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    Dedication

For the ones they tried to erase.

For the blood in the soil.

For those who stood their ground…

and those who never got the chance.

And to my daughters,

Theory and Storee—

may you always know your roots,

your power, and your worth.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some folks inherit land.

Others gotta bleed for every acre."

— Southern Proverb
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A Cedartown Western
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Quote

> “They tried to bury us. They didn’t know we were seeds.”

— Mexican proverb
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Chapter One: The Red Road
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The Georgia dirt was thick and red, like dried blood in the sun.

Bo rode slow, one hand on the reins, the other resting near his sidearm. His horse, a lean bay with more scar than muscle, moved steady under him—tired, but loyal. The pines whispered like ghosts around him. Nothing out here but trees, buzzards, and secrets.

He liked it that way.

Behind him was Arkansas. Or Texas. Or 

maybe hell. Didn’t matter now.

He’d killed a man three days ago—a white man with a U.S. Marshal badge and a mouth full of lies. Bo never found out what he was wanted for this time, just knew he wasn’t sticking around to find out. The law never came for men like Bo to ask questions. Only to hang 'em.

So he rode southeast, following back trails and old game roads until the smell of pine got sharp and the cicadas got louder. He knew this place—not from memory, but from blood. His mama was born in the red clay of Polk County. Cherokee, they said. Stolen as a girl. Died giving birth to him on a plantation near Dalton.

Bo had never stepped foot in Cedartown, but his bones knew the land. It 

felt...unfinished.

He was two miles from the county line when he heard it.

Voices. Shouting. A woman. Then a gunshot.

He stopped the horse, swung his leg down, and crouched low near a twisted patch of brush. Up ahead, through the trees, was a clearing—and in it, a cabin with smoke leaking from a busted chimney.

Two white men stood over a woman in a dirt-stained dress, her mouth bleeding, one sleeve torn, but her eyes—hell, her eyes burned like coal.

One of them men cocked his pistol and spat, “Told you, girl. This land ain't yours no 

more. Your husband’s dead. Ain’t no deed. Ain’t no title. Just a dead n—”

He didn’t finish the word.

Bo stepped out of the trees and fired once.

The bullet punched clean through the man’s throat, dropping him like a cut tree.

The second one turned, wild-eyed, raising his rifle—

Too slow.

Bo’s second shot took him in the chest, sent him tumbling backward through the cabin’s open door.

Silence.

The woman didn’t move. Just stared at Bo 

like she was weighing whether he was a savior or a new kind of threat.

“I ain’t here for you,” Bo said flat. “Just heard the ruckus.”

She wiped blood from her chin, grabbed a shotgun from the ground, and pointed it at him anyway.

“You kill 'em?”

Bo nodded.

“You know them?”

Bo shook his head.

“Then why’d you care?”

“I didn’t.”

She didn’t lower the gun. “You always wander through the woods saving folks you don’t care about?”

Bo holstered his weapon slowly. “Don’t usually make a habit of it.”

The woman squinted, eyes narrow like a hawk’s. “Name’s Clara.”

“Bo.”

“You on the run?”

He didn’t answer.

Clara smirked. “Yeah. Me too.”

She finally lowered the shotgun, then turned toward the cabin.

“Come on in, stranger,” she called over her shoulder. “If you’re gonna shoot folks in my yard, you might as well help bury 'em.”

Bo watched her disappear into the shadowed doorway. He looked down at the dead men bleeding into the clay, then at the pine trees swaying like they’d seen worse.

He sighed.

“Hell,” he muttered. “Here we go again.”

And just like that, Bo stepped inside.
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Chapter Two: A Widow’s Load
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The cabin smelled like smoke, sweat, and gunpowder. Bo stepped over the threshold, eyes scanning fast. Two cots, a broken table, some dried beans hanging from the ceiling, a Bible near the window, and a shotgun shell rolling slow across the floor.

Clara was already at the back wall, dragging a shovel from behind a stacked woodpile. Her limp was slight but there—a bruise swelling along her ribs, her dress torn at the waist. Still, she moved with the same steel she had in her voice.

Bo didn’t offer help. Just stood near the hearth and watched.

She didn’t ask for help either.

“You a bounty hunter?” she asked after a minute, not turning around.

“No.”

“Outlaw?”

Bo didn’t blink. “Not today.”

That made her pause. She glanced over her shoulder, eyes sharp.

“You got law after you?”

“Somewhere.”

She gave a small, bitter laugh. “Guess that makes two of us.”

She grabbed a pickaxe next and shoved it into his chest. “If you’re stayin’, you dig.”

Bo took it without a word.

Outside, the sun was starting to drop, casting long shadows across the clay. They worked in silence, digging graves behind the cabin. The dirt was stubborn. Rocky. The kind that fought back.

“You knew my husband?” Clara asked after a while, sweat running down her neck.

“No.”

“He fought in the war. Wore blue. Got this land after. Built this place with his hands.” Her voice cracked just once. “He didn’t deserve what they did.”

Bo kept digging. “Most folks don’t.”

“They hung him like he was a thief. Said we had no right to this land. Said the deed 

was fake.” She spat in the dirt. “But my man didn’t fake nothin’. He earned every foot of it.”

Bo looked at her. “That why they came today?”

Clara wiped her brow with her forearm. “They’ve been comin’. One at a time, two at a time. Sheriff said he’d ‘protect me’ if I sold the land for half its value. I told him to eat rocks.”

Bo smirked. “Bet he didn’t like that.”

“Not even a little.”

They finished the second grave and stood quiet for a beat, staring down at the bodies. Clara didn’t pray. She just crossed her arms and muttered, “They ain’t the 

first. And they won’t be the last.”

Bo leaned on the pickaxe. “You ever think about leavin’?”

She looked up at him like he’d just told her to quit breathing.

“I buried my man here. I ain’t runnin’ from nobody.”

Bo nodded slow. “Good.”

“Why?”

“'Cause if you was thinkin’ about runnin’, I’d keep ridin’. But if you’re stayin’...”

Clara’s eyes narrowed. “You’ll help?”

Bo didn’t answer right away. He reached 

into his coat, pulled out a flask, and took a slow sip.

Then: “I’ll stay a spell. But I ain’t no hero.”

Clara cocked her head. “Don’t need a hero. I need a good shot.”

Bo grinned, just a little.

—-
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That night, the wind howled through the trees like it remembered screams.

Bo slept in a chair near the fire with his gun across his chest.

Clara sharpened a knife by candlelight, eyes never drifting far from the window.

In the dark, the dirt outside still smelled 

like blood.

And morning would bring more men.
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Chapter Three: Sheriff of Ash and Smoke
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Sheriff Elijah Trask lit his cigar with hands too steady for a man with that much blood on them.

He stood at the edge of town beneath the covered porch of the jailhouse, watching the dirt road like it owed him something. Behind him, two deputies played cards in the shade. One of them—a pale-eyed bastard named McCree—had a rifle laid across his lap and a whiskey bottle between his boots.

Trask didn’t like McCree. But he liked what the man could do with a rope.

Smoke curled into the air. Trask let it roll from his lips before speaking.

“You say you saw two bodies?”

“Yes sir,” came the voice from the step below.

It was Ezekiel Morrow—Black, clean-shaven, hat in hand, and eyes always looking at the ground like he was afraid it might rise up and swallow him.

Trask looked down at him. “And they were hers?”

“One was. The other... the one shot through the throat... he was yours.”

Trask’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “And she was still alive?”

Ezekiel hesitated. “Yessir. Woman don’t die easy.”

“And the man?”

“Didn’t know him. Big fella. Dark coat. Quiet. The horse looked Texas-bred. Ain’t from ‘round here.”

Trask tossed the cigar stub into the dirt and crushed it under his heel.

“That’s a problem.”

McCree chuckled behind him. “I can fix that.”

Trask raised a hand to silence him. His gaze stayed locked on Ezekiel.

“You sure about what you saw?”

Ezekiel nodded, sweat forming at his temples.

Trask stepped down from the porch until they were chest to chest. He leaned in, voice low.

“You’ve been good to us, Zeke. You keep running that little feed shop, keep talking folks outta fighting, and we keep letting you live free. You start holding back on me...”
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