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Chapter One — The Trail That Remembers
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The dust rose slow behind them, not in a rush, not in a storm—just enough to mark that men had passed this way and would not soon be forgotten.

Four riders moved single file through the cut of the canyon, where the walls pressed in close and the sun could only reach the trail in broken pieces. Their horses knew the ground. Hooves found stone and hard-packed earth without being asked, leather creaked, and the sound of breathing—man and animal alike—settled into a steady rhythm. It was the kind of riding done by men who had traveled together long enough to trust silence.

At the rear rode Eli Mercer.

He kept his gaze forward, eyes narrowed beneath the brim of a sweat-darkened hat, watching the dust plume kicked up by the lead rider. It drifted and curled in the warm air, catching sunlight like smoke from a distant fire. Eli had followed smoke before. He knew how far it could carry—and what it often meant when it did.

The canyon smelled of dry grass and sun-heated stone. Somewhere water moved underground, unheard but felt, like a pulse beneath the land. Eli shifted in the saddle, his back stiff, his ribs reminding him of an old break that never healed quite right. Some injuries stayed with a man not because they were deep, but because they happened at the wrong time.

Ahead of him rode Tom and Wesley Kerr—brothers by birth, partners by choice. They rode close, nearly stirrup to stirrup, as they always had. Tom, the older, sat rigid and alert, his shoulders squared as if he expected trouble to announce itself. Wesley rode looser, one hand resting easy near his holster, eyes drifting to the ridgelines and shadows.

At the front was Jonah Pike.

Jonah set the pace without looking back. He didn’t need to. The others followed because he always knew when to press and when to slow. He had the build of a man shaped by miles—lean, compact, and hard in places that mattered. His horse, a dark bay with a scar along its flank, moved as if rider and animal shared the same thoughts.

They had been on the trail since dawn.

No one had asked where it would end.

The canyon bent slightly to the west, narrowing again where rock leaned inward like shoulders drawing close. Jonah lifted his hand, not high, just enough. The horses slowed. Dust settled around them, drifting past like something reluctant to leave.

They stopped.

Jonah turned in his saddle. “Tracks,” he said.

Eli swung down and knelt, pressing his fingers into the earth. The soil was dry on top, but beneath it held warmth. Fresh enough.

“Three riders,” Eli said. “Heavy loads. One horse favors its left fore.”

Wesley nodded. “Same men as before.”

Eli didn’t answer right away. He stood and brushed the dirt from his hands, looking down the trail where it widened toward the high country. The land opened there—too much space, not enough cover. A place where men settled things because there was nowhere to hide.

“Could turn back,” Tom said, not hopeful, not urging—just stating a truth.
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