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Chapter One — The Night Before the Rope
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They tied me with care, the way men do when they don’t want trouble later.

The rope was new hemp, stiff and pale, biting into my wrists as they cinched it tight behind my back. Not a sloppy knot anywhere—these boys had practiced. Hanging was still a novelty in this territory, something the townsfolk pretended was justice and the men doing it pretended was duty.

They set me beneath the cottonwood at the edge of town, where the ground dipped and the shadows gathered early. The tree was old—older than the settlement, older than the lies that built it. Its lowest limb stretched out like a question no one wanted answered. From it hung the rope, already measured, already waiting.

A man doesn’t need to be told what that means.

Someone shoved me to my knees. Dust puffed up around my boots. I tasted iron where my lip had split earlier, back when there were still words being shouted and fists doing the talking.

“They’re hanging me tomorrow,” I said.

The words came out calm. That surprised me more than it did them.

One of the riders—a deputy by the look of his coat—cleared his throat and looked away. Another man spat and shifted in his saddle. Their horses were uneasy, stamping and rolling their eyes, sensing something wrong in the air. Animals know when death’s about to be made official.

They left one guard with me, a boy really. Couldn’t have been more than nineteen. He leaned against a post, rifle across his arms, trying to look like this sort of thing didn’t bother him. His hands shook just enough to give him away.

Night settled slow, like it always does when a man has too much time to think.

I thought about how I’d come into this town riding easy, believing I’d stay one night and move on. I thought about the saloon light, the laugh that turned sharp, the hand that went for a gun before mine ever did. I thought about the man who fell and didn’t get back up, eyes wide with surprise, like he’d just learned the world wasn’t as simple as he’d been told.

They called it murder.

I called it finishing what he started.

Truth doesn’t weigh much when a crowd has already decided what shape it wants justice to take.
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