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Chapter One: The Sound of Dust

[image: ]




The desert was a cruel mistress, and Silver Thorn was her harshest whisper. The sun clawed at the cracked earth, sending waves of heat rising off the sand like ghosts from a long-forgotten grave. The wind was a restless thing, weaving through the twisted junipers and dry brush, carrying the scent of sage, dust, and forgotten blood.

Somewhere on the eastern shoulder of the ridge, a lone figure sat perched on a jagged rock, cradling a battered violin. The bow scraped against the strings, letting loose a wild, aching melody. It wasn’t the kind of tune you’d hear in a ballroom or a church. No, this song was something else entirely—something raw and unpolished, soaked in pain and longing. It was a voice for the desert itself, a sound that caught the wind and made it pause.

Joan played with every fiber of her being, her dark fingers moving deftly over the strings. The notes soared and fell like the hot desert winds, now harsh and biting, now soft and mournful. The music wrapped around the twisted junipers, curled through the canyons, and slipped quietly into the distant shadows of the lava hills.

Her horse, a proud iron-gray stallion named Ghost, stood motionless nearby, his flanks rising and falling with slow breaths, ignoring the sweet grasses at his feet. Only Joan could calm him; only Joan could ride him through the heat and dust and keep him whole.

But Joan was not alone.

Far above the swirling heat haze, a rider appeared, a shadow on the crest of the hill. Dust coated his clothes and skin, his face drawn tight with exhaustion and caution. He was a man who had ridden hard, pushed too fast across the desert’s unforgiving back. His mount, a worn bay horse, swayed under him as they crested the ridge.

The man’s eyes narrowed as they locked on the source of the music. A woman, alone in the wilds, her face hidden beneath a wide hat, her figure small against the harsh landscape. Her hands were steady on the violin, fingers coaxing a melody that both stung and soothed.

He slid from his saddle and lowered himself onto the rough ground, boots kicking up dry dirt. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the last lingering notes of Joan’s song.

The rider called out, voice rough but carrying. “That’s a mighty fine tune for out here.”

Joan didn’t answer, but her hand slid beneath the brim of her hat, tightening on the rifle slung low across her back. The wind picked up, whipping dust across the barren land.

“Name’s Deadwood Dave,” the rider said, stepping closer, hands raised in peace. “I don’t mean no harm.”

Joan’s eyes flicked to him, sharp and suspicious beneath her hat. The desert had taught her to trust no one, to see danger before it saw her.

But something in his gaze held steady, and the dusty man waited, silent and watchful, as the sun bled low behind the jagged ridge.

The music, the dust, and the long shadows of Silver Thorn—all held their breath for what would come next.
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