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Chapter One: The Man Who Rode First
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The rider crested the rise just after sunrise and did not look back.

He didn’t need to. He could feel the men behind him the way a man feels weather coming—quiet at first, then heavier with every mile. Their horses moved in a loose line, spaced just far enough apart to pretend they weren’t following orders anymore.

That lie had worn thin days ago.

The lead rider—Caleb Marr—reined his horse to a walk and let the land open in front of him. Dry grass bent under the morning breeze. The sky was clean and blue, wide enough to make a man believe in distance.

He rested one hand on the saddle horn, the other loose near his thigh. The gun stayed holstered. It always did now.

That, too, had been a decision.

Behind him, the men slowed when he did. None of them spoke. None of them rode past.

Caleb knew every one of their names.

He’d given them orders once. He’d told them when to ride, when to wait, when to fire. He’d stood ahead of them with a badge on his chest and the law behind his voice.

And when it was over—when the shooting stopped and the ground cooled—he had ridden out first.

Now they followed.

Not because they were ordered to.

Because no one else would.

They reached the road by midmorning—a wagon track worn deep by freight and time. Caleb turned west without asking. The others followed without comment.

A town waited somewhere ahead. It always did.

Caleb adjusted his hat against the sun and rode on, knowing what the men behind him had already decided:

A man could ride ahead of trouble.

But he could not leave it behind.
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Chapter Two: The Men Who Followed
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By noon the road dipped and rose again, and the town came into view the way towns always did—slowly, as if it hadn’t decided yet whether to exist.

A scattering of buildings sat along a bend in the creek, their false fronts sun-bleached and leaning just enough to suggest age rather than neglect. A windmill turned lazily at the edge of the settlement, its creak carrying across the open ground. Smoke lifted straight from a cookhouse chimney.

Caleb Marr reined in a quarter mile out.

He studied the place without hurry. He counted rooftops. He noted the hitching rails, the single street, the way the road narrowed as it entered town. He saw the cemetery on the low rise beyond, headstones uneven and close together.

Behind him, the men stopped when he did.

They waited.

Caleb did not turn around.

He knew who they were without looking.

Jonah Pike rode second, broad-shouldered, steady in the saddle, a man who rarely spoke unless it mattered. He had been the first to follow Caleb out of town weeks ago and the last to ask why.

Third was Elias Crow, younger than the others, with quick eyes and a habit of riding slightly off-line, as if the world might shift suddenly and leave him trapped if he stayed too straight.

Behind them came two more—Ben Rourke and Samuel Ives—quiet men, both marked by old gun wounds and newer silences. They rode because stopping meant thinking.

Caleb had chosen them once.

Now they had chosen him.

“Town looks awake,” Elias said at last.

Caleb nodded. “It will be.”
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