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Part 1

Dig two graves.
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A sharp ringing drilled through his ears.

The pain came first.

Then everything else.

His head throbbed as if his skull were tightening from within.

When his vision finally focused, the darkness hit him; the room’s only candle burned somewhere in the distance.

He heard hollow footsteps nearby.

Silas Crowe tried to move, but his hands were shackled behind the central support beam.

He looked around—not only with fear, but with curiosity.

His eyes searched through that wicked darkness swallowing everything whole.

He could barely make out the figure, but he could feel him there.

“Who the fuck are you...?”

He spat a mouthful of sour, frothy phlegm.

With every passing second, his eyes adjusted more to the dark.

“You deaf? Do you know who I am?”

The silence shifted.

“Black Crowe...”

The voice drifted out from the figure lurking in the shadows.

“Heh...” A guttural laugh crawled from Silas Crowe’s lips.

He narrowed his eyes, trying to place where the voice came from.

“Come on... Step into the light.”

The footsteps moved away; then a hand emerged from the darkness and took hold of the lone candle at the far end of the room.

By its dim glow, Silas Crowe finally saw his captor’s face.

“I remember you.” He grinned, revealing tobacco-stained, broken teeth.

The weak light exposed a face weathered by the sun, harsh lines carved deep into it, lips oozing with righteousness.

The worn black clothes hanging from his body blended him into the shadows, giving him the look of something half ghost.

With slow, deliberate movements, he dragged over a chair. He used the candle to light a cigarette, then sat down across from his prisoner.

Bluish smoke curled through the room as their eyes met.

“You know...” There was no fear in Silas’s voice, only anticipation. “I don’t even know your name.”

The man across from him remained motionless.

“I’ve heard the stories...” Silas’s smile sharpened. “Guess you’re the one who killed all of them.”

The figure leaned slightly forward and gave a faint nod.

“So why haven’t you killed me yet? What are you waiting for?”

Even in the gloom, Silas could feel those heavy, watchful eyes fixed on him.

“What’s wrong? Cat got your tongue?” While he talked, Silas worked his hands behind his back, searching for any chance to free himself.

The man finished his cigarette, dropped it to the floor, and crushed it beneath his boot without a word.

“How long’s it been? Six years?” Silas felt a weight settling in his lungs.

“Eight.”

“Eight? Heh...” He spat again; his mouth tasted like iron. “And you spent all that time waiting?”

The man in black said nothing.

And somehow that silence was worse than any beating.

“So what the fuck are you waiting for? Come on. Do it already.”

Silence.

“Heh.” Another bitter laugh. “What, you waiting for me to beg?”

The man’s eyes gleamed like a wolf stalking prey on a moonless night.

“I’m Silas Crowe, you son of a bitch. I don’t beg. I don’t ask for mercy.”

He needed a reaction. Any reaction. That calm was deafening, and it only made the pounding in his skull worse.

“Come on! Fucking come on!”

Those judging eyes kept watching him—a silent sentence already passed.

“You want an apology? Then keep waiting, bastard... I don’t regret a damn thing.”

Silence. So deep it felt like nothing else existed beyond the walls of that lonely house.

“I enjoyed it...” His jaw tightened. “That tight little cunt of hers... sweetest thing I ever had. Only thing I regret is not fucking her harder.”

The silhouette straightened, rigid as forged iron.

“Yeah, you heard me. I remember you. But I remember her better. She smelled real good. Christ... those soft little tits...” He licked his lips.

Silas waited for anger, for violence, for something—but it never came.

He clenched his mouth so hard a cramp shot through his jaw.

“What the fuck do you want!?”

His anxiety deepened with every passing second.

“I don’t want anything.”

The whisper reached Silas a moment too late, as though his mind struggled to make sense of the words.

Cold sweat beaded along his forehead.

“You already killed the others... didn’t you?” His voice no longer sounded so defiant.

Even in the darkness, he saw the man nod.

“Then come on, you son of a bitch. Finish it.”

Silas’s heartbeat thundered through the blackness.

“Come on! You waited eight fucking years—”

“That’s why.”

A pause.

“I’m in no hurry.”

“Don’t expect an apology... I told you already, you won’t get one. I lived exactly how I wanted. And I regret nothing.”

But even as he said it, memories began slipping through the cracks of his mind now that death stood over him.

Silence wrapped around them again, like storm clouds swallowing the sky.

The lone candle protecting them from the dark slowly burned itself away while Silas Crowe waited for the end.

The man simply watched him.

No ceremony. No theatrics.

Only those eyes that said more than words ever could.

Silas breathed hard, like a horse after a long run. Every second stretched into its own private agony.

The man waited patiently. Without pleasure. Without mercy.

Silas endured—but minute by minute his mind unraveled, until the cold had seeped into his body and whatever resolve he had left burned away.

“Can I get a drink...?”

No answer.

“Grant me that much...”

The man stepped forward.

For a moment, Silas thought he meant to ease his thirst.

But no.

The man drew the Bowie knife hanging from the side of his old leather belt and slowly approached.

By the time he was finished with Silas Crowe, little remained of the man he had once been.

His skin had been worked into tatters.

What little life remained inside that heap of flesh revealed itself only through a slow, uneven breath—the last proof that something beneath the shattered skin and sticky blood was still alive.

Without ceremony, he pulled out his Colt revolver, aimed at Black Crowe’s head, and squeezed the trigger.

Death came before the flash.

Caleb Vane stared at the body. No expression crossed his face. No satisfaction. Only silence and the smell of gunpowder.

When he stepped outside, the sun was beginning to rise over the mountains, staining the sky ochre.

The sunlight warmed the valley.

But not him.

He looked toward his horse, tied up a short distance away.

One step... then another.

He passed a corpse—one of the poor bastards riding with Silas Crowe. Bodies lay scattered around the house like sentries made of mud and blood.

Caleb stopped beside his old companion.

A low, broad horse, muscular and chestnut-colored. Tough as the earth beneath its hooves.

Sensing him near, the horse let out a loud whinny. Caleb heard the complaint in it.

“I know, Rusty...” He stroked the animal gently. “It’s done. We’re going home.”
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“Pa.”

Caleb turned and looked at his daughter.

Her hair was a mess, as usual. As if it were every bit as unruly as her spirit.

Those big, watchful eyes, the color of ripe honey, radiating warmth. The gaze of a girl who always saw beauty, even in the everyday.

And that smile—a smile that filled the room. Honest, not a lick of it put on.

Her hands were rough already from helping around the house, and her knees stayed skinned from games and falls she never cried over.

“What is it, sweetheart?”

“You almost done, Pa? We could go for a walk.”

“You ask your mother?”

“Mm-hm. She said it’s fine. But we gotta be back soon ‘cause supper’s almost ready.”

“Well...”

Caleb lifted his eyes toward the fields.

The chickens and hogs were fed already. The oats still needed watering, but that could wait. He’d rather spend the afternoon with his little girl.

“Yeah. A break sounds good.”

“Great!” Her smile lit up her father’s face. “Can Hope come?”

“Sure.” He smiled. “Go get him.”

Lucy ran off after the dog.

Caleb looked up at the sky. Clear. Warm for spring, though the breeze kept it pleasant.

“C’mon, Hope! Hurry up!”

The little mutt bounded after her, tail whipping wildly behind him. The dog loved Lucy near as much as she loved him.

Caleb never wanted a dog. Said they barked too much, dragged mud everywhere, tore up furniture.

Still, he’d never learned how to tell that girl no.

“All right. Let’s go,” he said once they caught up.

“We going to the hill?”

Caleb nodded and started walking.

Lucy and Hope followed beside him through the soft wind.

“You know, Pa, Uncle Michael and Reverend Reed said they got another book for me.”

“Oh yeah? That’s nice. More Maria Edgeworth?”

“No. They said this one’s a real story. A grown-up one. It’s called Robinson Crusoe.”

“Huh...”

The name meant nothing to him. Sounded like some explorer maybe. Caleb could read enough to get by, but books had never fit into the life he’d lived.

“You thank ’em?”

“Of course I did.” She nodded with everything she had.

They kept walking while Hope bounced through the grass chasing anything that moved.

The hill itself wasn’t much. Just a gentle rise overlooking the town and the scattered farms around it. At the top stood an enormous cottonwood, old as memory, watching over Hollow Ford in silence.

Father and daughter settled beneath its shade.

“Pa...”

Lucy’s voice turned soft. Too soft.

Caleb already knew that tone.

“What’re you fixing to ask me for?” he said with a crooked grin.

“How’d you know I was gonna ask for something?!”

He looked at her and smiled wider.

“I’m your father. You can’t fool me. Go on now. What is it?”

“Well...”

“Better spit it out before I have to—”

He reached toward her stomach.

“No, Pa! No tickling!”

“Then confess.”

“It’s just...” She hesitated. “Lizzie told me her mama’s taking her to the circus.”

“The circus?” Caleb frowned.

“Yeah. She said one’s coming to Steelton in two weeks.”

“And you wanna go?”

Lucy nodded fervently.

“Hm.” Caleb rubbed at his chin like he had serious thinking to do.

“They got clowns and jugglers and lions and elephants. Real lions and elephants, Pa.”

Caleb smiled to himself, listening to the wonder in her voice.

“Lions and elephants. Sounds pretty impressive.”

“Can you imagine?” Her eyes shone bright as lantern light.

“What’d your mother say?”

Some of that brightness dimmed.

“She says it costs too much. And Steelton’s too far.”

Caleb laughed under his breath.

He knew exactly what his wife had said without needing to hear it himself.

“Pa...” Lucy frowned. “Don’t laugh at me. It’s the circus.”

“I know.” He reached over and tucked the loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll talk to your mother. See if I can convince her.”

“Really?”

Caleb nodded.

“You promise?”

“Yeah, Lucy. I promise.”

“Thank you, Pa.”

Lucy threw herself against him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

Caleb thought about the sentence he’d just signed for himself. The argument waiting for him back home.

Then he thought about his daughter.

And figured it was worth it.

All of it was worth it for her.

Caleb shifted against the blanket spread beneath the canvas tarp.

The dreams kept coming back. Always the same. Waking him with a wordless dread that gripped his chest.

By now he was used to it.

He looked over at his horse.

Rusty watched him in silence.

Caleb sat up and stared at the fire. Only a few dying coals remained, nearly swallowed by the night.

Still hours till dawn.

But the full moon hung pale above the world.

Enough light for what he needed.

Not for himself.

For Rusty.

He gathered his things and packed the saddlebags.

He kicked dry dirt over the fire, choking it out, and returned to the trail.

The road felt endless.

The first days he rode through low hills and parched scrub, where the wind combed through the grass like it was searching for something lost.

Then came the open plains, so wide the sky itself felt heavy enough to crush the earth beneath it.

For hours there’d be nothing but dust, crooked fence posts, and birds carving slow circles overhead.

Night suited him better.

Sometimes he slept beneath sharp clean stars that looked hard enough to cut skin. Other nights beneath low clouds threatening rain they never gave.

The cold always found its way in.

And the silence grew thick out there, broken only by the horse’s breathing or the crackle of the little fires he lit each night with his worn flint.

He and Rusty crossed narrow rivers and dried creek beds. Places where the earth turned red, then pale, then hard as iron.

Small towns made from tired houses.

Others hardly deserving names at all.

Sometimes he stopped for supplies.

Sometimes he kept riding.

The landscape changed.

He didn’t.

Every mile carried him farther from the place where everything ended.

And closer to Hollow Ford.

The place he once called home.
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The heat was merciless.

Midday sun poured across the valley as Caleb Vane rode the trail home.

He recognized the dry hills and the scattered old fences.

Hollow Ford was close.

During the journey he’d crossed paths with stagecoaches, traders, and lonely men drifting from one nowhere town to the next, but he hadn’t stopped for anybody.

Not until that day.

A Black man lay beside the road against a rock. Blood spilled from his stomach, pooling dark beneath him.

Caleb slowed Rusty to a stop.

He climbed down and stepped closer.

The man was soaked through with blood and sweat. His skin looked like wet clay.

“Don’t look too good,” Caleb said plainly, without alarm.

“Ain’t exactly my best day.”

The corner of Caleb’s mouth twitched, gone almost before it appeared.

“What happened?”

“Three men...” Every word came slow and stripped bare. “Took my wagon and shot me.”

“Why?”

“Don’t know. Reckon there was somethin’ about my face they didn’t care for.”

“I see.”

Caleb crouched and lifted the man’s shirt without asking.

Gunshot wound to the belly.

Still bleeding, though slower now. Thick and dark.

“You don’t gotta say it,” the man muttered when he saw Caleb’s face.

“Sorry.”

Caleb stood again.

“Doesn’t matter much now...” The man swallowed against the dry grit in his throat. “Outlived my wife and all three of my boys.” He stared up at the sky awhile. “Guess I’ll finally be seeing ’em again.”

Caleb watched him quietly.

Been years since he’d seen somebody meet death like that.

“What’s your name?”

“Samuel Cole, sir. Yours?”

“Caleb Vane.”

They looked at one another for a moment like animals recognizing something familiar in the other.

“Anything I can do for you, Samuel?”

“You got anything to drink?” He gave a weak breath of a laugh. “Dyin’ makes a man thirsty.”

Caleb nodded.

He walked to Rusty, pulled a canteen from the saddlebag, and came back.

“Only water.”

“Better’n nothing.”

Caleb held the canteen to his lips and tipped it carefully until Samuel pulled away.

“Thank you.”

Caleb nodded once and corked it again.

“Don’t take the eastern road,” Samuel said. “Those bastards headed that way.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

Samuel breathed out slow and looked around at the empty land.

“Ain’t such a bad place, is it?”

“No,” Caleb said. “About as good as any.”

“Yeah...” Samuel smiled faintly.

Minutes drifted by.

Clouds rolled in with them.

Caleb couldn’t offer comfort. But he could offer company.

So that’s what he did.

Stayed there in front of him. Silent. Motionless.

Watching.

“I had a good life, y’know?”

“Glad to hear it,” Caleb murmured.

“Wish I had my wagon here. Coulda shown you a picture of my family.”

Caleb listened with a compassion he thought had dried up years ago.

“Would’ve liked seeing their faces one more time.” Samuel’s voice weakened further. “Though I suppose it’s foolish talk. I’ll be with ’em soon enough.”

By late afternoon Samuel’s skin had gone pale as paper. His body shook from the cold creeping in beneath the heat. His breathing came uneven now, and the wound had taken on that sweet, cloying scent of death.

“Thank you... Mr. Vane...” Samuel whispered through chattering teeth. “Thank you for stayin’...”

Caleb looked at him, knowing the end was close.

“You’re a good man...”

Over the next few minutes Samuel’s breaths grew farther apart.

Then stopped altogether.

Caleb stood there in silence, wondering whether somebody would sit beside him when his own time came.

He mounted Rusty and looked toward the sky.

Maybe an hour of daylight left.

Then he turned east.

It was near dark when he spotted the fire in the distance.

Caleb drew his Colt and checked the cylinder.

Habit.

Always habit.

He climbed down from the saddle and walked straight toward the flames.

As he got closer he made out a wagon, four horses, and three men drinking and hollering around the fire.

Closer still.

Until they saw him.

“Well now,” one of them called. “Looks like we got company.”

“What the hell d’you want?” barked the drunkest of the three.

Caleb drew.

Three shots.

Three bullets.

Three dead men.

Death beat the flash.

Caleb walked to the wagon, climbed up against one wheel, and searched through Samuel Cole’s belongings.

He kept digging until he found the photograph.

“You had yourself a beautiful family,” he whispered, barely moving his lips.

After searching the rest, he took the ammunition, the money, and a shovel.

He paused beside Rusty, stroked the horse’s mane, adjusted the reins, and mounted up.

Then he rode back the way he came while night gathered behind him.

When he returned, he waved the flies off Samuel’s body.

That night he dug beside the road.

When the hole was deep enough, he lowered Samuel Cole into the earth and placed the family photograph over his chest.

A sidelong glance. No words.

Then Caleb took the shovel and covered the grave.

He rested beside it awhile.

And when the first light touched the land, he rode on.
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The old Vane farm rested beyond the edge of Hollow Ford.

Caleb had been born there. Same as his father. Same as his grandfather before him.

To reach it, he avoided riding through town and took the longer road instead.

When he climbed down from Rusty, he recognized the fence right away. He’d built it as a boy beside his father, swinging a hammer near as old as the house itself.

He looked over the property.

He recognized it.

But it no longer felt like his.

Some things had changed. The barn wore fresh red paint now. A few boards had been replaced. But the important parts were still standing, stubborn against the years.

He opened the gate and led Rusty through.

The horse looked uneasy too.

As Caleb guided him toward the trough, Rusty gave a nervous whinny and resisted the reins.

“We’re home, Rusty...”

The horse settled enough to let Caleb tie him off, though the unease never quite left him.

Then suddenly—

Barking.

Sharp and frantic.

Both of them turned.

Hope.

Lucy’s dog.

Their dog.

The old mutt barked furiously from the yard.

“Hope... It’s me...”

The dog, gray around the muzzle now, kept barking.

“It’s me. It’s Caleb.”

He crouched slightly, letting the dog catch his scent, thinking maybe memory lived deeper than time.

It didn’t.

Hope startled backward and retreated as fast as his old legs allowed.

The noise brought a woman out onto the porch.

Sadie.

Caleb
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