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Chapter One: Poisoned Ground
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The warning sign stood crooked in the sand, leaning the way tired men leaned when they’d decided not to straighten up anymore.

POISON — DO NOT DRINK

The paint was flaking. Sun had burned the letters pale. Someone had tried to nail it straight once and failed, leaving the board tilted, half-buried where wind and time had pushed sand up against its base.

Most men would have turned their horse right there.

Caleb Rourke did not.

He reined in slowly and let his horse stand, the animal’s ears flicking toward the spring as if it knew better than to step closer. Rourke stayed in the saddle a moment longer, eyes working the land the way habit demanded.

Poison Springs lay in a shallow basin, ringed by chalky rock and low scrub. Water pooled clear and inviting beneath a crust of white mineral that didn’t belong there. No birds drank from it. No tracks crowded the edge.

That alone told Rourke plenty.

He swung down and crouched, brushing two fingers across the dirt near the sign. The soil came away powdery, leaving a faint residue on his skin. He rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, sniffed once, and frowned.

Not alkali.

Not rot.

Not anything the ground made on its own.

Someone had brought this.

Rourke stood and followed the slope downward, boots crunching softly. The desert was quiet in the way it got when nothing living trusted the place. Even the wind seemed to move around the basin instead of through it.

He saw the body before he reached it.

The man lay face-down near the edge of the spring, hat knocked loose, fingers dug into the dirt as if he’d tried to crawl away from the water after realizing his mistake. His canteen lay beside him, cap missing, leather strap torn.

Rourke knelt and rolled the man onto his back.

The eyes were open, glassy, fixed on nothing. The lips were crusted white. A thin dark line ran from one nostril down toward the corner of his mouth.

Slow poison.

The kind meant to be blamed on bad luck or bad water.

Rourke exhaled slowly through his nose and stood.

This made three.

Three men dead in the same stretch of desert in less than two months. Ranch hands. A prospector. Now this one—a drifter by the look of him, clothes worn thin, boots patched more than once.

Men who wouldn’t be missed loudly.

Rourke scanned the ground around the body. Tracks crisscrossed the basin, some old, some new. Wagon ruts had been smoothed over deliberately, brush dragged to break their shape. But horse prints remained—fresh, careful, riding close to the rocks where wind would cover them faster.

Someone had watched this man drink.

Rourke followed the tracks upslope until they disappeared into harder ground. He shaded his eyes and looked toward the low ridge east of the spring, where the land folded just enough to hide a camp.

Vultures circled high above, patient and knowing.

Rourke mounted and rode toward the ridge, hand resting easy near the butt of his Colt. He didn’t rush. Rushing made mistakes, and mistakes were expensive out here.

As he rode, memory worked its way in.

He’d seen poisoned ground before. Once, far north, where men salted wells to drive settlers off land that wasn’t theirs yet. Another time, cattle poisoned to force a buyout. It was always the same—no bullets, no witnesses, just death slow enough to look accidental.
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