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Chapter One
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The Long Way Out

The trail climbed before it vanished.

It didn’t end so much as it thinned, breaking into stone and dust until it became more suggestion than road. Cade Ward rode it anyway, because that was the kind of trail it was—one that didn’t invite you, only tested whether you meant to keep going.

His horse picked its way carefully along the rock spine, hooves finding purchase where there shouldn’t have been any. Below them, the land stretched pale and empty, washed clean by sun and silence. Yucca and scrub clung to life where they could. Everything else had given up.

Cade sat easy in the saddle, reins loose, hat brim pulled low against the glare. He hadn’t seen another rider since dawn. He hadn’t expected to. This country belonged to distance and patience, not men.

A boulder rose ahead, sun-bleached and ancient, as though it had been waiting longer than Cade had been alive. He guided the horse past it, boots brushing stone, the saddle leather creaking soft. The sound carried farther than it should have.

He listened after it faded.

Nothing.

That suited him.

He’d taken the long way out of Fargo on purpose—not because it was faster, but because it asked more. Town roads carried memory too easily. This trail stripped things down. Every step forward required attention. Every mile had to be earned.

Cade hadn’t planned to think, but thinking came anyway.

He thought about the street at noon. The way shadows had disappeared, leaving no place to hide. The sound of the shot—sharp, final, carrying farther than he’d ever meant it to. He thought about the faces watching from behind doors and windows, about how quickly a town could decide what kind of man you were.

The horse snorted and shifted, bringing him back. Cade patted its neck and let it rest a moment. From up here, the world looked simple—rock, sky, and the narrow path between them. It was a lie, but a comforting one.

He drank sparingly from his canteen. Water mattered out here. So did restraint.

Cade hadn’t decided where he was going. Only where he wasn’t staying. Fargo would keep. Towns always did. They held onto what they needed and let the rest drift away like dust.

The trail curved east, dropping slowly toward a wide basin cut by dry washes and old wagon scars. Somewhere beyond that lay another town, or maybe just another stretch of nothing. Either would do.

He rode on.

The sun climbed higher, burning the color from the land. Heat pressed down, heavy and familiar. Cade welcomed it. Heat didn’t ask questions. It just demanded endurance.

By midmorning, the trail vanished entirely, swallowed by stone and sand. Cade didn’t stop. He guided the horse by instinct now, by the subtle language of slope and shadow. He trusted the animal more than he trusted maps.

Behind him, the rocks stood silent, indifferent witnesses.

Ahead lay open country—and whatever waited for a man who kept riding when there was no clear reason left to do so.

Cade didn’t look back.

Some roads were only meant to be taken once.
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The Man the Desert Makes

Cade Ward reached the basin just after midday.

From above, it had looked empty—a wide bowl of pale earth scarred by old washes and half-forgotten tracks. Down in it, the land revealed itself in pieces: a stand of scrub hugging a dry arroyo, a line of stones laid too straight to be natural, the blackened circle of an old cook fire. Men had passed through here once. Long enough ago that the desert had nearly forgiven them.

Cade reined in and let his horse breathe.

The animal—an iron-gray gelding named Hob—lowered his head and blew dust from his nostrils. Hob had learned the country faster than Cade had, and Cade had learned to listen. A horse knew when a place was only quiet, and when it was waiting.

This place was waiting.

Cade slid down from the saddle and loosened the cinch. He stretched his back, joints popping softly, and scanned the basin with a practiced eye. No movement. No birds. The sun sat high and merciless, flattening distance and stealing color from everything it touched.

He knelt and pressed his palm into the dirt near the stones.

Still cool beneath the surface.

Recent shade. Not today. Maybe yesterday morning.

Cade stood again, eyes narrowing.

He hadn’t taken the long trail to find company. He’d taken it because straight roads carried straight questions, and he was done answering them. But the desert had a way of putting men in each other’s path whether they wanted it or not.

He led Hob toward the stones.

Up close, they formed the remains of a low wall, no higher than a man’s knee. Whoever had built it hadn’t cared about comfort—only cover. Cade circled once, then stopped.

Tracks.

Boots. Two men, maybe three. One horse shod, one not. They’d rested here briefly, then moved south.

Cade exhaled slowly.

South led toward nothing most men wanted—salt flats, bad water, and the long stretch where law thinned out and mistakes multiplied. Men didn’t head that way unless they were running, or hunting.

Cade tied Hob in the shade of a boulder and sat with his back against the stone. He drank sparingly and ate a strip of dried meat, chewing slow. He could turn back. He could cut east and lose the tracks entirely.

He didn’t.

He waited.

Time passed in the way it always did out here—unevenly. Minutes stretched. Hours slipped by unnoticed. The sun shifted just enough to draw a new line of shadow across the basin.

Then Hob lifted his head.

Cade stilled.

Far off, barely more than a suggestion, came the sound of iron on stone. Hooves. Slow. Careful.

One rider.

Cade rose and stepped into the shadow, hand resting easy near his revolver but not touching it. The desert didn’t reward hurry.

The rider emerged from the heat shimmer—a young man, late twenties maybe, hat too new, posture too tight. His horse moved like it didn’t trust the ground.

When the rider saw Cade, he stopped short.

They regarded each other across thirty yards of dust and silence.

“You alone?” the rider called.

Cade nodded once. “Same question.”

The man swallowed. “Just me.”

Cade believed him. Mostly.

“You lookin’ for water?” Cade asked.

The rider hesitated. “Heard there was a spring west of here.”

“There was,” Cade said. “Three years ago.”

The man’s shoulders slumped.

Cade stepped out of the shade. “You can share what I’ve got. But you don’t ride with me after.”

The rider nodded quickly. “Fair.”

They met near the stones. Cade poured a careful measure from his canteen into the man’s cup. The rider drank like someone who hadn’t learned patience yet.

“Name’s Cash Mercer,” the man said, wiping his mouth.

“Cade Ward.”

Cash’s eyes flicked up. “You the one they were talkin’ about back in Bitter Flats?”

Cade’s jaw tightened. “Depends who was talkin’.”

Cash hesitated, then said, “Men who don’t go back the way they came.”

Cade studied him a long moment. “You best ride east, Cash.”

“And you?”

Cade looked south, where the tracks led into heat and uncertainty. “I already passed my last turn.”

Cash nodded slowly, as if understanding something he couldn’t yet explain. He mounted up, tipped his hat, and rode away without looking back.

Cade watched until the rider vanished into shimmer.

Then he untied Hob, mounted, and followed the tracks south.

Somewhere ahead, the desert was shaping the man he would become.

And there was no road back.
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