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Chapter One
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The town looked smaller than he remembered. Not in size—in spirit. Jed Hollister sat his horse at the edge of Cedar Crossing and let the silence speak before he did. The buildings stood where they always had, but the life had drained out of them. Windows were shuttered tight against the day. Doors stayed closed like folks had learned to mind their own business or pay for not doing it. Even the wind seemed to move careful, sliding along the street instead of crossing it.

He had been gone five years. Long enough for a place to forget a man—or decide it was better off without him.

He rested one hand on the saddle horn and studied the street the way a man studies trouble before stepping into it. The blacksmith’s forge sat cold. The hitch rail outside the general store held no horses. A dog crossed the far end of the street, nose down, then disappeared behind a wagon without making a sound.

Something had settled here.

Something that didn’t belong.

Jed nudged his horse forward. Hoofbeats echoed too loud in the emptiness, each step announcing him whether he liked it or not. A curtain shifted in an upstairs window, then stilled. Someone was watching. Someone always was in a place like this.

He rode slow, taking it in piece by piece. The saloon doors hung open, but no laughter came out. No piano. Just a dim interior and a man standing in the shade who didn’t step forward and didn’t look away. Jed met his gaze, held it long enough to be clear about one thing—he wasn’t passing through.

Then he rode on.

He stopped in front of the boarding house. The sign still hung crooked, the same way it had when he’d been younger and sure of things that hadn’t held. He swung down and tied his horse, fingers steady though something inside him tightened with every breath.

For a moment, he stood there with his hat in his hand, looking at the door.

Five years.

Five years since he’d walked out of this town with a promise he hadn’t kept.

He pushed the door open.

Inside, the air smelled of dust and coffee left too long on the stove. A woman stood behind the counter, older than he remembered but not by much. Her eyes found him quick, narrowing as she took in his face, his coat, the look of a man who had been gone and come back carrying something with him.

“You’re late,” she said.

Jed tilted his head. “For what?”

“For coming back,” she answered.
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