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Chapter One: The Man in the Dust
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The wind came first.

It slid across the flats low and dry, dragging grit against stone and skin, worrying the land the way it had worried men for generations. It smelled of sunburned earth and old blood, the kind of wind that carried no promise of rain and no mercy for anything that moved too slow.

Deputy Marshal Caleb Rourke stood on the rise with his boots set firm, heels dug into gravel. Below him, sprawled in the dust like something already claimed by the ground, lay Thomas Finch.

Smoke drifted from the muzzle of Rourke’s rifle in a thin gray ribbon, curling upward before the wind tore it apart. The shot had been clean. Rourke always shot clean. Finch’s shoulder had taken the bullet straight through, flesh torn but bone spared. Painful. Weakening. Not fatal.

Rourke hadn’t meant it to be.

Finch lay face-down, cheek pressed into dirt, his right arm stretched forward as if reaching for something just beyond his grasp. The Colt revolver lay half-buried a foot away, sunlight flashing dull on the brass grip. Finch’s fingers were close enough to brush it, far enough to die trying.

Rourke didn’t move.

He counted slowly in his head, the way he always did after a shot. One. Two. Three. He counted to ten. He always counted to ten. It gave a man time to decide if he was finished or foolish.

At seven, Finch groaned.

At eight, his fingers twitched.

At nine, Rourke shifted his weight, gravel crunching under his boot.

Finch froze.

“Don’t,” Rourke said.

His voice was calm, almost gentle, carried easily over the open ground. It wasn’t a warning. It was instruction.

The wind sighed between them.

“Roll slow,” Rourke said. “Hands where I can see them.”

Finch lay still for another long breath, then obeyed. He rolled onto his side first, jaw clenched tight, then onto his back, blinking against the sun. Sweat cut clean tracks through the grime on his face. His hat was gone. His hair was dark with dust and blood.

The blood showed now — a dark bloom spreading across his shirt, seeping steadily from the shoulder wound. Not fast enough to kill him. Fast enough to remind him it might.

“You always did aim careful,” Finch rasped. “Even when you shouldn’t.”

Rourke studied him from where he stood. The years had sharpened Finch, pared him down to hard angles and wary eyes. But under the dirt and pain, he was still the same man Rourke had once ridden with. Same crooked smile trying to break through. Same defiance, even flat on his back.

“Shouldn’t have run,” Rourke said.

Finch laughed — a short, broken sound that ended in a cough. He turned his head and spat red into the dirt. “You wouldn’t’ve done different.”

Rourke didn’t answer.

Some truths didn’t need speaking.
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Chapter Two: Cimarron Crossing
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The trail had started in Cimarron Crossing three weeks earlier, though Rourke hadn’t known it at the time.

Cimarron Crossing was the kind of town men passed through and forgot — two muddy streets, a clapboard bank, a saloon that smelled of old beer and new lies. Trouble didn’t live there. It only stopped by now and then.

That morning, it stayed.

The bank clerk’s body lay behind the counter, sprawled awkwardly, one arm twisted beneath him. His skull had been split clean with a pistol butt. No bullet hole. Finch never wasted lead if he could help it.

Rourke stood over the body while the town marshal talked himself hoarse nearby.

“No mask,” the marshal kept saying. “Didn’t even try to hide his face. Just walked in like he owned the place.”

“What’d he take?” Rourke asked.

“Six hundred. Maybe more.”

Rourke nodded. Six hundred would last Finch a month. Maybe two if he was careful. Finch had never been careful.

Rourke crouched behind the counter, studying the floor. A scuffed boot mark. A smear of blood dragged toward the door. Finch had been in a hurry — or hurt.

That should’ve told Rourke something right then.

Instead, he mounted up and rode east.
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Chapter Three: Burned Ground
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Two days later, Rourke reached the ranch house east of Arroyo Wells.

There was nothing left but blackened beams and a chimney standing like a gravestone. The smell of smoke still hung in the air, heavy and sour. Chickens wandered loose in the yard, confused and half-starved.

A woman sat on a stump near the ruins, wrapped in a blanket someone had given her. Her eyes were red and hollow, fixed on nothing.

“He came at dusk,” she said when Rourke asked. “Didn’t shout. Didn’t threaten. Just told us to clear out.”

“Did you?” Rourke asked.

Her mouth trembled. “My husband argued.”

Rourke looked at the ground. He didn’t need to ask the rest.

“He didn’t shoot him,” she said quickly. “Just hit him. Took our horses. Set the fire himself.”

“Did he say his name?” Rourke asked.

She nodded slowly. “Didn’t have to. I knew him.”

That was when Rourke felt the weight settle in his gut.

Finch wasn’t just running.

He was shedding pieces of himself along the way.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four: Old Roads
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Rourke followed Finch south, then west, then south again. The trail bent and doubled back, as if Finch wasn’t sure where he was headed — only where he wasn’t going.

Each town left something behind.

A beaten gambler outside Piedra Roja.
A freight wagon abandoned with its team cut loose.
A burned campfire ringed with empty bottles and blood-stained bandages.
Finch was hurt. Badly enough that he couldn’t stop long. Badly enough that he was making mistakes.

Rourke knew what that meant.

A cornered man didn’t always turn and fight. Sometimes he ran straight toward the worst thing he could imagine, just to outrun the rest.

And Finch was running toward something.
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Chapter Five: What the Badge Costs
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At night, Rourke dreamed of old rides and younger men.

He dreamed of Finch laughing by a fire, boots off, passing a bottle. He dreamed of himself with a new badge pinned to his vest, believing in lines that were clear and choices that were easy.

Morning always burned those dreams away.

The badge was heavier now. It always grew heavier with time.

By the third week, word had spread ahead of Rourke. Doors closed quicker. Guns showed more often. Finch’s name traveled faster than he did, growing darker with every telling.

Dead or alive.

That was what the warrant said.

Rourke folded the paper and tucked it back into his coat.

He’d never liked how easy those words were to write.
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Chapter Six: The Last Rise
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The trail ended where the land opened wide and empty, a stretch of hard country where the earth rose in shallow ridges and the sky pressed down like a lid.

Rourke spotted Finch’s tracks just before noon.

Fresh.

He rode slow from there, rifle across his saddle, eyes scanning every rock and brush patch. Finch had always been clever with an ambush. But pain dulled cleverness.

The shot came from Finch’s side.

Rourke saw the muzzle flash and fired almost in the same breath. His bullet caught Finch mid-turn, spinning him down into the dust.

And now here they were.

The chase done.

The law standing.
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