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Chapter One
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Dust boiled up the length of Gunsight’s main street, thick as smoke and just as blinding. It clung to boots and window ledges, rolled into doorways, and turned every breath into grit. Folks would remember that dust later, when they tried to explain how trouble came riding so fast it felt sudden—but it wasn’t sudden at all. It had been building for weeks.

Cal Rourke felt it before he heard the shot.

His bay gelding shied under him, hooves skidding on hard-packed earth as Cal twisted in the saddle, one hand tight on the reins, the other already reaching back. A gun cracked behind him—sharp, close, and angry—and a puff of dirt kicked up where the street met the hitch rail. Someone was shooting to stop him, not scare him.

That told Cal everything he needed to know.

He leaned forward, heels down, voice low and firm. The horse surged ahead, muscles bunching, dust exploding beneath its hooves. Cal didn’t look back again. Looking back was how men died in Gunsight.

The town flashed past in broken pieces: the false fronts of weathered buildings, the sagging porch of the mercantile, the dark mouth of the saloon already spilling men into the street. Someone shouted his name—maybe in warning, maybe in anger—but the words were torn apart by the wind of his passing.

Another shot rang out. This one was wilder. Cal grinned despite himself, teeth dry with dust. Whoever was firing hadn’t settled their nerves yet.

He cleared the last building at a gallop and cut hard toward the open ground beyond town, angling for the low draw that ran toward the hills. Gunsight fell away behind him, its wooden walls and narrow rules shrinking fast.

Only then did Cal risk a glance over his shoulder.

The man in the street stood planted, revolver out, coat flapping. He wasn’t a lawman—no badge, no calm. Just a man with anger in his eyes and a debt he thought could be collected at gunpoint. He fired again, the shot going wide as Cal crested the rise.

The hills swallowed the sound.

Cal eased the horse down to a hard lope once the town was out of sight. His heart hammered, not from fear but from the kind of clarity that came when a line had finally been crossed. He hadn’t planned to leave Gunsight like that. He’d meant to finish his business quiet, collect what he was owed, and ride on by sundown.

But Gunsight had other ideas.

He reached down and patted the gelding’s neck, feeling the tremor under the hide. “Easy,” he murmured. “You did right.”

Ahead, the land opened into broken country—sage, rock, and shallow gullies that promised cover if trouble followed. Cal rode on, the dust settling behind him, the town already fading into memory.

Back in Gunsight, men would argue over what Cal Rourke had done to earn a bullet. Some would say he’d cheated the wrong table. Others would swear he’d crossed a powerful man. A few would tell the truth, quietly, over whiskey: that Cal had refused to bend when bending was expected.

Out here, beyond the last building and the last excuse, none of that mattered.

Only the ride did. And whatever came next.
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Chapter Two
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Cal Rourke didn’t slow until Gunsight was a smear of dust and sun behind him.

The land opened hard and bare, rolling into low breaks and scattered rock where a man could disappear—or die unseen. Cal angled the gelding into a shallow wash, letting the horse blow while he listened. Wind whispered through sage. Somewhere far off, a hawk cried. No hooves yet. No shouted names. But Gunsight wasn’t done with him. Towns like that never were.

He swung down and checked the cinch with quick, practiced hands. The gelding’s sides heaved, sweat darkening the leather. “You’ll get your rest,” Cal said. “Just not yet.”

The trouble had started quiet. It always did.

Gunsight’s banker had smiled too easily when Cal asked about the money. A debt old as the town itself—work done, promises made, then buried under new faces and thicker pockets. Cal had asked once. Asked twice. The third time, the smile had gone thin, and a man named Harlan Pike had stepped in from the shadows with a hand already resting on his gun.

Pike hadn’t been wearing a badge. That was the worst part. He didn’t need one.

Cal mounted again and rode, keeping low, letting the wash guide him toward the broken hills. He knew this country well enough to respect it and well enough to use it. The trick was staying ahead long enough for the land to choose sides.

He topped a rise and reined in, scanning back toward town. Dust plumes now—two of them. Maybe three. Riders.

“So you chose,” Cal muttered.

He pushed the gelding again, heading for the rocks where the ground folded tight and the sun dropped early. If Pike wanted him bad enough, he’d come on. If not, Gunsight would pretend none of it had happened and bury Cal’s name the way it buried its debts.

The trail narrowed. Hooves clattered on stone. Cal’s jaw tightened. The gelding stumbled once, caught itself, and surged on. A rifle cracked somewhere behind him, the sound sharp and flat. The shot went wide, but it wasn’t meant to miss forever.

Cal didn’t answer with gunfire. Not yet. This wasn’t the street. This was country where a man could think—and bleed—at the same time.

By the time the sun slid low and the shadows stretched long, Cal found what he was looking for: a cut in the hills where the wind ran steady and the ground told stories to anyone patient enough to read them. He dismounted, led the horse into cover, and waited.

Hooves came closer. Voices, too—low, confident. Pike was with them. Cal could hear it in the way the others deferred, the way they laughed too loud.

Gunsight hadn’t sent its best men.

Cal rested his hand on the rifle across his knees and breathed slow. He hadn’t wanted this. But wanting didn’t count for much anymore.

The reckoning had followed him out of town.

And now it was close enough to smell.
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Chapter Three
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Night came down fast in the breaks.

One minute the land still held color—rust and gold clinging to the hills—and the next it was all shadow, the sky bruising purple as the sun dropped behind the ridgeline. Cal Rourke stayed where he was, crouched low among rock and scrub, the gelding tied back and quiet, rifle steady across his knees.

The riders came on careless.

They had town confidence on them—the kind that didn’t survive its first night away from boardwalks and whiskey lamps. Cal counted three shapes moving through the cut, their outlines loose, their voices carrying.

“Trail ends here,” one of them said.

“Don’t see him,” another answered. “Maybe he cut north.”

Pike’s voice came last, low and sharp. “He’s here. Man like Rourke doesn’t ride blind.”

Cal almost smiled.

He waited until they were close enough to hear leather creak and metal click. Close enough to see Pike’s hat brim tilt as he scanned the rocks. Close enough to make it count.

The first shot cracked the night open.

Cal fired once, clean and measured. The man in the lead dropped hard, his rifle clattering against stone. The sound echoed sharp, then died.

Chaos followed.

The remaining riders scattered, shouting, guns flashing wild. One shot sparked off rock near Cal’s head. Another kicked dirt where he’d been a heartbeat earlier. He shifted position, calm as he’d ever been, and fired again.

The second man screamed
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