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MUD LAY PEELED and parched in miniature caverns beneath the cracked hooves of Jack Barker’s black mare. He was dressed in his usual brown, with a long-sleeved button shirt and slacks, accented by an open black leather vest. At his sides, two brown-handled Colts slung from a black gunbelt.

In the withering heat, the sweat-soaked scent of the leather wafted noseward under the crusted rim of his worn, white Stetson. From beneath it, faint grey shacks shimmered in the distance, twisted by the rising curls of swelter from the expanse of baked clay that lay between.

The distant memory of a drop of water drifted through his mind like the winded puffs of dust whistling across the scorched earth. His boots dangled wearily in the stirrups on either side of his creaking, moaning saddle. He ran a moistureless tongue over the peeling cracks of painful lips. Each clop of weary hoofsteps echoed in his head as a taunting jab that seemed to say over and over that he was no closer, would never be closer. No matter how far he went, no matter what he could endure, the end would forever be out of reach. All hope that he would ever again hear the dissonant clanks of a saloon piano, savor the juicy tang of a rare steak, or wash it down with a cool beer was being relentlessly evaporated by the midday sun.

He closed stinging eyes and tried to turn his thoughts to the soothing images of flowing rivers, rustling trees, and the scent of spring flowers. Of snow, and hunting in the mountains, and how the frigid sting of a blizzard made him tuck his heavy coat around him. Of swimming in the lake behind his childhood cabin, or any lake, or a mud puddle.

Any water at all.

He lifted his tired head to peek again at the desolation ahead. The waving heat across the shining dirt almost made him nauseous just to look at.

He thought of speaking. Of encouraging his spent horse to push on, to keep placing the next leg ahead, or even just to know that Jack wasn’t dead yet. He opened his mouth, but the air that came out only joined with the oven breeze and passed into the distance.
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