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Chapter One: The Man With No Questions
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The sun burned down on the Texas panhandle like judgment day.

Dust devils danced across the open scrubland, chasing shadows and memory. A single rider crested the ridge above Dead Mule Crossing, his silhouette cut sharp against the sky like a notch in the edge of a blade. He didn’t wear a badge. Didn’t need to. Folks didn’t ask his business, not unless they were looking to find themselves on the wrong end of it.

Name was Jericho.

No last name anyone could prove. No hometown worth claiming. Just “Jericho.” Word was, he’d once worn the tin star out Arizona way — until the law found itself too bent to wear straight. Now he hunted for coin, not conscience. Men, mostly. Sometimes women. All with bounties stapled to their names like sins hung out to dry.

He rode a black gelding named Sabbath, trailed by a dun packhorse loaded with chain, canteens, and a scattergun wrapped in oilcloth. The rifle on his saddle looked older than sin but cleaner than salvation. He had a quiet way about him — the kind that said he'd seen too much to waste time with pleasantries. His coat was long and sun-faded. His boots were cracked. His eyes, behind the brim of a sweat-stained hat, were pale and steady like a rattler’s just before the strike.

Dead Mule Crossing wasn’t much to look at. Two saloons, a bank with more bars than money, and a general store that hadn’t been general in years. A boy leaned against the porch rail of the Dry Cactus Saloon, chewing licorice and sizing Jericho up like the man might disappear if he blinked.

Inside the saloon, Jericho’s spurs clinked soft on the floorboards. The room fell quiet — just long enough to register him — then the piano picked up again, two keys off and desperate.

He made for the bar.

“Whiskey,” he said.

The barkeep didn’t ask his name, just poured. Jericho downed it in one clean motion, set the glass upside down on the counter like punctuation, and slid a weather-stained flyer across the wood.

“Seen him?”

The barkeep squinted at the wanted poster. A thin man with a mean smile and a crooked scar running from lip to chin.

“Can’t say I have. Name’s Jackdaw, huh?”

Jericho didn’t answer. Just tapped the name once.

“I hear things,” the barkeep said cautiously. “Heard he was running with Three-Toe Nolan’s old outfit. Might be squatting out by Widow’s Ridge. Or farther west, maybe. Palo Duro Canyon.”

Jericho nodded once.

“Much obliged.”

He left the same way he came — quiet, deliberate. The sun hadn’t moved, but the air felt heavier now, like it knew something bad had just started.

And somewhere, a man named Jackdaw probably felt a chill he couldn’t explain.
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Chapter Two: Dust and Debt

[image: ]




Jericho arrived in Dead Mule Crossing just past sundown.

The place looked worse than he remembered. The main street was half boarded up, the saloon’s sign hung by one chain, and the general store had a “credit suspended” notice nailed crooked to the door. The wind kicked up dust like it was mad at the town for still existing.

He tied Sabbath outside the Dry Cactus Saloon, adjusted the brim of his hat, and stepped through the swinging doors.

Inside, the piano stopped.

Half a dozen eyes turned his way. None brave. One curious.

The bartender—Jesse Tull, same as before—nodded at him without a smile.

“Well I’ll be. If it ain’t the Wall come walkin’.”

Jericho said nothing. He walked to the bar, set down a silver coin, and waited.

Tull poured the whiskey.

“You back for Jackdaw?” Tull asked. “Or just chasing ghosts?”

Jericho drank, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Both.”

Tull leaned in, lowering his voice. “You know he’s tied in with Nolan’s old crew now? Boys who used to shoot lawmen for practice. They’ve been stirring up something nasty out by Widow’s Ridge. Smoke at night. Screams no one wants to chase.”

Jericho nodded. “That where I find him?”

Tull gave a slow shrug. “That’s where you find a man who thinks he can’t be found.”

Jericho slid the empty glass back.

Outside, the night had settled into something mean. He adjusted his coat, stepped into the street, and mounted up.

He didn’t need a posse. Didn’t need a prayer.

Just a direction.

And a reason.

He had both.
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Chapter Three: Ridge of No Return
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The path to Widow’s Ridge wound like a snake with a grudge—tight turns, blind drop-offs, and rocks just waiting to snap a horse’s leg. Jericho took it slow. Sabbath didn’t complain. The gelding knew his rider’s rhythm: no words, no fear, just the steady breath of a man heading toward something hard.

By dawn, the ridge came into view.

It wasn’t marked. No signs. Just a rise in the land that curved down into a narrow bowl, cut off on three sides by stone walls and brush too thick to ride through. Smoke rose thin from a low campfire near a shallow cave. Two horses were tied off nearby. One was twitchy. Nervous.

Jericho dismounted behind a slab of shale and studied the camp through a spyglass.

Jackdaw was there.

Thinner. More twitch in his hands than before. Still had that scar from his left eye to his jaw—made his grin look like a knife wound. He was boiling something over the fire, glancing around like a man who knew ghosts were coming but didn’t know when.

Jericho holstered the glass and moved in on foot.

No wind. No sound but his boots kissing the ground and the flap of canvas from Jackdaw’s lean-to.

He was twenty feet away when Jackdaw heard the snap.

The outlaw spun, pistol up.

Too slow.

Jericho already had his iron out, steady.

“Don’t,” he said.

Jackdaw froze. “Jericho. Hell. You really don’t die, do you?”

“Not until I’ve collected.”

Jackdaw licked his lips. “I got no beef with you.”
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