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PART ONE: THE STRANGER ARRIVES
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Chapter 1: Dust and Stars

The desert did not ask questions.

It simply waited — patient as geology, vast as indifference — while the sun hammered the red earth into submission and the sky above it turned the particular shade of blue that only existed in places where no one had yet thought to build a roof.

He came from the south.

That much the old Paiute woman sitting outside the trading post at Carvell's Crossing could say with certainty. She had been sitting in the same spot since before sunrise, watching the road the way old women watch things — without urgency, without expectation, but missing nothing.

He came from the south, and he came alone.

The horse was the first remarkable thing. Black as a winter midnight, standing seventeen hands if it stood an inch, with a chest like a church door and legs that moved with the unhurried precision of something that had never once stumbled in its life. Its eyes — and the old woman noticed this, because she had spent seventy years reading the faces of horses — were not the eyes of an animal. They were calm in a way that went beyond training or temperament. They were calm the way still water is calm. The way a man is calm when he knows something you don't.

The rider matched his mount.

He wore black from hat brim to boot heel. The hat was a wide-brimmed affair pulled low against the sun, throwing his face into a geography of shadow and angle. What the old woman could see of that face was lean and weathered, with a jaw that looked as though it had been cut rather than grown, and eyes — when he passed close enough for her to catch them — that were a colour she could not quite name. Not brown. Not grey. Something in between, or something beyond, as if the spectrum of human iris had not quite accounted for whatever had put that particular light behind them.

He rode easy in the saddle. Too easy. Most men fought their horses to some degree — small adjustments, small corrections, the constant negotiation between human will and animal nature. This man simply sat, as if the horse beneath him were an extension of his own thinking, as if the two of them had long ago resolved whatever philosophical differences might once have existed between a man and his mount.

On his right hip rode a Colt 1860, the walnut grip worn smooth as river stone. On his saddle scabbard, a Henry repeating rifle in the same year's manufacture — though both, had anyone examined them very closely, contained certain small features that no gunsmith in the territory could quite explain. Tiny, seamless modifications. Buttons where no buttons should be. Mechanisms of a precision that belonged to no workshop the West had yet imagined.

Across his saddle horn, coiled with the casual expertise of long practice, lay a stock whip — twelve feet of plaited leather that could, in the right hands, remove a man's hat at twenty paces or split a rattlesnake down the middle without breaking stride.

The old Paiute woman watched him pass.

He did not look at her.

Then, ten yards past her, without turning his head, he raised two fingers from the reins in a brief, unhurried salute — the gesture of a man who sees everything and chooses what to acknowledge.

The old woman looked down at the bead-work in her lap.

"Wakan," she said softly, to no one in particular.

Strange. Sacred. Not of the ordinary world.

She said it without fear. She had lived too long for fear of the strange. But she said it with the careful respect one reserves for things one does not fully understand — and does not wish to provoke.

The black horse and its rider continued north.

Toward Picasso City.

Toward what was waiting there.
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The road to Picasso City ran through forty miles of high desert before dropping into a shallow valley where a river — the Picasso, named by a Spanish explorer with more education than sense — cut a green line through the ochre landscape. The valley had been unremarkable until 1857, when a prospector named Caleb Wren had dug his pick into the wrong hillside and found a seam of silver ore that widened with every foot he descended.

Three years later, Picasso City had a population of twelve hundred souls, a hotel, three saloons, a church, two brothels (neither of which anyone officially acknowledged), a sheriff's office with two cells, and a mayor who owned approximately sixty percent of everything that mattered.

It also had a mine.

The Towers Mine — named, with the particular lack of modesty that characterised its owner, after the man who had bought the claim from Caleb Wren for two hundred dollars cash and a promise of profit-sharing that had never quite materialised — went down four hundred feet into the hillside east of town and produced, on a good month, sufficient silver to make Mayor Slim Towers the wealthiest man within a hundred miles in any direction.

The mine was the town's heartbeat.

And like any heart, it was vulnerable.

The hills around Picasso City were Iowa territory. Had been for generations beyond counting — the Iowa people had hunted these valleys, camped by this river, and buried their dead on these hillsides long before the first Spanish explorer had given the river its awkward name. They had, for the most part, found a way to coexist with the white settlement growing in their valley. The previous chief — a man named Red Eagle, known for his patience and his diplomatic intelligence — had negotiated a careful peace: the mines could operate, the town could grow, but the hills remained Iowa land, and the Iowa people moved freely through them.

It had been, by the standards of 1860 on the American frontier, a remarkably civilised arrangement.

Red Eagle had died six months ago.

Officially, he had been shot by soldiers from Fort Trust during a misunderstanding at the river crossing. Officially.

His successor, a warrior known as One Knife, had assumed the chieftaincy in the traditional manner — by acclamation of the tribal council, in a ceremony conducted with appropriate solemnity and observed by the entire tribe.

What the tribe had not observed was what had happened the night before.
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The Black Rider crested the last rise before the valley at sunset, and pulled Emerald to a halt.

Below him, Picasso City spread itself along the river's edge like something that had been poured from a great height and allowed to find its own shape. The mine's head-frame was visible against the eastern hillside, a skeletal tower of timber and iron that somehow managed to look both industrial and forlorn. Smoke rose from a dozen chimneys. Somewhere in the distance, a piano was playing — badly, but with enthusiasm.

He sat for a long time, looking.

Query, came the thought — not spoken, but transmitted through the near-invisible filament that ran beneath the brim of his hat, connecting at the temporal lobe with the neural-interface chip seated against his brainstem. The communication was instantaneous, intimate, and entirely undetectable by any technology this planet had yet produced.

Query: Assessment of settlement.

He answered in the same channel — thought, not voice.

Population approximately twelve hundred. Primary industry: mineral extraction. Social structure: hierarchical, with economic dominance held by a single individual. Political structure: nominal democracy, actual oligarchy. Indigenous relations: deteriorating. Conflict probability: high.

Recommendation?

Observation protocol. Standard insertion. Minimum contact.

Understood.

He touched his heels to Emerald's flanks.

Emerald did not need the signal — the horse had processed the same visual data through its own enhanced perception systems and had already begun to descend the slope. The touch was habit. A courtesy. Something Tom O'Leary had learned in his years on this planet: that the gestures of connection mattered, even when they were technically unnecessary.

Perhaps especially then.

He rode down into the valley as the last light died, and the stars came out above Picasso City in their thousands — brilliant and cold and indifferent, the way stars always are.

He looked up at them briefly.

He knew most of them by name.

Not the names the humans had given them.
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