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Chapter One — Where a Man Stops
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The horse halted on its own, easing to a stop where the ground sloped away into pale stone and scrub. It stood there steady and patient, one forehoof set slightly forward, as if it understood that this was a place where balance mattered.

The rider leaned low over the saddle horn, his shoulders rounded, his hat brim shadowing his face from the high, empty sky. He had not meant to stop here. Or perhaps he had, in the way men sometimes do—without admitting it to themselves until the moment arrives and refuses to be passed.

Below him the land fell away in long, quiet layers. Rock bleached almost white by sun and weather. Sparse brush clinging where it could. A faint trail threading through it all, so light it might vanish if you looked away too long.

He rested one hand on the horse’s neck and felt the slow, steady rise and fall beneath his palm. The animal smelled of dust and leather and the long miles behind them. It had carried him without question across dry washes, up narrow cuts, and along ridgelines where the wind never stopped arguing with itself.

“You done good,” he murmured, though whether he spoke to the horse or to himself was unclear.

He straightened slightly and looked again at the trail below.

Someone had passed that way. Not long ago. A single rider, maybe two. The marks were shallow, already softening, as if the land were trying to erase them even as it recorded their presence. This country did not hold on to things unless it had a reason.

The man shifted in the saddle. The leather creaked, a small sound in the vast quiet. He had learned long ago that silence out here was never empty. It pressed in, full of memory and thought, leaving a man nowhere to hide from either.

Once, he would not have paused.

Once, he would have ridden straight down that slope without weighing the cost, believing that forward motion was the same as purpose. He had believed then that the end of a trail held answers—clear ones. That if trouble waited, it was better to meet it head-on and be done with it.

That belief had cost him things.

He touched the scar along his forearm, half-hidden beneath his sleeve, more habit than pain. Some wounds healed into reminders rather than memories. They stayed not because they hurt, but because they taught.

The horse flicked an ear, sensing the shift in his rider’s weight. The man gave the reins a light squeeze, keeping the animal still.

Down there, the trail curved out of sight behind a low ridge. Whatever waited beyond it had not yet announced itself. It might be nothing. It might be everything.

The man drew a slow breath and let it out just as carefully.

He could turn back. No one would know. The land would not judge him for it. This place had seen men come and go for longer than memory cared to count. Another rider choosing another path would hardly matter.

But the lead weight in his chest did not ease at the thought.

He had not come this far to avoid a decision.

He lifted his head, squaring his shoulders, and shifted his boots in the stirrups. The horse felt it and responded, muscles tightening slightly, ready.

“All right,” the man said quietly.

He nudged the horse forward. Hooves tested the slope, dislodging small stones that clicked and tumbled down ahead of them. Dust rose in a thin veil and then settled again, as if the land were making a note and moving on.
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