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Chapter One: The Long Dry Ride
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The bright yellow sun beat down unmercifully on Dan and me, as if it meant to scour us clean from the earth. There wasn’t a scrap of mercy in it—no breeze, no cloud, no promise of relief. Just heat pressing down from the sky and rising up from the ground, trapping us between like meat on a spit.

Dan Quint rode a half-length ahead of me, his long raven-black hair hanging loose down his back, dark against the pale dust coating his shoulders. His steel-gray eyes stayed fixed on the horizon, sharp and watchful, the kind that missed nothing. Dressed in white man’s clothes, clean-cut and plain, he could pass anywhere without trouble. You wouldn’t know he was a half-breed if not for that hair. He never tied it back, never hid it. Said a man ought to look like what he is.

Me, I was fair-complected and light-haired, the sort folks trusted without thinking twice. A face made for dry goods stores and church pews, not saddle leather and gun smoke. I’d learned early that looks could lie better than words.

We’d been riding fast and hard since sunup, running out of Marshall’s Bluff with the bank’s money bouncing heavy in our saddlebags. The posse followed us a good while, long enough to let the fear sink in and settle deep. But fear doesn’t last forever. It burns off, like sweat, leaving behind something colder and steadier.

They gave up when the land turned empty.

Men will chase gunfire and blood into the hills, but they think twice about following someone into open desert. No cover. No water. No shade. The desert don’t need bullets to kill you. It just waits.

After a long stretch of silence, Dan finally pulled his reins and brought his horse down to a walk. I did the same, my mount breathing hard beneath me, flanks dark with sweat.

“They won’t come farther,” Dan said, not turning back.

I squinted behind me. Nothing but dust settling and the long flat line of land rolling off forever. “They were close,” I said.

“They were scared,” he answered. “That lasts longer.”

My tongue felt thick in my mouth, my canteen already half-light when I shook it. We’d planned for a fast escape, not a slow one. The map Dan carried showed a spring tucked up in a rock cut two days east, but maps lie worse than men. Springs dry up. Distances stretch.

We rode on.

By noon the heat had teeth. Every breath felt like pulling air through hot cloth. Sweat soaked my shirt, then dried stiff, leaving salt crusted at my collar and under my arms. My legs ached from the saddle, thighs burning where leather rubbed skin raw.

Dan stopped again when he spotted a low line of rock breaking the flatness. It wasn’t much, but it was shade, and shade might as well have been gold.

We led the horses in, loosening cinches, letting them drop their heads and breathe. I slid down stiff-legged, nearly stumbling when my boots hit the ground.

I took a swallow from my canteen—just one—and screwed the cap tight again. The water tasted warm and flat, but it kept me standing.

Dan crouched near the rock face, running his fingers along a narrow crack. “Maybe catches runoff,” he said.

“Or maybe nothing,” I replied.

He nodded. “Desert don’t promise.”

We rested until the sun shifted, until the shadows moved just enough to remind us time still existed. I could feel it then—the quiet pressure of the land. No birds. No insects. Just stillness so deep it felt like listening to your own heartbeat.

When we rode again, it was slower. Smarter. We paced the horses, stopping often, watching for signs most men never notice: a darker patch of soil, green hidden low, birds flying low and steady instead of high and wandering.

Late in the afternoon, Dan raised a hand.

I followed his gaze. A lone cottonwood stood in a shallow dip, leaves dulled by dust but still green. Trees don’t stand where there’s no water. Even dying ones cling close.

We dismounted and dug with our hands, scraping sand aside, working until our fingers bled and the ground turned cool. After a foot or so, dampness crept in. Then a slow, muddy seep.

I laughed, the sound dry and cracked. “Never thought I’d be grateful for mud.”

Dan smiled thinly. “Water’s water.”

We let it collect, strained it through cloth, gave the horses first pull. A man who drinks before his horse in the desert is a fool planning to walk.

When I finally drank, it felt like life itself easing back into my bones.

Night came sudden, the heat breaking all at once, replaced by cold sharp enough to bite. We built no fire. Smoke carries. Sound carries. The desert hears everything.

We ate dry jerky and hard biscuit, chewing slow, listening to the dark.

“You ever regret it?” I asked quietly.

Dan didn’t answer right away. The stars burned bright overhead, more of them than I’d ever seen back east. “Regret’s a luxury,” he said finally. “Out here, you just survive.”

I pulled my coat tighter, the money heavy and silent nearby. The law was far behind us now, but the desert still watched.

And it hadn’t decided yet whether we were worth keeping.
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Chapter Two: Ghost Water
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I slept light, the way a man does when the ground itself feels like it’s watching him. Every shift of sand sounded loud. Every scrape of leather set my hand drifting toward the Colt at my hip. The desert cooled hard after sundown, and the heat it had loaned us by day came due with interest at night.

I woke to Dan crouched at the edge of the cottonwood’s shadow, staring east.

“What is it?” I asked.

He didn’t answer right away. Just lifted a finger and pointed.

At first, I saw nothing. Then I saw it—light where there shouldn’t be any. A pale shimmer stretched low across the land, like water catching early sun.

My mouth went dry all over again. “That’s not real,” I said.

“Mirage,” Dan replied. “Looks like water because you want it to be.”

We mounted up as the sky lightened. No breakfast. No waste of time. Horses first, men second. Always.

We rode with the false water off to our left, glittering and tempting, shifting shape as the sun climbed. It followed us the way a bad thought does, never close enough to touch, never far enough to forget.

The rhythm of riding loosened my mind, and that’s when the memories crept in—unwanted, sharp as the smell of gun oil.

Marshall’s Bluff had been quiet that morning. Too quiet. The bank sat squat and confident on the corner, brick-faced, flags hanging limp. Dan had said that kind of town trusted too much in distance and dust.

I remembered pushing through the door, the bell ringing bright and foolish. The teller—a young fellow with wire spectacles—had smiled like his day was just starting.

Dan hadn’t raised his voice. He never did. Just laid the Sharps across the counter, barrel heavy as a promise.

“Money,” he said. Calm. Certain.

The room had gone still. Not screaming still—worse than that. Breathing stopped. Hands shook. A woman dropped her purse and didn’t bend to pick it up.

I watched the door. Always the door. My Colt stayed low, pointed at nothing and everything at once.

The teller’s hands trembled as he worked the drawer. Coins rang soft and loud all at once. Somewhere behind us a man cleared his throat and thought better of it.

Then it was done. No shots. No blood. Just fear hanging in the air like smoke.

Outside, the street had erupted too late. Someone shouted. Someone else ran. We were already mounted, already moving, the sound of hooves tearing the lie out of that quiet town.

A crack split the air—rifle fire from somewhere high. Not close. Not close enough.

The memory faded as the desert pressed back in.

By midday the mirage vanished, replaced by something worse: emptiness. The cottonwood was long behind us now, the seep already a story we’d tell ourselves later. My canteen was lighter. The horses’ heads hung lower.

That’s when Dan slowed again.

“Smell that?” he asked.

I drew air through my nose. Dust. Sweat. Leather. Then something else. Smoke—but not old.

I followed his eyes to a low rise ahead, rock piled jagged and dark. Too good a place to rest. Too good a place to hide.

We didn’t crest the rise. We angled away, slow and easy, pretending not to notice. That’s when the first shot cracked—not aimed to hit, just to speak.

Men rose from behind the rocks like they’d grown there. Five of them. Maybe six. Scarves over faces, rifles in hand, horses tethered low.

Raiders. Desert wolves. They didn’t care who you were or what flag flew over your town.

Dan leaned close. “They’ve been watching us,” he said. “Waiting to see if we’d turn toward the mirage.”

“So what now?”

He smiled without humor. “Now we convince them we’re not dying men.”

We rode straight toward them.

That gave them pause. Men expecting weakness don’t know what to do with resolve. I saw it in the way their rifles dipped, just a hair.

Dan spoke first, his voice carrying. “Plenty of land. Plenty of trouble. No need to borrow ours.”

A man stepped forward, taller than the rest, his hat brim low. “Water?” he asked.

Dan shook his head once. “Not enough.”

Silence stretched. Wind hissed across sand.
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