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Chapter 1: The Shape of The Land
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The alarm didn’t beep. It was a vibration, a deep hum in the marrow of his bones that pulled Harrison Sharpe from sleep before the first hint of light had begun to bruise the eastern sky. It was the silence, he realized. The generator had cycled off in the night, leaving his small cabin in a stillness so profound he could hear the blood whispering in his own ears. Then the wind picked up, a low moan through the pines that flanked the little structure, and the world returned.

He swung his legs out from under the worn wool blanket and sat on the edge of the bunk, the plywood floor cold under his bare feet. He didn’t need light to move around the single room. He’d been here for eighteen months, and every splinter in the floorboard, every nail in the wall where a coat hung, was a map he could read in the dark. He pulled on yesterday’s jeans, still stiff with dried sweat and field dust, a clean-ish t-shirt, and his heavy work shirt, then bent to lace his boots. The ritual was meditative. The pull of the laces, the settling of the leather around his ankles—it was the first commitment of the day, the first promise to the land that he would meet its demands.

He stepped out onto the small porch, the weathered planks creaking under his weight. The air was knife-cold and smelled of damp sage, pine resin, and the distant, earthy perfume of the cattle yards. To the west, the Rockies were a blacker cutout against a dark velvet sky, a jagged tear in the world. To the east, over the endless, rolling grasslands of John’s domain, the stars were beginning to bleach out.

Harrison filled his lungs, the cold burning his throat, and exhaled a plume of vapor. This was the only prayer he knew.

A yellow square of light cut the darkness a hundred yards away: the kitchen window of the main house. Farmer John was already up, coffee on. Harrison grabbed his leather work gloves from the nail by the door, his worn Stetson from another, and started across the gravel yard. His boots crunched in the silence, a sound that seemed to travel for miles.

The back door of the farmhouse was never locked. Harrison knocked once out of habit and stepped into the mudroom, a warm cave smelling of liniment, leather, and fried food. He shucked his coat and hung it on a peg already burdened with John’s older coats, then pushed through into the kitchen.

It was a room of pure function. A cast-iron wood stove radiated heat from the corner. A massive, scarred oak table dominated the center, littered with invoices, parts catalogs, and a salt-and-pepper shaker shaped like two tired-looking cows. Farmer John stood at the counter, his back to the room, pouring coffee into two chipped, heavy mugs. He was a big man, gone a little soft in the middle but with shoulders that still spoke of a lifetime of lifting. He wore faded red suspenders over a checked shirt, and his hair, what was left of it, was a gray fringe under a battered seed-company cap.

“Mornin’,” John grunted, without turning.

“Mornin’,” Harrison replied, taking a seat at the table. He knew the routine. The coffee slid in front of him, black and strong enough to trot a mouse on. John settled heavily into the chair opposite, the wood groaning in protest. They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, sipping, waking up their insides as the sky outside turned from black to deep, watery indigo.

“Gonna finish that east fence line today,” John said finally, his voice a low rumble. “The one by the dry creek. Posts are set. Just need to run the wire.”

“Cattle in the north forty need checking,” Harrison added. “Saw one heifer looking sluggish yesterday evening.”

“We’ll run up there after. Got a parts pick-up in town this afternoon. You mind the place.”

It was the unspoken itinerary of their days. A list of battles against entropy, fought together.

John’s eyes, pale and shrewd under bushy brows, flicked to the window. “Gonna be a wind later. Feel it.”

Harrison nodded. He could feel it too, a tension in the air. They finished their coffee just as the first true light, pale and pink, began to bleed across the eastern horizon. It was time to move.

The morning
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