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Chapter One
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By the time Drew Talbot saw the sun going down, he already knew the town was dying. It lay in a shallow bend where the trail split around a dry wash and came together again beyond a stand of cottonwoods. The buildings leaned like tired men. False fronts were sun-blasted gray, windows dull with dust, and the sign over the mercantile hung crooked on one chain. Drew reined in on the ridge and let his horse stand. “Ain’t much left here,” he said. The bay gelding flicked an ear and lowered his head. They had been riding three days on jerky, bad coffee, and the habit of not staying anywhere long enough to be known.

Drew wiped his brow with his hatband and watched the town breathe. There was woodsmoke drifting low, and somewhere grease was burning in a pan. Not much of a welcome, but enough to tell him the place wasn’t dead yet. He nudged the horse forward and rode down. The street was near empty. A dog slept in the shade under the boardwalk. A wagon missing a wheel leaned beside the smithy. Two men outside the saloon watched him with flat eyes that measured everything and gave nothing back. Drew tipped his hat once. Neither man returned it.

He swung down at the livery and tied off. No stable boy came. “You earned better than this,” he told the horse, patting its neck. Before he could step inside, a voice called, “You planning to pay for that stall or just claim it?” Drew turned. A thin man stood on the boardwalk, vest too big, badge too polished. “That a question or a warning?” Drew asked. “Town business,” the man said. “Then it’s a question.” Drew flipped him two coins. “Feed and a stall. Enough hay to keep him from thinking this place forgot how.” The man caught the coins. “Name’s Dobber. Deputy.” “Congratulations.” Dobber didn’t like that. “You passing through?” Drew looked down the street at the sinking sun. “That’s the habit.” “Habit like that gets noticed.” “So does a badge worn by a man still getting used to it.”

A woman’s voice cut in from the mercantile. “Deputy, you done talking or you planning to help me lift?” Drew glanced over. She stood in the doorway, sleeves rolled, hair pinned back, no nonsense in her eyes. Not young like a saloon girl, not soft either. Just steady. Drew tipped his hat. “Ma’am.” She nodded once and turned away. Dobber muttered and went to her.

Drew saw to his horse himself, rubbing it down and setting oats from a common bin. If anyone complained, they could argue with him after supper. When he stepped back into the street, the sun was low and the town had gone gold in that tired way that made broken things look almost worth saving. He didn’t trust that kind of light. He crossed to the café and took a seat where he could see the door. The girl brought coffee. “Stew’ll take a minute,” she said. “Coffee’ll do,” Drew answered.

The door opened behind him. Boots crossed the floor. A chair pulled out across from him. “You mind?” a voice asked. Drew looked up at the sheriff. “It’s your town,” he said. The sheriff sat. “That ain’t an answer.” “Then no, I don’t mind.” They watched each other a moment. Outside, the last of the sun slid off the street and left the town in shadow. Drew wrapped his hands around the cup and listened to the quiet underneath the noise. It was the kind that came before something changed. He had heard it before. He didn’t like it now.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]


Drew Talbot ate slow, but not because he wasn’t hungry. He was listening. The café held the kind of quiet that wasn’t natural. Not fear exactly. Waiting. The girl set the stew down and moved off without lingering. Drew took a spoonful. It was thick, salty, and hot enough to settle a man’s nerves if they were willing to settle. His weren’t.

Sheriff Vale sat across from him, hat pushed back just enough to show his eyes. “You always pick a seat with your back to the wall?” Vale asked. Drew didn’t look up. “Only when I don’t know the people.” Vale nodded once. “You planning to stay?” “Wasn’t.” “And now?” Drew set the spoon down. “Now I’m thinking your deputy looked at me like trouble was already here.” Vale’s mouth tightened. “Maybe he ain’t wrong.” Drew leaned back slightly. “Then I’d say you got something to tell.”

Vale rested his hands on the table. “You ever hear of Tom Bell?” Drew shook his head. “Should I?” “Rancher. North pasture. Quiet man.” “Sounds like a man I wouldn’t have bothered.” “He’s dead,” Vale said. Drew nodded once. “That happens.” Vale held his eyes. “He was buried.” Drew’s gaze didn’t shift. “That usually follows.” Vale leaned in just a fraction. “He was found again tonight.” Drew didn’t move, but something in him sharpened. “Found where?” “In a wagon. Same man. Same wound. Not a day older than when we buried him.” Drew let out a slow breath. “You sure it was him?” “I’m sure enough.” Drew picked up the spoon again but didn’t eat. “Then you got a problem that ain’t riding in on horseback.”

The café door slammed open. Deputy Dobber stood there, breath short, face pale. “Sheriff,” he said. Every head in the room turned. Vale didn’t. “What is it?” Dobber swallowed. “Boy from the north pasture came in. Says there’s something out there.” “Be specific,” Vale said. Dobber glanced at Drew, then back. “Says he saw Bell’s wagon moving.” The room went still.

Drew spoke first. “Moving how?” Dobber shook his head. “Says it was just... rolling. No driver. No team. Just moving across the field.” Drew looked back to Vale. “You believe that?” Vale didn’t answer right away. “I believe the boy’s scared. And I believe he ain’t the kind to make stories.” Drew nodded. “Then we go look.”

Vale stood. “Finish your stew.” Drew pushed the bowl away. “Already did.” Vale almost smiled at that. Dobber stepped back from the doorway as they moved toward him. “You’re going out there now?” he asked. Drew settled his hat. “You got a better time?” Dobber didn’t.

They stepped into the street. Night had taken hold. Lamps burned low. The town felt smaller in the dark, like it was pulling in on itself. Drew paused a moment, listening again. That same quiet was still there. Waiting.

Vale moved to his horse. “Saddle up.” Drew followed. Dobber hesitated, then did the same.

As they rode out of town, Drew glanced once over his shoulder. The lights looked thin behind them. Fragile. Like they wouldn’t stand long if something pushed hard enough.

He faced forward again.

Because whatever they were riding toward—

Was already moving.
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Chapter Three
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They rode hard and quiet, the town falling behind them until the last lamp winked out and the land took over. The moon hadn’t cleared the hills yet, leaving the ground in shades of gray and shadow. Drew Talbot let his horse pick its footing while he watched the dark ahead. Sheriff Vale rode in front, steady and sure. Dobber followed close behind Drew, closer than a man ought to ride if he trusted what was around him.

“You believe it?” Dobber asked.

Vale didn’t look back. “I believe we’re going to see something.”

“That ain’t what I meant.”

“It’s the only part that matters.”

Dobber muttered and fell quiet. Drew said nothing. He was listening to the land. It didn’t sound right. No wind through the brush. No night birds. No insects. Just the steady beat of hooves and the soft grind of leather.

They reached the ridge and slowed. Vale raised a hand. They stopped together.

“There,” Vale said.

Drew followed his gaze.

Down in the shallow dip beyond the ridge sat a wagon.

It leaned at an angle, one wheel sunk, the canvas hanging loose. Even in the dim light, it looked wrong. Not abandoned. Left.

Drew’s jaw set. “That it?”

“That’s it.”

They moved down the slope, careful with the footing. No one spoke. The closer they got, the more the place felt off. Like stepping into a room where someone had just been.

Vale swung down first
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