than any press
conference.”




Novel


Footnote: The West is not everywhere, but it acts like it is. The South is
everywhere, but it's rarely heard.










For Mum and Dad — Thank you for your endless love, your unwavering support, and the strength you've given me every step of the way. I owe more to you than words can ever express.










Yucca State



Maps are just opinions, too.


Pan stood at the edge of the map, his paws dust-gray from a long march through territories that had never belonged to him—and never should have belonged to anyone. “West,” he murmured, his ears twitching. He had crossed the West, counted the cacti, tested the promises, ignored the wind directions. He had seen how landscape became possession, how lines became power.


In front of him, a sign, scrawled and crooked: “WEST.” Pan pulled a pen from his pocket. A blue paw, smudged with ink from too many annotations, moved into place. With a steady hand, he wrote beneath it: “SOUTH.” Not as correction. As dissent. As disruption in the system.


Because Pan knew: The West is not a compass point. It’s a narrative. An export model with flag, contract—and the charming ability to sell itself as progress while stripping others of land rights.


And the South? The South is the answer no one wants to hear. Too hot, too proud, too busy counting cotton and owning people. In 1833, it hadn’t been defeated—just arrogant enough to believe it could go on forever. Pan liked to call it “the opera with a plantation backdrop”—lots of pathos, little future.


“The South will lose,” he often said. Not today. Not tomorrow. But someday—and with so much drama, even Shakespeare would blush.


I looked at him. “That’s exactly the kind of nonsense,” I said, “that holds more truth than any constitution.”


Mexico, 1833. The sun burns like a verdict over a land still undecided—whether to sell itself or defend itself. The railway—a promise of progress—exists only as a phantom. Its purpose? Not mobility, but the preservation of power. The politician G. Verren, guided by the moral compass of a wilted yucca palm, is trying to buy himself a state. With expropriated land, forged donations, and a planned route designed solely to smuggle his illegally hoarded gold out from the shadows of the republic.


It is the era of American expansionism. The United States, young and ravenous, reaches for anything that doesn't resist. Manifest Destiny has yet to be named, but is already in full practice: Land seizure as fate, ownership as virtue, violence as administrative routine. Democracy, loudly proclaimed, serves as camouflage for economic interests. The republic is a corporation, absorbing territories like stock portfolios—and treating people like inventory.


And then: Pan. A blue hare, invisible to all but Lyin. She hears him, whether she wants to or not. He is no animal, but a principle—the personified discomfort, the rebellious echo that refuses to fall silent. Pan is commentary, conscience, disruption. He speaks where others stay silent. He analyzes what others suppress. He is the literary interference in a world built on lies.


Lyin, a woman with a revolver and a shred of decency, stands between the plans of the powerful and the last patch of land not yet sold. Nixon, silent and massive, is both fist and question. Together, they traverse a country that has turned itself into merchandise. The tracks, not yet laid, are already ideologically drawn: Through Lyin's ranch, through her home, through what once were principles.


What follows is not a Western. It is a political parable dressed in genre tradition. A grotesque ballet of power beneath a scorching sun. A novel about ownership, truth, and the question of how much reality a society can endure before it declares itself fiction.


Pan comments. He is the chorus of history that refuses to be quiet. Because when truth becomes merchandise, when greed replaces law, and politics mutates into self-service, only one question remains: Who pulls the strings—and who gets run over in the end?










Shadow Over Loxley



It began in Loxley, Alabama—a town that on old maps was little more than a smudge, but in the memories of those who lived there, carried an echo that never quite faded. The fog came first. Not like weather, but like intent. Its origin was unclear—perhaps scientific, perhaps supernatural. But its effect was unmistakable: it changed everything. The tracks crept closer, the ranches retreated, and with them, certainty. People vanished. Rumors spread like weeds. And somewhere between telegraph poles, bloodstained shirts, and a snake-patterned bandana, the outlines of a case began to emerge—one larger than the town itself.


The roles were cast—willingly or not:




	Galway Henglai, a stranger without origin, whose eyes knew more than they revealed.


	Judge Debgy, whose rulings obscured more than they clarified.


	Miss Hattie, head cook with a memory like an archive.


	Prof. Romberg Lenglon, who didn't just study the fog—he might have understood it.


	Amber, Ashford, and Nixon Scot, residents with a past—or suspects with a future.


	Pia Korton & Toke, marshals searching for more than just evidence.


	Victor Blackwood, journalist with pen and fire.


	Harvey Nikelson, barkeep in a tavern where truth and lies drink the same whiskey.


	Alexander Lambidge, writer or chronicler—or both, or neither.


	Percival Thromstone, a nobleman with influence, whose hands were rarely seen.


	Lord Laymord, high-ranking but not high-minded—perhaps the antagonist, perhaps the puppeteer.


	Sven Mc Olsen & Annika Smith, sheriff and deputy, their loyalty under scrutiny.


	
Caldor, cartographer whose maps held more than paths.



	
Mr. Green Eye, known as Sam—a witness, a shadow, a riddle.



	
My childhood friend the sheriff, forgotten, but not gone.





The places spoke their own language:




	
Loxlay – the origin, the center, the heart.



	
San Miguel – power, politics, influence.



	
Santa Versgal – a mission, perhaps more.



	
San Ruthill – printing press, letters to the editor, a voice from the dark.



	
Outback – the end of the world, or its beginning.



	
Mexico City – headquarters of the criminal G. Verren; center of control, correspondence, and plans others are meant to execute.



	
Tenochtitlán – gold, gemstones, and criminals.





And the clues? Scattered like shards of a shattered mirror:




	Fog, glass, blood.


	A fragment of map from the northern slope.


	A letter to the editor that knew more than it said.


	A man in a black top hat who came and went without leaving a trace—except in the minds of those who saw him.




Control. Of a woman who refuses to be driven out—who challenges the system using its own tools. Lyin lives in a land that has turned itself into merchandise—where ownership triumphs over principles, and truth isn’t marked on maps but disappears between the lines. As the tracks inch closer and power casts its shadow, she realizes: Those who don’t help lay the rails will be run over.


She doesn’t choose escape—she chooses the Colt. Not out of vengeance, but necessity. Because in a world where the strings are pulled by those who can afford morality, only one thing remains: To draw your own line. To write your own story. And to take back control—rail by rail.










Prologue


1833, Mexico. The world burns—not from heat, but from greed, delusions of grandeur, and geopolitical recklessness. But who really cares about truth? Loxlay, Alabama—where truth is either born or buried, depending on who lays the bigger bribe on the table. While history is being written elsewhere, here they scribble in the footnotes of morality with dirty fingers. “The world’s a joke,” says Pan. “And you’re the punchline.” I blink. Three espressos, zero patience. “I thought you were my inner demon.” “I am. But with a cowboy hat. That qualifies me for any office between Alabama and insanity.”


It’s 1833. The United States is young, but already ancient in its thinking. Andrew Jackson sits in the White House, ruling like a man who believes democracy means yelling “People!” while stealing land. Banks? Devil’s work. Indigenous people? Obstacle. Slavery? Economic pillar. Freedom? A word tossed around in Mississippi—so long as it doesn’t apply to everyone. “Jackson’s like a saloon owner,” Pan says. “Acts liberal, cashes conservative.” “You’re a hare.” “I’m a hare with principles. And more constitutional literacy than Congress.” I’m no heroine. I’m a gunslinger. The left hand of chaos. The patron saint of Sofa-ism. Faster than Billy the Kid-next-door, deadlier than a plantation owner with a Bible. I sit—not out of laziness, but principle. My sofa’s mounted on two tree trunks, like something out of The Flintstones—but with more philosophy and fewer beans. It’s pulled by Joe, a mustang with the gaze of a classicist and the temperament of a union leader. Joe knows the way. I don’t ask. I don’t steer. I exist. And that’s enough. Sofa-ism is the doctrine of sitting with conviction. Not with backbone—that’s for governors—but with cushions. The only “ism” that doesn’t march, but waits for the world to contradict itself. Which it does. Usually before the first coffee. Or the Second Amendment. We roll mostly through Alabama. The sun burns like a grumpy god, cotton fields glow with exploitation, and churches preach salvation—if you’re white and pay up. In the distance: wooden houses, a saloon, a gallows. The holy trinity of the South. I park my sofa by the Mississippi. Joe snorts. Pan quotes Rousseau. I sip coffee that looks like political reality: black, bitter, and full of unresolved questions. Far off, there’s gambling, preaching, and heckling. A man in a top hat shouts, “Freedom is our highest good!” I reply, “Then stop selling it to the highest bidder!”


Silence. Then laughter. Then a fistfight. Not mine—I'm sitting by the river. With conviction. "Freedom," Pan says, "is like a Southern governor: talks republican, lives monarchic." "You're especially cynical today." "I'm a hare in 1833. What do you expect—hope?" The mayor and his sheriff invited me for a chat yesterday. I declined. I sit. I wait. I watch the world contradict itself like a badly told joke at a party convention. And I think: If Kant had owned a sofa, Critique of Pure Reason would've been a road movie. With Joe as navigator and Pan as metaphysical sidekick. Pan muses: "They call me mad, but I assure you—madness is merely truth arriving too early. The carrot—ah, such innocent rootstock!—is actually a communication device of the Illuminati. I once found one vibrating in Morse code. And Kant? A fraud. I met him once in Königsberg, where he claimed reason was the highest judge. I replied, 'Herr Kant, you've never debated a talking hare.' Since then, I wear my cowboy hat and warn of the weather. Because rain isn't wet—it's informed." And me? I wait. For Nixon. My best friend. A man like a mountain. Muscles like menhirs, and a gaze that knocks the morality out of Montgomery's sheriff. Where Nixon strikes, no novel of worldly literature grows. As the president once said—or maybe it was Pan: "Between fist and feather, dust wins in the end." Meanwhile, the sun rises—not as triumphant light, but as reluctant constant, dragging itself through duty to witness a world-theatre whose script has long fallen into the hands of amateurs. Its light doesn't shine—it judges. Crooked, cutting, with the precision of a tired censor who's stopped distinguishing tragedy from farce. It pierces the dust like a final comment on the futility of it all—dry, detached, almost offended. It doesn't see us—it assesses us. And while we speak, it remains silent with the superior arrogance of a celestial body so sure of its return that the consequences of our existence aren't worth a shrug. "Tell me, Lyin," Pan begins, staring into his cup with a mix of smug fatigue and contemplative anticipation—as if the swirling coffee might reveal answers even Kierkegaard would reject with a weary shrug. "If a hare sits by the Mississippi, sipping coffee and pondering the futility of human existence—is that a religious experience, or just a particularly stubborn morning in the metaphysical no-man's-land, where everyone's a potential Illuminatus as long as they sit comfortably?" He waves a crooked stick he calls a scepter—a relic that looks like it once belonged to a fraudulent shaman who invested in lavender instead of visions. He rules like a monarch over a kingdom of coffee stains, leftover booze, and half-forgotten dreams—a king without a crown, but with the attitude of a hare who's inhaled too much Nietzsche. “Leave me alone.” “No, I won't. You sit there like a melancholic gold prospector with heartbreak,” he continues, “and me? I'm the last demon west of St. Louis who voluntarily camps with a human that looks like a grumpy raccoon with philosophical jet lag.” “Charming,” I mutter—not in agreement, but as a resigned concession to the fact that even absurdity can have style. With a leap, he catapults himself from nowhere, spins two pirouettes like an overzealous ballet demon on espresso, and lands squarely on the rim of my steaming coffee cup—as if it were throne, stage, and altar all at once. “Are you completely insane?” I snap, gripping the cup so it doesn't tip under his metaphysical weight. He bows deeply, as if he'd just conducted Beethoven's Ninth on a unicycle. “Crazy?” he repeated with mock indignation. “I'm the final choreographed response to your unsolicited questions.” I blinked. Steam from the cup rose around his ears like incense. “You're a nightmare with stage ambitions.” “And you're a realist with coffee issues.” Then he sat down, balancing like a Zen master on caffeine, and stared at me as if I were the final chapter of a book he never finished reading. “I'm not just your inner critic, Lyin,” he proclaimed with the gravitas of an underpaid theater director. “I'm your spiritual tour guide with a flair for dramaturgy. And if you ignore me again today, I'll move to New Orleans, wear sunglasses at night, and become a jazz musician. I swear—saxophone and existentialist attitude included.” I groaned. “Down!” I snapped at him. “It's boring down there.” “Up here gives me headaches.” “I get headaches too,” Pan grinned, “but at least I'm funny about it.” The sun crept timidly over the treetops, as if it didn't want to disturb the day—a cosmic entity with questionable timing and an even worse mood. Its light wasn't comfort, but obligation: a weary attempt to impose order on a system that had long decided to ignore itself. The coffee steamed too fiercely to offer solace—just habit, a ritual without belief, like an atheist crossing themselves before a dentist appointment. “Better think about how a French general got his elephants across the plains without losing his four horses,” I said to Pan—hoping to steer him away from another metaphysical monologue. “Lyin,” Pan began, twirling his scepter—a crooked spoon from Santa Versgal—like a conductor in mid-air, “you probably mean Hannibal.


Not French, but a Carthaginian general. And his elephants? They crossed the Alps, not the plains. Napoleon, on the other hand, had no elephants—just an ego big enough to decorate the Bastille with a bronze colossus. An elephant, mind you, that was never finished and later inhabited by rats.” He sipped the coffee, grimaced. “Too hot. Like the French Revolution, just with fewer guillotines.” Then he leaned back. “So, if you ask me—which you do, whether you want to or not—the solution is simple: Don’t lose horses, don’t herd elephants across plains. Just sit. Think. And when the man in the black top hat shows up again, I’ll throw historical footnotes at him. Or Miss Hattie’s cookbook. Depends on my mood.” I sat there—wedged between the dull embrace of sluggish half-sleep and the scratchy clarity of a morning that came too early and demanded too much. Pan, my demon in the shape of a rabbit, performed his usual theater: an absurd ballet of cynicism and memory, playing out between coffee cups and the shadows on the kitchen wall. With bluish shimmering, shaggy fur, oversized floppy ears, and a nose too cheeky for its own good, he leapt through my thoughts like a child through puddles—loud, unrestrained, and convinced that every memory was a playground. Pan cleared his throat, as if he’d just swallowed a particularly profound quote, and perched on the edge of the sink—where the light was least flattering and reality easiest to overlook. “Lyn,” he began in the tone of a professor who’s lost his way in a lecture hall, “you describe the morning like a grumpy god regretting his creation. And me—as a demonic rabbit with a ballet fetish. I’ll take that as a compliment, but I must correct you: I’m no demon. I’m a commentary. A footnote creature. A couch philosopher with a license to disrupt.” He jumped onto the coffee pot, inspecting it like an archaeologist searching for lost meaning, and continued: “She’s an archive with a broken light switch. And I’m the janitor who refuses to change the bulb. You want clarity? Then don’t start with half-sleep—start by asking why Miss Hattie always knows who said what and when.” Pan waved his scepter—a leaf he believed to be an ancient symbol—and grinned. “And before you compare me to Kierkegaard again: I’m not existentialist. I’m comfortable. And that’s a stance, not a weakness.” Then he jumped back into the sand, where thoughts grew quieter—but never fully disappeared. And while outside the sun crept cautiously over the treetops, I thought of home. Of my mother, whose voice flowed through childhood like warm tea—comforting, but never quite sweet. Of my friends, now strangers, because we hadn't looked each other in the eye in far too long. The thoughts didn't come in sentences, but in smells, sounds, cracks—like old letters never sent because you knew the address no longer existed. I cursed the day that furry nuisance first showed up. And yet—as far as I knew—I was the only one in this world who hosted the bubbling source of his inexhaustible verbosity as a shrine of questionable origin in her life. Pan sniffed the cup. “Scent: slightly burnt, with notes of emotional repression. Taste: like a conversation with a gallows judge who secretly writes novels and plagiarizes Wilde.” Pan licked his paw, as if trying to savor the last remnants of an idea thought too early and spoken too late. “You're a tired revolutionary, Lyin. A woman with too many thoughts and too little sleep. No husband, no children, but an excess of time—dangerously much time. Your gaze is a manifesto that was never printed: deadly, arrogant—Dostoevsky in the first line, Marx in the footnote, and somewhere in between, a horse quoting Nietzsche and listening to you as you walk away without blushing.” I turned to my tormentor. “Pan, would you like a cup of coffee?” I asked, with that mix of fatigue and irritated politeness reserved only for demons who've overstayed their welcome. He accepted it gratefully—with the gesture of a revolutionary recognizing a symbol—and, after barely a sip, launched into a fiery speech about the globalized coffee discourse, about consumption as complicity, about beans as colonial inheritance. Then, without warning, he kicked the cup and its contents away. “Coffee,” he said, as the brown liquid spread across the ground like an ideological stain, “is the perfume of capitalism. You drink it and think you're waking up—but really, you're just falling deeper asleep.” I wanted to argue, but Pan was already knee-deep in a tirade about coffee imperialism, plantations that read like footnotes of exploitation, and the illusion of wakefulness in a world that numbs itself. “You're impossible.” I set the cup down—just for a moment, as if granting the world permission to take a breath. The tense hum of my four reclaimed horses, struggling against the incline, faded into the silent density of the Mississippi riverbank. Only the occasional rustle of treetops, the crack of a branch, the soft crunch of gravel beneath the steps of something retreating from the shadows reminded me that time was passing. I sat by the river, south of Vicksburg—far from Loxley, Alabama, my hometown. Where the river winds through the swamps like a thought refusing to be completed. My boots sank deep into the mud, spurs rusted, leather worn from the ride. I wore my coat—dark brown, weathered, with a bullet hole that said more than any confession. Beneath it: holster, Colt, knife. And a shirt, once white, now soaked in coffee, blood, and the color of consequence. Joe, my horse, stood a few meters away. Tied to a tree as gnarled as the history of this land—as if it had survived the Civil War and decided not to talk about it. He snorted softly. His ears twitched, muscles taut beneath his coat. He knew what I knew: Truth doesn't come in peace. But it comes. We'd been on the road for weeks. Back to Loxley. Back to my parents. And with us, the message heavier than any saddle: Our herd—lost. Scattered across the damn continent. Good for the bandits. Bad for the reputation. My thoughts were interrupted. Joe was never calm when someone was near. He sensed them before I could hear them—like a shadow thickening before the light gives it away. I reached for the Colt, silently, instinctively. My eyes scanned the terrain, searching for movement, for intent. I stared into the water, watching the reflection. The surface was smooth, but not soothing—it was the promise of a depth best left unmeasured. Then he came. Nixon Scot. Not like a man, but like a concept refusing to be historicized. He dismounted with the ease of someone who never learned how to apologize. Once, he was my shield against the world—now more like a rusty term in a vocabulary no one speaks anymore. The man who taught me how to shoot, how to stay silent, how to survive—and how to despise an entire system with a single glance. He saw me. Saw me brush the hair from my face, pull my coat tighter, as if fabric could protect against structure. It was cool by the riverbank. Not cold enough for frost, but cold enough for clarity. We weren't vagabonds. That would be a charming understatement, almost making us likable. But no—we were two friends with property, principles, and a herd we'd reclaimed like others reclaim their dignity. The Mississippi was our witness. A river that doesn't judge, only listens. And the camp—muddy, mosquito-ridden, and thoroughly temporary—was just a stopover. A place that tolerated us because it knew we wouldn't stay long. Now we were riding home. Toward Loxley. Our ranch. And when I say "ranch," I don't mean some crooked wooden shack with a sentimental porch and a rocking chair that knows more stories than the Bible. I mean an estate that rises like an architectural middle finger to the transience of the world. Big. Orderly. So vast you could lose a revolution in it and no one would ever find it. Every beam an argument. Every room a statement. And the stables? So clean Nietzsche could've meditated there—if he'd liked horses. We were returning. Not to warmth, but to structure. Not to comfort, but to the possibility of owning the world without letting it own you. And that matters. More than people admit—especially when you've just crawled out of a mosquito-infested camp by the Mississippi and wonder whether you've still got all your marbles. Spoiler: I do. And they're porcelain. With monograms. I didn't turn around right away. I let him come. Let him sit. Let him stay silent. "You look like you wrestled a bear," I said, trying not to grin. "Of course I did," Nixon grumbled, as if that were as ordinary as wild boar for breakfast. "The bear's name was Karl. Bit stubborn. Not anymore." He said it like he'd just moved a tree to park his horse better. Like Karl was just another item on his to-do list—right after "drink coffee" and just before "save the world." "You know me," he added, brushing dust from his shoulder like it was flour from his last pie crust. "The telegraph office is a mess, I'm telling you. If this keeps up, we're in trouble again. And this time, maybe not just with Karl." We laughed. Briefly. Dryly. Like two cowboys who know that bullies rarely vanish on their own—and that justice is a pretty word, but no shield against a brawl. A laugh that didn't ask questions—it simply knew. I grinned. Not because it was funny. But because it had to be. "Stubborn as a mule with sore muscles —and twice as loud." Nixon took the cup from my hand, sniffed it, and made a face like he'd just swallowed whiskey laced with vinegar. "What is this? Tastes like a Pinkerton agent after his third beating!" "Made with love," I said, shrugging. "Oh come on. It's organic. Hand-filtered. Practically poetic. And try the bacon!" We laughed. Then came that silence again. Not the sentimental kind between friends who have too much to say and instead get lost in memories. But that structural silence that settles like fine dust over every conversation when words are too coarse for what lies between the lines. A silence not born of politeness, but of bitter insight—that every utterance would only be a semantic shift of the conflict. A rhetorical trick to escape the dialectic without resolving it. It was the silence of two friends who knew that language sometimes fails. Not because it says too little—but because it wants too much. And in that moment, neither of us wanted too much.


We sat there like monuments to a debate never held—because its consequences would've been too real. He sat as if presence alone were argument enough. I looked at him—not as a man, but as the aggregate state of a story that never quite decided whether it was tragedy or farce. This man meant more to me than words could ever express—not because I'm sentimental, but because our shared history had settled into my thoughts like prairie dust. Indelible. Like hoofprints in dry soil. Nixon grabbed the last sip of coffee, swirled the cup like a saloon owner checking for leftovers. “So tell me,” he grumbled without looking up, “how many of your horses did we actually snatch back from those damn bastards?” I knew what he meant. It wasn't about horses. It was about loss, pride, and what we used to be before the world gave us the spurs. “Not enough,” I murmured. Nixon nodded like I'd just told him the sky was blue. “Well. Back then we'd strip the boots off thieves. Now we're just glad they don't steal our coffee too.” He laughed. Briefly. Dryly. Like a cowboy who knows life's rarely fair—and that fairness is for folks with too much time and not enough dust on their face. I grinned. Not because it was funny. But because it was necessary. “Four,” I said. “Two mares, an old gelding, and Mira's foal.” The others... I let the sentence hang in the silence. He knew. Sold off, brands altered, scattered to the wind. He'd seen the empty stalls in the bandits' camp—not far from the homestead of the kind family I'd freed Joe from. Broken troughs, shattered gates. Tracks in the sand, swept away by wind. Names no one called anymore. “Four horses?” Nixon grumbled, scratching his beard. “That's barely enough for a decent rodeo! And the foal only counts half—it hasn't even learned how to throw a cowboy from the saddle!” I sighed. “The rest are gone. Vanished. Like the last beans in the pot when you're hungry.” Nixon snorted. “Sold, hidden, gathering dust. These cowboys are worse than that Frenchman in Loxley—at least he doesn't wear spurs that jingle like a busted triangle when he walks!” He stood, hands on hips. “I'm telling you, Lyin—uh, I mean, partner—if I see one more hat-wearing thief who thinks he can steal my horse, I'll throw him so far he lands in Mexico as a sombrero!” I grinned. Nixon was once my closest friend. Back when we believed two people and a horse could conquer the world. I had everything: land, influence, a name that opened doors. Nixon had nothing—except his saddle, his loyalty, and a pride that couldn't be bought. I looked at him. Tall, serious, with the gaze of a man who's seen too much to be surprised anymore. My cheeks flushed, and the hardness in my face—just moments ago a shield—began to crack. For a moment, there was only the crackle of the fire. Then I shook my head, as if trying to dislodge a thought too heavy to speak. "We'll rebuild the herd," I said, placing my hand on his arm. Not as comfort. As a promise. Nixon shrugged off his coat, tossed it onto the rocky shore, and sat like a man who knows movement doesn't always help. I reached for the pot, poured more coffee, and looked across the embers slowly fading. He smiled—not wide, not warm. Just that small twitch you get when you briefly forget how much you've lost. Whatever had stood between us was gone. Only the cry of a raptor and the creak of branches by the river reminded us the world was still out there. Nixon looked at me like he wanted to say something. I beat him to it. "We need to buy new horses," I said, pulling my hat lower over my face. "This time, we'll do it right, my friend." He grinned. "Then it's gonna be a fun ride. Like back in Mexico." But before we could say more, something crashed in the brush behind the riverbank. The raptor screamed into the sky—as if it knew the calm was over. The horses came thundering in, their hooves pounding the worn path like they meant to wake the earth itself. Dust rose, settling over the scene like a premonition. Five men. Not gentlemen. More like what's left when you beat pride, hygiene, and common sense out of a man. They smelled like trouble. Like revenge. Like cheap liquor and even cheaper decisions. They came from the town—that splintered heap of boards and sins you only enter if you've got nothing to lose or are too dumb to know it. They wanted me. Because of a poker game I'd won. Because of a fist I'd thrown. Because of Colts that were no longer theirs. Or maybe just because they were bored and my face was available. What they didn't know: I wasn't alone. I had Nixon. He sat there like the world was still in order. Coffee in one hand, a piece of bacon in the other. A man who radiated more dignity at breakfast than the five of them had in their entire lives. The Big One, I called him—not just for his size, but for the way he occupied space. Like a mountain that occasionally decided to move. They interrupted him. A fatal mistake. Because disturbing Nixon during a meal is like snatching a honey jar from a grizzly—you can do it, but you'd better have your affairs in order first. When the burly brute slapped his breakfast out of his hand—with a mix of mockery and indifference—it was a meal that smelled of hard work: beans laced with bacon grease and onion spice, half a chicken still glistening golden, and a loaf of bread that tasted like fire and patience. Something changed in Nixon. Not visibly. Not audibly. But tangibly—like the crackle in the air before a storm breaks. He didn't rise like a man defending himself. He rose like a being that had just remembered what it was capable of. The movement wasn't rushed, wasn't raw—it was precise. Like the twitch of a falcon locking onto its prey. No hesitation. No rage. Just a quiet, cold resolve that cast a shadow over the scene. Nixon stood there—not as a victim, not as a challenger. But as a judge of the insolence hurled his way. The men around him felt it. Not through words, but through the sudden silence that settled like dust on their tongues. He wasn't a man who threatened. He was a man who decided. "Now listen, friend..." he said calmly. "That was my breakfast. And I'm not the kind of man you steal breakfast from without consequences. You've got two choices: either you pick up the beans—one by one—or I'll personally stuff them back into your pocket. Along with the chicken." The others held their breath. The guy who'd struck him hesitated—unsure whether to apologize or run. Nixon just stood there. Like an old tree that's weathered many storms—and none ever knocked it down. A monument of muscle, coffee, and latent violence. The first punch landed like a bad thought—impulsive, but consequential. A mistake. Because Nixon wasn't a man you touched lightly. "Lyin, may I?" he asked with that polite calm more dangerous than any threat. I nodded. "Go ahead, Nixon." The cowboys had found us by the Mississippi—with faces like unpolished horseshoes and hats that seemed to have evaporated their last thoughts. The first stepped forward. "We just wanna talk. Maybe trade some horses. Maybe the foal. Maybe the chicken." Nixon stopped chewing. That was never a good sign. "You want my breakfast?" he asked slowly, as if making sure he'd heard right. The second cowboy, a skinny guy with a mustache like a dried-up riverbed, tried to grin. "Just a little piece. Maybe all of it, big guy." Nixon gently set the empty pan aside, like it was a wounded comrade. "Kalle the bear never argued over my food. And Kalle was a bear. You're just loud." The third cowboy, apparently the thinker of the group, muttered, "I thought Kalle was a legend..." Nixon looked at me—with the weight of a man who knew words wouldn't help now. "Lyin, may I really?" I nodded. "Go ahead, Nixon." What followed was the soft, gleeful chuckle of a man who looked forward to a fight the way others look forward to roast boar on a spit. It didn't sound like fear. Not like anger. It sounded like: jick jick jick—the sound of pure anticipation, somewhere between a rusty door hinge and a battle-ready turkey. What happened next wasn't a fight. It was a lesson in meal-time etiquette. Three cowboys, one flying hat, and a campfire that briefly sparked in applause. Then silence again. Mississippi silence. The kind that only returns when Nixon's done eating. Of course I stepped in. The way you step into a storm thinking you can stop the rain. But truth is—I was just the background music. Nixon was the damn orchestra. And his fists, big as horse kicks, played a symphony no one ordered but everyone felt. Each punch was a beat. A sentence in a language that needs no translation. It said: You should've just kept riding. “You don't interrupt a man's meal!” he roared, shaking the guy so hard his teeth clattered like castanets. “Nixon, Nixon, that's enough—he's unconscious, let him go.” And when the last one fell—not like a hero, but like a sack of potatoes that asked too much of life—the coffee kettle still hissed. Unfazed. Like a witness who'd seen it all and refused to take sides. Like Nixon himself. “All done?” he asked, disappointed, as the last cowboy hit the ground. “Where's the next batch?” He sat back down. No rush. No pride. As if nothing had happened. As if he'd just stood up to adjust the wind. Then he looked at the pan. “The poor beans... the poor chicken... and look at the bacon,” he murmured. His voice cracked like an old fence in a storm. And then Nixon cried. Not loudly. Not theatrically. But truly. Tears of loss. Not for the cowboys. But for the meal that could've been. A feast ruined by stupidity. “Next time, I'm cooking,” he said. Not as a suggestion. As a command. His voice was like a rusty nail driven through the silence. “No!” I replied, almost singing. Like a bird throwing a song into the storm—defiant, beautiful, utterly out of place. He blinked. Slowly. His eyes narrowed—two dark revolver slits, ready to fire at any moment. “No?” he asked. Not loudly. But the air grew heavy. “No,” I repeated. This time without a song. Without a smile. Just the echo, drifting through the scene like a lone coyote. Nixon let the “No” hang in the air. He didn't move. He mourned the breakfast—not out of shock, not out of anger, but from that deep, tired realization that life rarely does what you expect of it. The meal lay scattered like a lost dream. The beans floated slowly downriver, as if waving goodbye. The chicken had vanished—probably absorbed into the story of another man who was in the right place at the wrong time. And the bread... The bread was just a memory of better days. Of mornings that still smelled like hope. Of meals not interrupted by men in hats and too little respect. Nixon stared at the chaos like it was a painting that told him the same story for the hundredth time. Then he murmured, not looking at anyone: "Damn... Every time I try to eat, some fool shows up thinking he's the hero." He reached for the tin kettle, still hissing softly, as if it felt sorry. A sip of coffee. Slow. Not to savor it. But because some moments need time to settle—like dust after a punch. And while the river kept flowing and the men around us didn't dare cough, Nixon sat there—like a chapter you can't just turn the page on. As if time belonged to him. Like a Colt you don't need to show for people to know you're carrying it. I gathered my belongings, stepped over the motionless bodies, and with quiet precision took their weapons, money, ammunition—everything of value. They still lay in the shadow of unconsciousness, unable to protest the loss of their possessions. Joe snorted softly. Nixon stared into the ashes, searching for answers life refused to give him. Smoke curled into the damp morning air, and the Mississippi drifted by—slow, unhurried, like it had all the time in the world and no reason to rush. "Tell me, Lyin... my little treasure." He spoke slowly, cautiously—like someone unsure if he's waking a ghost or just an old pain. "Do you still see him? Your demon? That... Pan? Or is he gone by now?" I didn't flinch. "He's sitting over there. On the stump. Grinning like always." Nixon followed my gaze. He blinked. Scratched his beard. "Well, I don't see anything. Just wood. And a squirrel. Maybe two. But if you say he's there, then he's there. I mean, you've seen things I haven't before. Like meaning in letters to the editor." I smiled. Pan waved at me. Nixon snorted. "If he's here, he better behave. I don't want you arguing with him again and then not sleeping for three days. I like you better when you sleep. You snore like a raccoon with asthma, but at least you're not so... thoughtful." Pan laughed. I didn't. Nixon sighed. "I don't like him. He talks too much. And he always looks like he's understood something I didn't even hear. You know, I don't get a lot of things. But I get when someone gets too much. And that's usually dangerous." I nodded. Pan grinned. Nixon adjusted his jacket. "Alright. If he's here, he's here. But if he starts quoting Kant, I'm gonna hit him. Even if it's just in your head." Nixon took another sip of coffee. Pan tilted his cowboy hat back like he was challenging the sun itself, then leapt onto the driftwood log we used as a table. “You know this isn’t normal. I mean —this figment. Or whatever you call it.” Nixon spoke the way he thought: direct, no detours, with the gentle force of a man who’d rather split wood than split hairs. Pan stretched. “Normality is a social construct, infiltrated by neoliberal structures,” he said. “Besides—who wants to be normal when you can be revolutionary?” Nixon snorted. “He’s talking revolution again,” I muttered. “I’ve got nothing against revolutions,” Nixon said. “As long as they don’t happen before breakfast. And as long as no one quotes Kant. I tried reading Kant once. Ended up arguing with a tree for three days. It made more sense.” Pan bowed. “The tree was probably a Hegelian.” Nixon furrowed his brow, like: I don’t know what that means. But say it again and I’ll hit you—even if you only live in Lyin’s head. I smiled. Pan grinned. Nixon kept drinking coffee. The sun rose. And somewhere in the distance, a dog barked—or maybe a sheriff. Pan waved a tattered quill he considered a revolutionary tool. “I’m not talking about revolution again. I always talk about it. Sofaunism isn’t a phase—it’s a state. A stance. A movement that refuses to move. I invented it while sitting on a cushion, reading Kant. Backwards. With bacon.” Then he looked at me with that gaze that teetered between madness and truth. “And if you ask me now whether I’ve got eggs for my omelet of poetry—no. But I’ve got ideas. And they fry better.” The silence wasn’t peace. It was a tension—tight as a lasso about to snap. Pan clung to his coat, muttering about the metaphysical meaning of dust on boots, while Nixon checked the reins without a word. The morning smelled of burned time and choices that couldn’t be undone. The sheriff would be glad to see the men again—not out of friendship, but out of routine. They returned with fewer teeth, more scars, and the look of men who’d learned that truth rarely ends with a handshake. Pan stretched atop the driftwood he saw as a pulpit and rasped: “Teeth are overrated, Lyin. You can sneer at the world just fine without them—so long as you’re sitting. And when the sheriff asks if we learned anything, tell him: Yes. That bacon gets you further than morality.” Then he jumped onto Nixon’s saddlebag and muttered: “I hope he’s finally got eggs. I want an omelet that makes Marx cry.” We rode out as the embers still steamed like the night’s final sigh. Behind us lay a brawl that was more than fists—it was a reminder that some men only listen when something cracks. Nixon had trimmed two of them down so thoroughly they could probably count backward —if they still remembered what numbers were. Pan sat behind me in the saddle. Officially, he wasn't there. A shadow without origin, a name without papers. But that never bothered him. He was like smoke—you saw him, smelled him, but couldn't catch him. Nixon rode beside me, heavy as a poem no one dares read aloud. "You still ride like a man arguing with his horse," he said, without looking at me. "And you like a man who thinks the saddle's a throne," I replied. "It is. For kings like me." His grin was crooked, but real. I laughed. For the first time in weeks. Not loud. Not long. But honest. And in that moment, between hoofbeats and morning mist, everything felt right for a breath. The journey to Loxley wasn't a quiet march. It was a kaleidoscope of dust, coincidence, and small acts of heroism. We got caught in a cattle drive, helped an old man whose wagon wheel had finally given up, and were challenged by a gang of punks who thought two dusty travelers were easy prey. Nixon taught them otherwise—with the calm of a man who knows dust isn't weakness. I helped as best I could—with words, with fists—and once with a chicken that happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and turned out to be surprisingly effective. "You've changed," Nixon said as we sat by the fire that evening, I chuckled softly. "And you're still the man who thinks one good punch says more than a hundred words." Nixon shrugged. "Sometimes it does. But sometimes you need someone who asks." I looked at him. "And what if the answer hurts?" "Then at least it was honest." The wind carried away the smoke from the last ember. "All right," I said. "But this time, we talk before we throw punches." Nixon nodded. "Deal. But I promise nothing." I thought of Amber. The way she fought her way through the world like every day was a duel. I missed her—more than I was willing to admit. And Nixon... well, that was more complicated. There was anger. There was closeness. There was that thing you don't say out loud, because saying it makes it real. The sun burned down on the wide bed of the Mississippi. The river moved slowly, almost majestically, as if aware of its own significance. Gnarled cypress trees lined the bank, their roots buried in the mud like fingers. I had just dismounted. My horse snorted nervously. Nixon threw me a glance—one of those looks that said more than words ever could. The plain ahead was empty, but somewhere out there, Loxley waited. And maybe more trouble than three men by the river. Pan squirmed in my jacket pocket as the horse trotted along the uneven path. "I'm telling you, Lyin,” he murmured, “when we get out of here, I’m founding a commune. With sofas. For everyone. And one rule: no one ever has to live in a pocket that smells like old leather again.” I snorted softly. “Call it Commodism. Everything’s comfortable. Everyone can go home whenever they want. And no one has to deal with guys like Nixon.” Nixon, riding ahead, turned halfway around. “You say something?” “Just talking to myself,” I said. Pan giggled. “You should tell him I’ve prepared a speech. About abolishing horseback riding and introducing portable hammocks.” “You’re a rabbit with delusions of grandeur.” “I’m a visionary with back problems.” I shook my head. “You don’t even have a back.” “And yet it hurts. That’s systemic critique at the cellular level.” The sun hung over the hills like a tired thought. The path was dusty. And Pan was in top form. “Okay, listen, Lyin,” he began, adjusting himself in my pocket, “I’ve finished the manifesto. Commodism—the doctrine of comfortable living. Article One: Everyone gets a sofa. With a name. Mine’s called Horst.” I sighed. “You don’t have a sofa.” “Not yet. But visions, Lyin! Visions are like sofas for the mind.” “What’s Article Two?” “Article Two: No one ever has to ride again. Instead, we’ll have portable hammocks with built-in snack compartments. And music. But only jazz—because jazz refuses to be pinned down.” “And who’s paying for all this?” “No one! It’ll just be there. Like bad moods or pigeon droppings.” I shook my head. “You’re insane.” “I’m a revolutionary. And Article Three states: Everyone can go home at any time. In the middle of a conversation. In the middle of a duel. In the middle of breakfast.” “That sounds like chaos.” “That sounds like freedom. And warm feet.” Nixon rode ahead, blissfully unaware that a new world order was being drafted in my pocket. “And what about work?” “Work will be replaced by ‘cozy engagement.’ You do things—but only if you can sit while doing them.” I chuckled softly. “You’re a demon.” “I’m a demon with a dream. And a sofa named Horst.” Pan climbed halfway out of my pocket, stretched like a general before battle, and declared in a solemn voice, “Horst needs a place. I’m thinking of a central Sofa Hall. Everyone comes in, sits down, chats a bit, eats something, then leaves. Politics on cushions. Diplomacy with blankets.” I grinned. “And what does Horst do all day?” “Horst is a symbol. Of peace. Of resistance against uncomfortable furniture. Of the revolution of the seated.” “And what if someone takes Horst’s spot?” “Then there’s a sitting duel. Whoever stays comfortable the longest wins. No violence, just cushions.” I laughed. “You’re insane.” “I’m the Che Guevara of coziness. And Horst is my loyal companion. I carry him in my heart. And one day, I’ll carry him through the city on a wagon. With fanfare. And snacks.” “What kind of snacks?” “Anything that crunches but doesn’t crumble. That’s Article Four.” Pan sighed contentedly. “When we reach the city, I’ll introduce Horst. Maybe there’ll be followers. Maybe applause.” I looked out over the hills. The city wasn’t visible yet, but the air had changed. Still. Expectant. “Maybe trouble,” I murmured. Pan nodded. “Then we’ll sit on Horst. And wait until trouble gets tired.” When we reached the city, it was immediately clear: something was off. The streets were emptier than usual. Shutters closed. No children, no dogs, no curses from the saloon. Just silence—and a few glances that turned away quickly as we appeared. This is what it looks like when a town tries to make itself invisible. Or when it’s in the process of denying its own existence. Pan stepped beside me as we crossed the city limits. The silence lay there like a grumpy host who forgot to brew coffee—and instead threatens with Bible verses and land reform. The shutters were closed, the streets empty, and even the saloon was quiet—which in this region was about as rare as a politician who understands his own laws. “I love it when towns pretend they’re not there,” said Pan, studying an imaginary city map where every building was labeled with “Distrust,” “Property Dispute,” and “Tax Evasion.” “It reminds me of Versailles right before the revolution. Lots of gold, no bread, and everyone acting like that was normal. Until someone ate the cake Marie Antoinette never offered.” I looked around. No child. No dog. No curse. Just glances that turned away like we were the tax office—or worse: a petition for equality. “Those folks in there,” Pan murmured, pointing to a house with three locks and a cross on the door, “they think if they stay quiet long enough, the world will pass them by. But the world is like a grumpy sheriff—it comes in anyway. And it brings questions.” I nodded. Nixon snorted. Pan grinned. And the town kept quiet—like a judge who knows the verdict was written long before anyone said “Not guilty.” “The silence is suspicious,” I murmured. “The silence is a statement,” Pan corrected. “It says: ‘We know what you did, and we’ve decided to punish you by passive-aggressively ignoring you.’ It’s the highest form of social sanction. I invented it. In Florence. 1478.” I shot him a look. “You weren’t in Florence.” “Yes, I was. I was the guy who told Leonardo to draw machines instead of people. People are complicated. Machines don't shoot at everything that rides and doesn't wave. And they don't elect presidents who think democracy is a duel with bad lighting." A shutter clattered. Pan didn't flinch. "This is like Versailles before the revolution," he continued. "Only without gold. And without bread. But with a whole lot of fear that someone might say the word 'equality' without asking permission first." Nixon snorted again. "I don't like towns that pretend to be empty. It's like soup without a spoon. You know something's missing, but no one says it." Pan nodded. "People here have learned that silence is safer than truth. And that shutters close easier than worldviews. Welcome to Loxley—where freedom is written on paper, but no one knows where the paper is." I looked around. No child. No dog. No curse. Just glances that turned away like we were a petition for justice. Or worse: a reminder that life could be lived differently. "If someone shows up and accuses us of being part of a conspiracy," I said, "just tell them you're a traveling philosopher with a passion for agriculture. That always works. Except in Texas." "Welcome to Loxley," said Nixon. "The town that knows you—but prefers to pretend you're a rumor." He dismounted. Not gracefully, but with the weight of a man who never learned to move carefully. The ground groaned beneath him, as if it needed to rearrange itself. Then Nixon stood still. Nose in the air, eyes half closed. He inhaled like a connoisseur taking his first sip of coffee—deep, deliberate, reverent. "I smell..." he murmured. "Meat. Warm meat. And beans. And... bacon. Yes, bacon!" He turned in a circle, sniffing like a bloodhound in a cowboy hat. "Back there. Two streets over. Maybe three. And a chicken. I swear I smell a chicken that's afraid." I was about to say something, but Nixon was already on the move. Not running. Not sneaking. But with the determined stride of a man who knows a plate is waiting somewhere—and that no one, absolutely no one, is going to stop him. The sun hung low over the plain, casting long shadows across the dusty main street. The wind carried the scent of dry wood and the memory of better days. In front of the general store, Samuell, the old man, swept sand from the porch with slow, tired movements. His eyes—gray like cooled ash—looked up as he noticed us. The broom paused, frozen mid-gesture, like a monument to time no one counts anymore. Pan inhaled deeply and said quietly: "Smells like a republic in decline. Or an archive left too long in the dark. Or—if you take 1833 seriously —a country reinventing itself on the map while stealing the paper from others.” In Alabama, 1833 meant hot sun, cheap cotton, and selective human rights. The United States had just passed the Force Bill—President Andrew Jackson, known for his charming blend of populism and authoritarian flair, authorized the use of troops against South Carolina for stubbornly refusing to comply with federal law. Federalism? More like arm wrestling with bayonets. Alabama was still young in the union, but already deeply rooted in plantation economics—with slavery as its backbone and moral collapse as its foundation. The tracks of progress weren’t laid; they were mandated. And anyone who didn’t jump aboard got run over. The republic was official, but reality looked more like an oligarchy of cotton barons and lawmakers with a fetish for property. While democracy in the U.S. was being recalibrated with cannons, Germany’s Deutscher Bund sat like an old man in a rocking chair, mumbling something about “peace and order.” In 1833, a few student fraternities tried to invent the republic during the Frankfurt Guard Storm—with rifles, idealism, and fatal naivety. Two dead, six soldiers, one civilian—and a “Black Book” with 2,140 names you wouldn’t want on your guest list. Conclusion: While Jackson held the Union together with force and Alabama counted cotton, Germany tried to immunize itself against the idea of freedom with censorship and microstates. Both systems smelled like republics—but the kind you find in archives: yellowed, dusty, and with a warning label that reads: “Not for everyday use.” Pan would say: “If that’s progress, I’d rather be regression with dignity.” Samuell had stopped sweeping. The broom stood still, as if history itself had held its breath. Pan studied him with the curiosity of a historian hoping the next footnote might not just explain—but explode. “See his eyes?” Pan whispered. “Gray like ash. That’s the color of people who’ve seen too much truth and decided not to comment anymore. I had that look once—after the Congress of Vienna. Didn’t suit me.” I looked at him. The man, not Pan. And for a moment, there was something—a spark, a shadow, a story that couldn’t be told. Pan would say: “The Congress of Vienna was like a class reunion for monarchies: everyone wanted to recognize each other, no one wanted to change, and in the end they decided history works best when ignored.” My thought on that report: A diplomatic masquerade with a fog machine. Europe’s powerful danced the waltz while the people froze outside—and history wasn’t written, it was postponed. While Metternich reorganized the world in Vienna like a poorly sorted cutlery drawer, Alabama in 1833 was already seizing land, enslaving people, and expanding. Andrew Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act—because land sells better when no one's living on it. And in Germany? The Frankfurt Guard Storm was crushed because freedom was too loud—and Prince Metternich scribbled: "Revolutions are like colds—you just have to wait them out." Nixon smelled it first. A whiff of roasted chicken, seasoned with insolence and a dash of escape instinct. He lifted his nose, sniffed like a truffle pig with a revolver belt, and his eyes widened. Pan did the same. Sniffed like a truffle pig with a revolver belt, eyes wide. "That smells like diplomacy," he murmured. "Like a Congress of Vienna with too much roast and too little consequence. Like princes drawing borders the way children draw lines in the sand—only with more uniforms and less remorse." He stepped back, studied the map where the West was printed in bold and the South looked like an afterthought. "If history smells like this, it was probably never clean. And if power smells like chicken, someone's about to devour the world—with knife, fork, and treaty." I looked at him. "You're saying this isn't a Western?" Pan grinned. "This is a banquet with geopolitical seasoning. And we're the only ones who weren't invited." "There!" he shouted, pointing at a fluttering something squeezing between two barrels. "My chicken!" Then it happened. Nixon ran again. Not like a man. Like a natural phenomenon. Dust flew. Barrels toppled. An old dog jumped, startled, into a water trough. The chicken squawked in panic, flapped over a crate, skidded across a board that promptly snapped. Nixon followed—arms like windmills, face caught somewhere between childlike joy and culinary vengeance. "Stop right there, you feathered traitor!" Nixon roared. The chicken veered sharply left. Nixon didn't. He crashed through a wooden wall as if it were made of paper, landed on a table where someone had just been sorting beans. The beans flew. So did the man. I stood there. Watching. And I couldn't do a thing. Because this wasn't a fight. This was Nixon on the hunt. A cowboy, a chicken, and a dream of breakfast that refused to be eaten. He threw his arms up in joy, as if he'd just personally signed the Declaration of Independence, sprinted past me, tongue lolling, and I barely caught sight of him rounding the corner—living proof that muscle mass doesn't automatically correlate with hunting instinct. Pan stepped beside me, pushed his cowboy hat back, and watched the spectacle like it was an opera about American food policy. “That chicken’s smarter than half of Congress,” he said. “It’s got wings but doesn’t use them. That’s resistance through passivity. Gandhi would’ve cried.” I nodded. “Nixon,” he murmured, “is the geopolitical answer to what happens when you measure power in muscle and leave thinking to silence.” A whiff of roasted chicken hung in the air, seasoned with insolence and a dash of escape instinct. Pan lifted his nose. “He hits because he can. Not because he has to. And when he asks if he’s allowed in the saloon—even though he’s already swimming in whiskey—you know: that’s geopolitically the definition of overconfidence.” He pulled a pen from his pocket and scribbled on the map: “Nixon = Superpower with fists and radio silence.” I stepped beside him, looked at the map. “And what’s that?” I asked, pointing to a blotch that looked like a bearded menhir. Pan sighed. “That’s the West. Export model with frontal assault. And Nixon is its unofficial ambassador—silent, massive, and convinced that problems are solved by showing up. He’s the sledgehammer you call when arguments are too soft.” He pushed the map aside and looked at me. “If history’s a class reunion, Nixon’s the guy who says nothing, breaks everything, and asks if there’s any wild boar left.” Nixon shouted something unintelligible—probably a mix of “Breakfast!” and “Almost got it!”—while the chicken vanished with the elegance of someone holding a degree in strategic escape. “This is like trying to solve a problem with bureaucracy that you invented yourself,” Pan muttered. “Lots of movement, little result. But everyone pretends it’s important.” A shutter clattered. Someone stopped, panting, eyes empty, stomach full of hunger. “I think the chicken outsmarted Nixon,” Pan said. “Miss Loxley. The town’s no longer safe,” Samuell whispered, barely audible, as if even the air was afraid to speak too loudly. I swung out of the saddle. My horse snorted softly, its breath warm against my hand as I stroked its neck. The rhythm of its life was familiar to me—a kind of anchor in a world that had begun to wobble. I climbed back into the saddle. The leather straps creaked, as if trying to tell me this wasn’t a good idea. “What happened?” I asked my friend. Nixon still stood there, shoulders broad, eyes alert. He looked around slowly, like someone not just scanning the surroundings, but also the past. As if afraid the shadows might be listening. As if he knew some answers are better left to the smoke of a campfire. “They were here,” he murmured. “Not many. But enough to ruin the day. And the breakfast. A man with a top hat.” He sniffed briefly, like a dog hoping to find a leftover piece of bacon. But there was nothing left. Just the smell of dust, trouble, and a chicken too fast for his fists. “They took the chicken,” he said finally. “And the beans. And... the bacon. Lyin, they stole the damn bacon.” I looked at him. He wasn’t angry. He was disappointed. And that was worse. “People disappear. Animals too. Last week, bandits shot up the bell tower—deliberately, like they were aiming for the town’s heart. Good people died. I’m leaving. It’s too dangerous now—for me and my children,” Samuell told us. His voice was calm, but it carried the sound of farewell. No rage. Just weariness. My gaze drifted to Nixon. He was holding half a pie and trying to mount his horse at the same time. It wasn’t elegant. More like a bear trying to tame a rocking horse. “What?” he asked, noticing my look. “It was just sitting there on the windowsill.” He said it like it was the only logical explanation. Like rescuing the pie was an act of compassion—not greed. Not defiance. Just... pie honor. Samuell looked at him as if he’d just understood why some towns fall. I sighed. Because when Nixon sees a pie, the rest of the world is just scenery. I let my eyes drift down the main street. The buildings stood like old friends—weathered by time, but still upright. The sign above the saloon hung crooked, the blacksmith’s window was boarded shut. And yet—it was Loxlay. My heart tightened. I’d been gone for so many months. And now that I was back, everything felt strange... and somehow familiar. The town had aged—just like me. But it was still my home. I remembered the laughter in the marketplace, the clatter of hooves on cobblestone, the voices that once called my name. Nixon gave me a nod and disappeared down a side alley. I led my horse to the saloon. The door creaked as I opened it—a sound from another time. Behind the bar stood Mae Holloway, the owner. Her hair had turned gray, but her eyes hadn’t lost their sharpness. “Lyin,” she said, not surprised. “I expected you back sooner.” “The roads were long.” She poured me a whiskey without asking. “People are disappearing,” she said. Mae nodded. “And not just them. Remember the old pastor? Gone. The Cartwright family? Their house is empty. And last night...” She paused. “...I heard something.” I took the glass, inhaling the smoky scent. “What about the sheriff?” “He’s still around. But he looks like he fought a gunslinger—and lost.” I drank. The whiskey burned like truth. “I didn’t come back to run.”


Mae looked at me for a long moment. "Then stay. But keep your eyes open," she said, her voice rough like the whiskey she poured—a drink that held more truth than the sheriff's last campaign speech. "Your friend, the sheriff, still holds a grudge, child. Maybe you shouldn't have hit him with that picnic basket. He just wanted to eat with you. Maybe forget for a moment that he's supposed to uphold law and order in a town where both have long been swept under the rug." I stayed silent. Mae didn't. "He likes you. Even if he won't admit it now. But that's how it is here—feelings are hidden like gold reserves. And just as poorly managed." She poured another. The whiskey smelled like truth—and the kind of things you weren't allowed to say out loud in Loxlay anymore. "Loxlay's not the quiet town it used to be. They've settled some nasty folks out in the hills—scum nobody else wants. Now they brawl in the streets, and the dead get buried faster than their names can be remembered. The church is silent, the mayor counts his earnings, and the saloon holds more guns than words." I looked at her. She looked back. No flicker. No hesitation. "You've got to do something, Lyin. Please. For all of us. Not with violence. Not with revenge. But with what you've got—your mind. And Pan. Even if he's just an imaginary rabbit. I've seen worse advisors—and they wore uniforms." The air in the saloon grew heavy. The silence wasn't empty—it was charged. "Who are 'they'?" I asked. Mae barely shrugged. "The new bosses. The ones who call themselves sheriffs but don't answer questions. The ones who come in wagons at night and leave with blood on their tires come morning." I stepped to the window. The main street lay in twilight, as if the sun itself had decided not to fully shine on Loxlay anymore. A man stumbled from the shadows, face battered, shirt bloody. No one rushed to help. "Back then, someone would've taken him to the infirmary," I murmured. Mae laughed dryly. "Back then was a different country." I turned to her. "I'm not here to watch." "Then be careful, Lyin. This town's grown teeth. And it bites." I called for Nixon. He came running like a bear who forgot doors don't need breaking when they're already open. "Trouble?" he asked hopefully, knocking over a cart with a shrug. A curse rang out from inside. "My cabbage!" "Oh," Nixon said. "Was that important?" I mounted my horse without a word. Nixon followed, slightly disappointed no one needed punching. "Shame," he muttered. "I was hoping for a little scuffle. Just to warm up. I think I'm getting rusty. Maybe we should at least look for a brawler. Just look. No hitting. Unless he looks cocky.” Pan stepped beside me, tilted his cowboy hat back, and looked at Nixon like he was a philosophical experiment in muscle mass. “You’re like American foreign policy,” I said. “Always ready to intervene—even when nobody asked.” Nixon frowned. “I don’t know what that means.” The road led us through fading memories of a town that once thrived—with saloon music, the scent of whiskey, and the occasional fistfight to settle political disagreements. Now it was quiet. Too quiet. Like a Congress that decided not to lie today—and so says nothing. My parents were surely waiting—somewhere beyond the hills, where the light was still warm and time moved slower. Where people still knew that freedom didn’t mean the guy with the biggest hat got the most land. But Loslay wasn’t the town that once shone like a reliable star in my childhood memories. Now it was more like a grumpy bureaucrat: slow, suspicious, and convinced that change was a conspiracy. The familiar faces—those who had carried me through the years—were gone. Some said goodbye. Others left without asking. And some were simply relocated—officially for infrastructure, unofficially for gold beneath the soil. Nixon rode beside me, eyes forward, fist loose, ready to knock the teeth out of any argument. “I don’t like it when towns change without notice,” he muttered. “I don’t like it when people vanish and nobody asks why. And I don’t like going three days without a proper fistfight. That’s unhealthy. For morale.” Pan nodded. “Welcome to America, 1833. People disappear faster than laws get passed. And brawls are now a bureaucratic process—with forms, fees, and wait times.” I nodded. Nixon snorted. Pan grinned. And somewhere behind us, someone was still cursing about cabbage. Some had followed the call of the horizon. Others had succumbed to death. And some were lost in ways that defied description. The streets weren’t silent—they were tense, like the town was holding its breath. Every locked door seemed to hide a chapter never finished. Every boarded window was a mute witness to something best forgotten. The few who passed us lowered their eyes, as if they’d forgotten how to see—or feared they’d recognize something in my face they couldn’t name. Some greeted me by name, their voices trembling between polite formality and the uncertainty of a dream long left unspoken. Others gave me looks that said more than words: suspicion. Fear. Maybe even resentment. They’d rather I stayed in the dusty distance I came from— as if my return disrupted the fragile balance of their new world. I felt the town resist me—like an old dog that no longer recognizes its master, torn between memory and instinct. And yet, beneath it all, there was something else. A hope, fragile and defiant, like the last light at the end of a long day. Maybe it was the memory of what I once was to this town. Or the sense that my return wasn't just a homecoming—but a reckoning. A story that never should've started. Nixon stayed quiet. He knew words now would be just dust on thoughts already weathered. The town spoke for itself—in cracks, in shadows, in the way it stood against me and reached for me all at once. The path to my parents' estate led us through the hills, past gnarled juniper bushes reaching into the wind, and the old boundary stone my father once placed with his own hands—a silent monument to stubborn family legacy. The horses slowed their pace as the path opened onto the wide plain—a stretch of land steeped in the scent of tanned leather, dust, and livestock. We had just crossed the border into grazing country when Nixon suddenly stopped. His eyes widened like he'd spotted treasure—or breakfast with legs. "There!" he shouted. "A bison! A real one! And hairy!" I followed his gaze. A large, fabric-covered cart rolled lazily down the road, pulled by two tired mules. On top: a sofa, an armchair, and something that looked like a rug having a midlife crisis. Nixon was already moving. "Finally! A proper opponent! I knew Alabama still had something to offer!" Pan stepped beside me, tilted his cowboy hat back, and sighed. "That's not a bison. That's a furniture delivery. But I get the confusion—both are heavy, stubborn, and grumpy." Nixon had reached the cart and stood heroically in front of it. The mules stopped. The delivery man stared at him. "What the hell...?" "Don't worry, I won't hurt it," Nixon said, patting the sofa's backrest. "I just want to know if it wants to fight. Or at least flee. I'm rusty." Pan shook his head. "The sofa doesn't fight. It debates seating arrangements. And only with back pain." I stepped closer. The delivery man had gone pale. "This is my delivery wagon. For Mr. and Mrs. Callahansy. They ordered a new living room. In beige." Nixon looked disappointed. "Beige never fights. Beige surrenders immediately." Pan nodded. "Beige is the color of capitulation. And American domestic policy." I helped the delivery man get the cart moving again. Nixon trudged alongside, shoulders slumped, fists unused. "I don't like it when things don't fight. It's rude." Pan grinned. The wind carried the distant lowing of cattle, mixed with the rhythmic creak of a loose fence post—like a song time had forgotten. Hours later, as the sun dipped toward the horizon and the world bathed in golden silence, I saw the first outlines of the estate. I stepped forward, hands buried deep in the pockets of my dusty coat, hair tousled by the wind, eyes fixed on the house—not like a home, but like a riddle finally ready to reveal itself. Nixon was already two steps ahead. He stopped, threw his arms up like a champion in the ring, and shouted: “There it is! The good old thing! Still standing! I thought it’d been eaten by a tornado—or by your neighbor Mrs. Callahansy during one of her renovations!” I looked at him. “This isn’t your home, Nixon.” “Yeah, but I lived here once. Well... nearby. I slept here once. On the porch. With a turkey. And I helped fix the roof. Well, I broke it. But that counts too, right?” Pan joined us, tilted his hat back, and looked at the estate like a historian with a gut feeling. “This house is a symbol. Of what was. Of what remains. And of what can be straightened out with enough muscle.” I nodded enthusiastically. “I love symbols. Especially when they’re made of wood and you can sit on them. Or when they have food inside.” The estate rose like a relic from better days—majestic, proud, and yet marked by time. The porch was still there, the columns stood, but the roof bore scars. A window was shattered, and the once-white wood had turned gray, like the memories I associated with this place. Nixon stepped closer, stroked one of the columns like an old friend. “I ate an apple here once. Then started a fight because someone said it was their apple. I explained that ownership is relative—with an argument and an elbow.” Pan grinned. “Probably the most philosophical fistfight in Loxlay’s history.” The horses whinnied as we approached, as if they recognized the place. The cattle stood lazily in the shadow of the old barn, their movements slow, almost reverent. Nixon sighed. “I like it here. Smells like the past. And hay. And opportunities to be usefully punched again.” The big house, with its white porches and creaky floorboards, looked like it had been waiting for us. The windows stared silently out at the plain, and the door stood slightly ajar—not welcoming, but watchful. Ashford stood on the steps. Impeccably dressed, holding a tray of tea, with a look that said: I knew you’d come. I just didn’t know if you’d be alive. His hair had grayed slightly, but his posture was unchanged—upright, composed, like a man who never stopped waiting for orders. “Welcome back,” he said.


I wanted to reply, but Pan was faster. Pan was always faster. “Hello, old house,” he said, stepping inside without hesitation. He walked through the hallway, inspected the furniture, opened a door, closed it again, nodded. “We’ll take the estate. Strategically sound. Good sightlines. And the carpet’s soft enough for sit-ins.” Ashford looked at me, puzzled, as if I’d just held a conversation with the curtains. I dismounted, removed my hat, took the teacup, and looked at Ashford for a long time. He stood like a man who’d seen too much and said too little. Then Nixon arrived. He dismounted like a sack of flour with opinions—not graceful, but determined. “There it is! The good old thing!” he shouted. “I slept here once. Outside. On a sack of potatoes. Or was it a turkey? Doesn’t matter—it was comfy.” He stomped to the door, knocked—once, firmly. The door didn’t budge. So he knocked again. With his shoulder. The door flew open, as if afraid to resist any longer. Ashford flinched. Pan commented dryly: “That wasn’t knocking. That was a diplomatic breakthrough.” Nixon stepped inside, looking around, sniffed. “I smell memories. And maybe apple pie. Or cheese. Or both. I’m flexible.” He patted Ashford’s shoulder—gently, but with the force of a friendly earthquake. “Good to be back. I missed the house. And the kitchen. And the armchair I accidentally dismantled with an argument.” Her dress was wrinkled, her hair tousled by the wind, and her eyes shimmered with tears when she saw me. “My girl!” she cried, her voice breaking mid-word. She threw herself into my arms, clinging to me as if she could reclaim the lost years with a single embrace. I felt her trembling, her body pressing against mine—not with strength, but with fear that I might vanish again. “Have you been well?” The words didn’t strike like a question—they cut like a blade. I closed my eyes. Her voice—once comfort, now a scalpel—slid through the years, reopening scars I thought had healed. I’d believed time had hardened me, that distance had dulled me to what once was. But in that moment, I wasn’t a rider, a returnee, a storm-braver. I was a daughter. Nothing more, nothing less. A child standing before her mother’s voice—and remembering. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I should’ve come sooner.” She shook her head, pressed her forehead to my shoulder. “You’re here. That’s all that matters.” Pan stood off to the side, unusually quiet. No comment, no sarcasm, no revolutionary analysis. Just a look that said: Even I know when to stay silent. He stepped closer, his footsteps barely audible on the porch’s wood. “Mothers are strange,” he said in that soft voice that slips between thoughts without disturbing them. “They love, knowing love wounds. They wait, though no one promises to return.” I felt his presence not as a burden, but as a shadow cast protectively over me—silent, steady, without demand. “She’s stronger than you,” Pan said. “Not because she holds you. But because she let you go—and stayed anyway.” My mother stepped forward, emerging from the silence like from a dream. Her hand brushed my cheek, gently, almost reverently, as if she had to make sure I wasn’t just a memory. “Child, you’ve gotten thinner,” she said, her voice carrying the fatigue of many years. “You’ve grown more beautiful,” I replied, unsure whether I meant her—or the time she had outlasted. Pan nodded. “And this is the moment I stay quiet. But only briefly. Because someone’s about to say something that’ll make everything complicated again.” I smiled. For the first time in ages. Not because the world had changed—but because I remembered what it feels like when someone stays. “Have you ever heard of a man in a black top hat?” Ashford asked, curiosity flickering in his face. “This gentleman has shown a remarkable interest in our long-abandoned estate up north. Apparently, he wishes to cultivate vineyards there.” Ashford stepped back, forgetting the tea on his tray entirely. I told him I hadn’t heard of such plans. “Perhaps we should let him have the land. We’ve no use for it anymore,” I said to our butler. Nixon looked down, as if trying not to intrude on the intimacy. My mother slowly let go, her hands still resting on my arms. “You’ve changed,” she said. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Then come inside.” My father was already in the room. The scent of machine oil and horse sweat still clung to him—he’d just returned from the drive. His steps were calm, but his gaze alert. As always. As before. Tall, weathered, with a face carved from oak. He said nothing. He didn’t need to. His presence was answer enough. “A few more months,” he finally said, voice brittle like the wood beneath our feet, “and the tracks will reach the border. Then the ranch will be in the way.” The words fell like dust on a map long redrawn by men in hats—dry, but heavy with the weight only things carry that are decided in Washington and paid for in Mississippi. Bureaucracy wasn’t a foe you could shoot. It was a silent current, eating through valleys of ignorance—with forms instead of horses, with clauses instead of pistols. You couldn’t stop it. Not with will. Not with rage. And certainly not with a letter to the governor, who was busy measuring his own land. The worst part: no one in town knew about the planned railway. No notice. No rumor. No resistance. Just the quiet advance of survey crews—men with tape measures and faces like judges—and the rustle of papers signed in distant offices by people who thought of Loxlay as a poetic footnote. Pan would’ve said: “This isn’t a town anymore. It’s a footnote in the budget. And the tracks are the signature beneath it.” But Pan wasn’t there. Or rather: he was, but only for me. To Nixon, it was just a logistical misunderstanding. He wanted to know if you could eat the tracks. Or at least the man laying them. Who could we turn to? The administration that had long forgotten us? The men in ties who’d never set foot on this soil? Or time itself—in hopes it might show mercy? I looked at him. This man who always knew what to do. Who never hesitated, never asked if the right thing was also the just thing. His gaze was calm, but not empty. It carried the certainty of someone who’d learned that decisions don’t always bring salvation—sometimes just motion. His hands were firm, his voice firmer. But something in his eyes had softened. Maybe it was age. Maybe it was Pan. “He thinks you can fix the world by putting it back together,” Pan whispered. “But what if the pieces don’t fit anymore? What if they never did?” I stayed silent. Because I knew Pan was right. And I knew my father would never hear it. “You don’t understand,” he’d said. But I understood more than I cared to. Pan stepped closer, his shadow brushing mine. “Sometimes,” he said softly, “understanding is what breaks you.” I wanted to argue. But I couldn’t. Because I was tired. Tired of knowing. Tired of silence. Night had fallen, the stars were clear. We stood on the porch when we heard the hoofbeats. Later, after the voices had faded and Father retreated into his plans, I sat with Mama in the dark. The cups steamed, but no one drank. “He doesn’t hear me,” I said quietly. She looked at me, long and knowing. “He only hears what he already thinks,” she replied. “Always has.” I nodded. “But I spoke up. I couldn’t help it.” “That’s good,” she said. “You must speak up. Otherwise you become him.” I wanted to say something, but Pan was silent. And that was rare. “Sometimes,” she continued, “the only thing we can do is not go along. Not agree. Not stay quiet.” I looked at her. For the first time, I didn’t feel alone in my defiance. “Thank you,” I whispered. She smiled. “You’re my daughter. I hear you.” Amber arrived at a gallop. Her coat flapped, the horse snorted like it knew someone was about to get slapped—or argued with. She jumped off before the horse fully stopped and ran straight at me. “You damn idiot!” she shouted. Her voice was raw with anger, worry—and a hint of “I haven’t had coffee in three days.” “You just vanished! Not a word! Not even a damn telegram! You rode off months ago—and you were barely half an hour away! I thought you were dead. Or worse: married to a tax auditor!” I tried to speak, but she raised her hand. “No, I’m talking now. You left in the middle of the night, with Pan—yes, I know you talk to him, even if I can’t see him—and you left me behind. And now you stand here like nothing happened.” Pan stepped beside me, tilted his cowboy hat back, and murmured: “She smells like trouble. And lavender. Explosive combo.” Amber stepped closer, her voice quieter but no less shaken. “I spoke to Dr. Weber. I know what it’s called. Your talks with Pan—that’s a form of schizoaffective disorder. You said you were managing. But you just left. No goodbye. No explanation. Just... gone.” I lowered my gaze. Pan snorted. “She’s right. You’re bad at disappearing. You make it too dramatic. Like an opera singer on horseback.” Nixon, chewing an apple, looked up. “Wait. Did she say you’ve got a disorder? Is that something I can punch? I’m ready. I warmed up. I even shared my apple. That means something.” Amber turned to Nixon. “Say one more word and I’ll punch you on principle.” Nixon grinned. “Best welcome I’ve had in weeks.” Pan murmured: “The fish isn’t fresh.” Silence. Then: chaos. Amber slapped Nixon. Nixon dodged, stumbled over a bucket, accidentally knocked over a barrel. The barrel rolled into the latrine. A drunk cowboy stepped out, saw the barrel, saw Nixon, saw Amber, and shouted: “Who insulted my barrel?!” Another cowboy joined. Then a third. Then the neighbor’s boy. Then my horse. Then the dog. Pan sighed. “I love escalation. Especially when it starts with furniture.” I ducked. A chair flew past. A hat landed on my head. Someone screamed: “The saddle isn’t polished!” No one knew what the fight was about anymore. But it didn’t matter. Because now there was discussion. With arguments. With furniture. With Nixon. And in the middle of the chaos, between flying barrels and philosophical fistfights, stood Amber. Her eyes wet, her voice cracking. “I’m not angry because you’re sick. I’m angry because you thought I couldn’t handle you.” Pan stepped closer, gently reached out a paw—and touched her arm. Amber flinched slightly. She said nothing. But I saw it. She felt him. And the silence was louder than any word. Even louder than Nixon, who was currently trying to reason with a table leg. Pan grinned. “She knows. But she won’t say it. And that’s smart. Smarter than most mayors who think you can lay tracks without shifting hearts.” Amber turned away, brushed her arm like she was chasing off a memory that didn’t belong to her—or maybe did. Then she looked at me again. Steady. Resolute. But with a hint of fear, like someone who knows you can argue with a rabbit—but never win. “I’m staying,” she said. “No matter what you haven’t told me. No matter if Pan is real or just a particularly eloquent figment. I’m staying. Even if you vanish again in the middle of the night like a grumpy mailman.” Nixon, trying to crack an apple with his fist, looked up. “Wait. Staying? Does that mean we’re a group again? A unit? A team? Is there breakfast?” Pan nodded. “Emotional cohesion is the foundation of every revolution. And every meal.” Amber looked at Nixon. “If you say something stupid now, I’ll hit you on principle.” Nixon grinned. “I’m not saying anything. I’m just eating. And I’m glad you’re here. Even if you once beat me with a broom. I deserved it. I ate the broom.” I stepped closer. The silence was heavy, but not hostile. It was like a carpet you could stand on without knowing if it would fly. Pan stepped between us, looked at Amber for a long time. Then he stretched out his paw—carefully, almost tenderly—and touched her arm. Amber flinched slightly. Her pupils widened, a barely perceptible tremor ran across her skin. She said nothing. But I saw it. She felt him. Pan withdrew his paw as if he had touched something sacred. “She feels me,” he murmured. “Not with her mind. With her heart. And with the part that knows sometimes you disappear simply because you don’t know how to stay.” Nixon was moved. Or hungry. Or both. “I like you guys. You’re like family. Just with more rabbits and fewer rules.” Pan grinned. “Then let’s head out. The world won’t wait. And somewhere out there is a mayor who thinks you can confiscate feelings. We’ll fight him. With arguments. And Nixon.”









1.


Lyin, you asked if something’s stirring in Loxley. Well, it is. And it’s stirring hard. People are acting strange, whispering, and the foreman’s shaking like a turkey before Thanksgiving. I’m telling you, if someone twitches here, they only twitch once. I’ve got my Colt. And my fist. And my appetite. The truth? It tastes like cold coffee with a mule hair in it. Not tasty. But honest. I’m keeping my ears open. And my nose too—in case something edible shows up. If I find out more, I’ll let you know.


Or I'll just drop by and explain it with a table leg. Until then: don't go crazy. I'm doing that for both of us. Nixon Scot—muscle with opinion and hunger.


Morning at the estate was still young, but already as grumpy as my father before his first cup of cow's milk. I stuck my head out the window and saw darkness. No sun, no light, just a bunch of stars hanging up there like the sheriff on patrol—acting important, doing nothing. I tilted my head back, stared at the Milky Way, and felt tiny. Almost insignificant. But not quite. I mean—I was wearing slippers. And anyone in slippers is ready for anything: breakfast, brawls, or both. Nixon once said there's no beginning in history and no good ending in the universe. I thought that sounded like someone who'd eaten too many beans and slept too little. Or like a cranky philosopher with digestive issues. The brooding made me dizzy. Pan stayed silent. Maybe he was puzzled. Maybe he was just sulking because I ate the last piece of jerky yesterday. Or because I claimed rabbits shouldn't form political theories unless they properly declare their carrots. I felt him behind me. Like a thought that smells of garlic and refuses to leave. "You're not insignificant," he might've said. "You're just a comma in a sentence the universe hasn't finished yet." Or: "You're like a shopping list someone lost, but still ends up buying everything on it." But he said nothing. And that was fine. Because sometimes silence is the most elegant form of agreement. Or hunger. I wasn't fully awake either. Brushed my hair from my face and shuffled into the kitchen. The sun cast golden stripes through the tall windows of the east wing—like it had a paintbrush and too much free time. The great hall smelled of floor wax, lavender, and the smoke of the fireplace, glowing like a promise no one meant. Outside, everything was routine: ranch hands working, horses moving, metal on leather. And yet the air vibrated like a wire about to snap. Maybe from the heat. Maybe because Pan tried to explain Marx to the ranch dog yesterday. I yawned. Pan chewed on a cookie he didn't have. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked like it had just grasped dialectical materialism. I dreamed of a machine that brews coffee automatically—modern, convenient, quiet. Instead, I squatted like a cavewoman by the old stove, stoked the fire, and waited for the coffee to bubble its promise to life. The gurgling sounded like a river that really needed to pee. The smell? Strong, bitter, and so direct it could wake dead nose hairs. I thought of Nixon. That old desert fox had brought the coffee from Arizona—harsh like his manners, strong like his breath. He always said coffee tasted like truth. I thought it tasted like burnt cowhide. But hey—around here, it's not about how good something tastes, but how little it knocks you out. I stepped into my parents' living room, dropped into the armchair, and felt like a sack of potatoes with an existential crisis. The furniture suddenly had character. The rocking chair over there? My last ally against back pain. Like the bookshelf? Crooked like my life choices. And the table? Looked like it had survived ten duels—and lost every one. Then I remembered Shanco. The self-proclaimed boss of the horse-thief gang. Put a bounty on my head—probably because I took his mule. He called it “Missi” and treated it like a lover. I won it off him in poker. Without knowing how to play. Maybe he hates me because I got the last tortilla at the Mexican place. Some men don't need a reason. A crooked look is enough. Either way—the trouble was real. And not the cozy kind like “coffee's out,” but the kind with gallows, drums, and a crowd that smells like blood. I took a sip of coffee. It tasted like revenge. Or old socks. Hard to tell. The desert doesn't count the truth—only who draws faster. And who doesn't trip doing it. I thought about my last conversation with Amber. Amber—my best friend, my living contradiction with horseshoe logic and the temperament of a hungry goat. She hauled her furniture into the new house like arguments she'd stolen from life at night. Piece by piece, like a leftist tax audit that spares no nightstand. Amber had followed me. Not out of pride. Not out of defiance. But out of a longing she never fully understood. She used to be the kind face in a rough world—polite, smart, with a smile that could silence tired men. Now she brawled in saloons, wore a revolver like others wore lipstick, and spoke in half-sentences that smelled of whiskey and tasted like trouble. “You look like a problem with a hat,” I once told her. “And you like a solution with a belly,” she replied. We understood each other. People said she'd become like me. I knew they were right. And I hated it. Because Amber was never meant to duck or shoot. She was meant to argue—with words, not fists. Now she played a role that didn't fit. Like a dress made of dust and guilt I should never have handed her. I hadn't taught her anything. I'd taken something from her. “You've done it again, sweetheart,” she said, throwing herself into her rocking chair like it was a pulpit—with better programming. I was pulling the last box of my existence from mother's oak cabinet—a crooked relic with more ghosts than drawers—when I thought of Amber. She once said, “Die with style? Ha. You don’t die. You live like a telegraph pole after the last rider attack—still standing, creaking in the wind, but nobody’s listening.” I looked at her. Half grinning, half ready to craft myself a sheriff’s badge—for comfort. “And you know what defines you?” She leaned forward, voice lower, more dangerous. “You’re like a revolutionary movement that waited too long for breakfast. You had all the plans, but no spoon.” I wanted to retort, but she was faster. “You talk about escape, but you sit on the couch like a bill stuck in committee for seven years.” I laughed. Or what passes for laughter in the Wild West—a mix of coughing and self-loathing. “Death? Not today, my friend. Today, only your excuse dies. Because honestly—you’re waiting for salvation in a family home that’s been hoping for new wallpaper since 1862. And you bring debt, not horses? Bravo. The hangman sends his regards—along with a recipe for failure pancakes.” My gaze fell on the stack of mail perched on the wobbly dresser like a judge before the final verdict. The letters smelled of dust, old paper, and unresolved stories—as if they’d already decided what happens next, without asking me. In my head, a rodeo of thoughts raged. They jumped nonstop—toward longing, into the powder of farewell. The inner chatter couldn’t be stopped, an endless ride between “maybe” and “not now.” I let them flutter like a leaf in the wind, unsure whether to fly or fall. Somewhere outside, a horse pawed nervously at the ground. Amber would say, “Sounds like you’re brooding again, sweetheart.” And me? I’d reply, “Just a little. The mail pile started talking to me.” Then she’d smile, that look full of mockery and affection—and that’s when I’d know: maybe it won’t be a gallows. Maybe it’ll just be one hell of a wild week. I watched the wild leaps of my thoughts—like young mustangs no one had caught. And while I listened to the endless inner chatter, my worries fluttered between anticipation and doubt, longing and the ache of goodbye—like an old scrap of paper blown by desert wind, unwilling to settle anywhere. For days—maybe weeks—I hadn’t really been where my boots touched the ground. My body sat on a wobbly wooden chair, but my mind was elsewhere. It sketched places I’d never seen but often heard described—so often they unfolded before me like real landscapes, with rattling signs, empty saloons, and sunsets that smelled like adventure. It was as if someone had wallpapered my head with book pages and every chapter wanted out into the world. I blinked into the morning, wiped the sleep from my eyes, and straightened up. “Nixon’s right,” I thought. Life tastes strongest when you don’t know if the next day brings a feast or a noose. Nixon lived for that moment—that flickering thrill dangling between sunrise and gallows like a crooked lantern on a pirate ship. He was a colossus of a man, with the soul of a berserker and the appetite of a French holiday. As long as there was someone to beat up and a pig to roast over open flame—preferably at the same time. I had to learn to tolerate him. Not because of his brutality, but because of his unshakable joy for life, which tore through every convention like a wild boar on a rampage. Nixon wasn’t a man. Nixon was a mood. A mix of boulder and hug. When he laughed, the earth trembled a little—not out of fear, but out of respect. He was the kind of guy who’d roast an entire elk just because you said you were “a little hungry.” And he’d still have room for dessert. His soul? Like a giant pot of wild stew—warm, spicy, surprisingly tender. Loyal like a Saint Bernard, stubborn like a mule, and sensitive like a campfire that knows exactly when to crackle. Nixon rarely talked about feelings—he showed them instead, by silently bringing you a log to sit on or giving you the best spot by the fire without saying a word. He was the kind of man who wouldn’t face a lion with fear, but with a pat on the shoulder and a “Hey, you here too?” And the lion stayed. Of course it did. Because Nixon wasn’t a hunter. He was a magnet for everything wild that still longed for closeness. When he left, something remained. A footprint in the sand, a scent of tobacco and adventure, and the feeling that you’d just traveled with someone who didn’t just understand life—he embraced it with bare hands. I finished my coffee—strong enough to resurrect dead thoughts—and set the mug down with a quiet clack on the rough-hewn table. It was just past four. The hour when real ranchers rise and wannabe cowboys still dream of rodeos. By five, I’d be in the stable, ready to stroke my horse Joe’s neck one last time. A loyal guy with so much character I sometimes wondered if he was secretly writing my memoirs. His mane was dusty, his eyes smarter than my plans. Outside, the ranch was already awake. Wood creaked under the workers’ boots. Two men hauled saddles to the enclosure, each with a rifle slung over their shoulder—not for show, but for protection. Not from bandits. From the bull named Titus, who had made bad temper a daily routine. The air smelled like ranch—sweat, hard work, fresh earth. Or, if we’re honest, manure and muck. But Nixon never minded. To him, that was the scent of home. Of honest labor, of stories written with dirty hands. The silo glowed in the first light like a promise no one had spoken. Probably because it smelled of old corn and not hope. But Nixon still saw something grand in it. Maybe a feast. Maybe just a good spot for a nap. Or both. First one, then the other. As it should be. And there he was. Nixon. Broad as a barn door, with a pig slung over his shoulder that looked like it had lost the fight but won the respect. In the other hand—a wooden bench. Not carried. Carrying would be too weak. He held it like a towel after a bath. As if weight was for people who overthink. His walk wasn't a step, it was a rhythm. The earth seemed to duck beneath him, out of respect. And his gaze? Like a sunrise after a long night of drinking—warm, relentless, and somehow comforting. And a little hungry. Nixon didn't talk much. But when he did, it was like a thunderclap with butter on top. Usually something like: "Hungry?" Or: "Bench fits here." Or: "The pig started it." And then you'd sit there, with a pig on the grill, a bench under your butt, and the feeling that maybe the world was okay—as long as Nixon was around. "What?" he asked curiously. "It just crossed my path." He said it like the pig was an old friend, the bench a gift from heaven, and the silo a place where you could finally eat in peace. The fences stretched across the land like scars. Old, rusty things my father still hadn't fixed with his crew. Selfish, maybe lazy—that old bastard with his endless books collecting more dust than insight. Somewhere, a dog barked. Not casually—but with philosophical persistence. Sounded like it had just eaten "Being and Nothingness" and couldn't digest it. Same with the damn chickens that wouldn't let you sleep. I know why I left back then. The opportunity was there—and I grabbed it by the collar before it changed its mind. Pan stood nearby, chewing on a blade of grass and said, "The dog sees more clearly than you." I shrugged. "The dog also has fewer debts." Pan grinned. The dog kept barking. The chickens were probably planning a coup. And me? I was wondering if you could kill someone with a rusty fence without it making the papers. My mother was already awake. Sitting with Amber, my friend, on the porch, a Winchester resting loosely on her lap—not because she needed it, but because she could. She was living proof you don't need testosterone to earn respect. When she spoke, even the crickets stopped chirping—for fear of being interrupted. Amber sat beside her, voice soft, but gaze sharp like freshly honed cutlery. She tried to save the day with diplomacy. My mother, on the other hand, was more the “whack-a-mole” type—one sentence, one hit, and the opponent flies backward out of the saloon. I looked toward the horizon, where the hills lay like old thoughts—immovable and full of stories. Soon my parents would drive the cattle alone, work the fields, with rough hands and clear eyes. Without me. I grabbed my shirt from the chair, pulled it on like armor. Pan sat on the windowsill, chewing on a piece of jerky that didn't exist. Probably just his ego he was grinding down. “Your mother's like a mix of Rosa Luxemburg and Nixon Scot,” he said. “When she hits, there's no debate—just aftershocks.” I grinned. “And Amber? She's like a poem you don't understand but memorize anyway.” Pan nodded. “And you? You're the guy who thinks he's leaving—but really, he's being kicked out because the women here are writing the story.” I laughed. “At least with style.” At that moment, my mother stood up, lifted the Winchester like an umbrella—not against rain, but against stupidity. She stepped forward as if the porch were her throne and we her subjects. “If you two are done whining like men, you can help me save the world—or at least breakfast.”
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