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Chapter One
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The cold January wind swept across the southwest Sonoran Desert, its icy fingers bending the resilient greasewood bushes into unnatural arcs. The Palo Verde trees groaned and creaked under the force, their thin branches popping like distant gunfire in the stillness of the night. Beneath the faint starlight, Dead Horse Tank lay cloaked in shadow, its usually tranquil surface rippled by the relentless gusts.

A small fire flickered and danced within a makeshift camp on the bank, casting wavering shadows against the canvas of a weathered tent. The tent flap was half-open, inviting warmth from the fire but revealing little of its occupant. Inside, Ben Kool lay beneath a tattered blanket, his rugged face illuminated faintly by the firelight. His hand rested out of sight beneath the covers, fingers brushing the cold steel grip of a pistol.

The low rumble of an approaching engine cut through the wind, then ceased abruptly. Moments later, the sharp slam of a car door echoed through the night. Ben tensed. His fingers curled tighter around the pistol as he listened intently. Footsteps crunched on the gravel, and a shadow emerged from the darkness to stand just within the fire’s glow.

“You’re a hard man to find, Ben.” The voice was calm and familiar, belonging to a tall black man dressed in a heavy coat. He held up a large manila envelope. “I brought something for you—from the boss.”

Ben’s eyes narrowed; his face shadowed with suspicion. “I didn’t want to be found, Jason. And I don’t want anything from the boss.” His voice was low but firm, with a hint of exhaustion. “I quit two weeks ago, and I meant it. Seven years of having my pucker string pulled tight was enough. All I need is the confirmation slip for the last deposit to my bank account.”

Jason sighed, stepping closer to the fire’s warmth. He opened the envelope and sifted through its contents, finally pulling out a crisp white slip of paper. “Here’s the confirmation slip,” he said, extending it toward Ben.

Ben slowly sat up, his blanket slipping to his waist. He took the slip, scanned it, then slid it into his shirt pocket. Jason wasn’t finished. “There’s something else I think you need to see,” he said, pulling a folded yellow poster from the envelope. “Whether you go back or not.”

Ben unfolded the poster, his breath catching as his eyes took in the bold print: a wanted notice offering twenty thousand dollars for his head. The bounty, issued from Beirut, promised payment upon delivery—his head alone.

Ben’s jaw tightened. “I knew this was coming,” he muttered. “I just didn’t think it’d be that much.”

Jason stepped closer, his expression unreadable. “That’s a lot of money, Ben. And there are people in this country who wouldn’t think twice about collecting.”

Ben exhaled sharply and his breath was visible in the cold air. “My life wouldn’t be worth a plug nickel if I went back to the company. I’ve got a good nest egg, and I’m done. I want my life back the way it used to be.” He paused, staring into the fire. “My answer is still no, Jason. And for both our sakes, forget where you found me. I’m out.”

Jason nodded, his eyes lingering on Ben for a moment. “Okay, Ben. Have a good life. But watch your back. Taliban operatives are here, and with that kind of bounty on your head, someone’s bound to come looking. I don’t wanna read your name in the obituaries.”

He turned and walked back into the darkness. The crunch of his boots on the gravel grew faint, and soon the sound of an engine roared to life. Moments later, Jason’s car disappeared into the distance, leaving Dead Horse Tank in silence once more.

Ben tossed another piece of ironwood onto the fire, watching as the flames surged and hissed. He pulled the blanket tightly around himself, leaning back against his pack. His voice was barely audible over the wind as he muttered to himself, “Tomorrow, we start anew.”

Above, the stars bore silent witness to his resolve, twinkling faintly through the encroaching desert clouds.
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Chapter Two
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The Salt River National Bank bustled with quiet activity as customers streamed in and out through the double glass doors. Jim Caldwell, the vice president, sat at his desk near the back of the main floor. His well-practiced hobby of watching people was interrupted by the arrival of a man who immediately stood out.

The man wore a black Resistol hat, a white pearl snap shirt, and freshly starched Wrangler jeans. His dark aviator glasses obscured his eyes, and his polished brown Olathe boots gave him an air of quiet authority. As he lingered just inside the doorway, Caldwell decided to make the first move, striding across the room and extending his hand.

“Can I help you with something? I’m Jim Caldwell, the vice president of the bank.”

The stranger’s voice was calm but firm. “Are you the one who handles bank properties? The foreclosed ones?”

“I can do that. Are you interested in one, Mister...?” Caldwell’s polished smile faltered slightly as the man released his handshake.

“Ben Kool,” he replied. “I’m interested in the old Conley Ranch, east and south of Gila Bend.”

Caldwell led Kool to his desk and pulled up the property details on his computer. “Here it is. The Conley Ranch is 160 acres of deeded land, plus 20 acres around Javelina Well. The grazing lease permits 200 head across a hundred sections. The bank’s asking price is $275,000. That includes the registered brand. The property is vacant and ready for immediate occupancy.”

“I’ll pay $175,000 today,” Ben said flatly, meeting Caldwell’s eyes with a piercing stare.

Caldwell hesitated, visibly thrown. “That’s a hundred-thousand-dollar discount. I don’t think we can do that.”

“Get your boss,” Ben replied coolly.

Moments later, Caldwell returned with Mr. Anderson, the bank’s white-haired president.

“Mr. Kool, we’re not in the business of discounting property,” Anderson began firmly.

“You will discount this one,” Ben countered. “The property’s been mismanaged for two years. The corrals are gone—used for firewood. The wells have been stripped of pumping equipment. The house is vandalized to the point of needing a rebuild. You took all the cattle and didn’t apply it to the loan. My offer stands: $175,000.”

Anderson and Caldwell stepped aside, whispering hurriedly. When they returned, Anderson straightened his posture.

“How much of a down payment will you make, and how many years to pay off the balance?”
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