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​Chapter 1: The Ghost of Nashville

[image: ]


The tire hit the pavement with a rhythmic, punishing thud—a flat-spotted reminder of how long I’d been driving, and how little I cared about the car I was destroying. It was the sound of a career ending. Thump. Thump. Thump. I’d been driving since the lights of the Opry went dark behind me, moving west until the humidity of Tennessee gave way to the dry, thin air of the high desert. I crossed the valley line, and the vents immediately filled with the scent of dry sagebrush. It’s a sharp, unforgiving smell. It doesn't care if you're a platinum-selling artist or a man with three dollars in his checking account. It just smells like the truth.

I reached for the dial, looking for something to drown out the noise of my own head, but the local station got there first. It was the opening riff of 'Midnight in Tennessee.' My song. The one that spent six weeks at number one while I was busy losing my mind in a hotel room in Vegas. Hearing your own voice when you're at rock bottom is a special kind of torture. I sounded so happy. So sure of myself. It was a cheerful, three-minute lie packaged for radio play. I killed the power before the first chorus hit. The silence that followed was heavy, pressing against my eardrums like deep water.

I pulled the truck over at the Vantage Point Ridge, the gravel crunching under my ruined tires. I didn't get out. I couldn't yet. I just sat there, my hands still gripping the steering wheel as if I were afraid the world might tilt if I let go. My knuckles were white, the skin stretched tight over bones that felt brittle. I looked at the calluses on my palms, the ones that had softened during a decade of holding nothing heavier than a custom-made Gibson and a glass of expensive bourbon. They were a performer's hands now. Useless for anything but making a pretty sound. Below me, the Sterling Ranch looked like a small, green thumbprint against the encroaching brown of the valley. To the east, the city lights flickered on the horizon, glowing like a predatory animal waiting for the right moment to strike.

There's a specific kind of dread that comes with realizing you have nowhere else to run. I looked at my reflection in the rearview mirror. I looked older than thirty-two. I looked like a man who had spent his luck and found out the currency was non-refundable. My eyes were bloodshot, the skin underneath them dark and bruised from a week of not sleeping and too much of the wrong kind of medicine. I was home, but the lights in the main house felt like a warning rather than a welcome. The Sterling land was dying, and I was the ghost who had come back to watch the funeral.

I finally forced the door open, the hinge groaning in a way that sounded like a reproach. The wind hit me first, whistling through the pines like a choir of judgmental ancestors. It was cold, even for late spring, carrying the grit of mountain dust that settled on my skin and stuck to the sweat on my neck. It was a stark contrast to the velvet curtains and the heat of stage lights I’d lived under for a decade. I walked to the edge of the rocky outcropping, my boots slipping slightly on the loose shale. I wasn't wearing work boots. I was wearing handmade Italian leather that cost more than my first three trucks combined. They were already ruined.

From here, I could see the crawl of headlights along the valley floor—a white SUV moving with a slow, predatory intent near the southern boundary. Grady Vance’s people, probably. The developers treated the valley like a spreadsheet, a grid of potential profit just waiting for the right signatures. I felt a sudden, sharp spike of something that wasn't quite anger and wasn't quite shame. It was a protective instinct, a ghost of the boy who used to help his father mend fences until his fingers bled. But I didn't have the tools to act on it. I stood there, trembling with a latent hangover, my heart doing a jagged, irregular dance in my chest.

I reached down and grabbed a handful of dirt from the ridge. It was dry and lifeless, slipping through my fingers like ash. The land was bleeding, and I was the one who had left the gate open. Ten years ago, I thought I was escaping a sinking ship. I thought the music was my life raft. Now I was back, and the raft had holes in the bottom, and the ship was just a skeleton of iron and frustration. I looked down at the house, at the barn, at the places where I used to think I was someone important. The silence of the ridge was absolute, broken only by the wind and the distant, lonely hum of the valley.

I didn't call anyone. I didn't have anyone left to call who wouldn't just ask about the tour or the royalties. My agent had stopped answering three days ago. My label had sent a formal letter that used the word 'untenable' four times. I put the phone back in my pocket and leaned against the hood of the truck, watching the shadows stretch across the valley floor. The Sterling Ranch was a ruin of my own making, a graveyard of intentions I’d never quite managed to fulfill. I took a deep breath, the air tasting of sage and distance, and realized I was standing on the edge of the only thing I had left to lose.

The lights in the ranch house flickered once, then stayed steady. Silas was down there, probably sitting at the kitchen table with a stack of overdue invoices and a glass of warm beer. He’d hate me for coming back. He’d hate me for staying away. Most of all, he’d hate that I was right about the ranch being a cage. I pushed off the truck and got back inside, the flat-spotted tire thumping as I started the slow descent into the valley. I wasn't a star anymore. I wasn't even a singer. I was just a man with a hundred dollars in his pocket and a name that had started to sound like a curse.

I drove past the entrance to the lower pasture, the cedar posts weathered and leaning like old men in a church pew. The arena where Cassidy used to train the colts was overgrown with weeds, the ochre sand hidden under a layer of neglect. I didn't look too closely. I couldn't afford to see her face in my mind, not yet. I needed to find a place to hide before the sun came up and the world realized I was here. I pulled the truck into the shadows of the machine shed, the engine ticking as it died, and sat there in the dark. The silence was waiting for me. It had been waiting for ten years.
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​Chapter 2: Hard Angles and Heavy Hearts
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The dust in the Lower Pasture Arena doesn't just settle. It coats. It finds the creases in your boots and the deep, tired lines around your eyes until you’re just another part of the landscape, as weathered and gray as the cedar posts holding up the fence. I didn't mind the grit. It was the only thing that felt honest anymore.

I tightened my grip on the lunge line, my shoulder muscles burning with a familiar, surgical ache. The mustang at the other end of the rope was a three-year-old buckskin with a heart full of lightning and a deep-seated distrust of anything that walked on two legs. He didn't want to be here. Neither did I, most days.

“Easy,” I murmured, though the word was more for me than him. I watched the flick of his ears, the way his hindquarters bunched. He was thinking about bolting. He was thinking about the gap between the rails and the open range beyond it.

I shifted my weight, keeping my center of gravity low, my body a coiled spring of muscle and habit. Training horses wasn't about strength. It was about persistence. It was about being the one thing in their world that didn't move when they tried to shake it. I was good at that. I’d spent ten years being the thing that didn't move while everything else on the Sterling Ranch rotted from the inside out.

A movement near the gate caught my eye. Wes McCoy was leaning against the rail, his hat tipped low against the relentless afternoon sun. He wasn't doing anything—Wes rarely did anything quickly—but he was watching. And Wes only watched when something was about to break.

I didn't look at him. If I looked at him, I’d have to acknowledge the expression of pity he’d been wearing like a second skin for the last three years. I didn't want his pity. I wanted the buckskin to find his rhythm.

“Focus,” I snapped, and for a second, I wasn't sure if I was talking to the horse or the ghost of the boy who used to help me mend these fences. The buckskin caught the edge in my voice and reacted. He didn't just bolt; he exploded. A flurry of ochre sand and panicked hooves filled my vision as he bucked, the lunge line snapping taut and nearly jerking my arm from its socket.

I held on. I shouldn't have, but I did. My boots dragged through the sand, carving deep, ugly ruts in the circular track until the horse finally slowed, heaving and wild-eyed. We stood there for a long moment, both of us trembling, the only sound the ragged hitch of our breath and the distant, lonely call of a red-winged blackbird.

“You’re pushing him too hard, Cass,” Wes said, his voice like gravel grinding over stone. He didn't move from the fence. He didn't have to.

“He needs to learn,” I said, my throat dry. I wiped a streak of sweat and dust from my forehead with the back of my glove. “The world doesn't wait for him to be ready.”

Wes spat a stream of tobacco juice into the dirt. “The world don’t wait for nobody. But you can’t train the wild out of a thing by breaking its spirit. All you end up with is a ghost in a saddle.”

I didn't answer. I couldn't. I just wound the rope around my hand and led the horse toward the stalls, my spine as rigid as a fence post. I knew about ghosts. I lived with a whole ranch full of them.

The bunkhouse office was a six-by-eight-foot box of wood and desperation. It smelled of stale black coffee, the sharp, medicinal tang of hoof ointment, and the slow, ink-stained death of a family legacy. I sat at the desk, the single lamp casting a yellow, unforgiving light over the stacks of invoices that had begun to look like a mountain I couldn't climb.

I pulled the ledger toward me. The red ink was everywhere. It bled across the pages like an open wound, marking the feed costs we couldn't cover, the vet bills for Ma’s old mare, and the property taxes that were three months overdue. Silas was supposed to be handling the books, but Silas was busy drinking his resentment in the machine shed, surrounded by tractors that hadn't breathed life in a decade.

The numbers didn't lie. They didn't have to. We were sinking, and the water was already at our chins. I leaned back, my head thumping against the wall, and closed my eyes. I could feel the weight of it—the Sterling name, the dirt, the history—pressing down on my chest until I could barely draw air.

The door creaked open, and I didn't have to look up to know it was Jo. She brought the scent of woodsmoke and cheap lager from the Rusty Spur with her, a sensory intrusion that felt like a lifeline.

“You look like hell, Cassidy,” she said, dropping a cold tin of beer onto the desk next to the ledger. She didn't ask if I wanted it. She knew I did.

“I’m busy, Jo,” I said, my voice flat. I didn't touch the beer. If I touched it, I’d have to stop looking at the numbers. And if I stopped looking at the numbers, they might grow while I wasn't watching.

“You’re staring at a funeral arrangement,” Jo countered, leaning against the doorframe. “Grady Vance was in the bar today. He was talking about golf courses and gated communities. He looked real happy, Cass. Too happy.”

My hand tightened around the edge of the desk. The wood was scarred, notched by decades of men who had sat here trying to figure out how to keep the land from eating them alive. I was just the latest in a long line of failures.

“Let him talk,” I said. “Talk is cheap. The land isn't.”

“It is when you can’t pay the taxes on it,” Jo said, her voice softening. She walked over and put a hand on my shoulder, but I pulled away. I couldn't afford tenderness. Tenderness was a luxury for people who didn't have six figures of debt and a matriarch who forgot their name every other Tuesday.

“I’ll fix it,” I said. “I always fix it.”

“You’re a horse trainer, not a miracle worker. Silas is a mess, and Ma... well, Ma is Ma.” Jo sighed, her eyes moving to the window. “Wes said you nearly got your arm ripped off today.”

“Wes talks too much.”

“Wes worries. We all worry. You’ve been mending this fence by yourself for ten years, Cassidy. At some point, the wood just gives out.”

She left then, leaving the beer and the silence behind. I picked up the tin, the condensation cold against my palm, and walked to the window. To the east, the lights of the city flickered on the horizon, glowing like a predatory animal waiting for the right moment to strike. They were coming for us. They’d been coming for us since the day the first Sterling put a spade in the ground.

I looked down at the ledger one last time. I wanted to scream. I wanted to throw the book through the window and watch it vanish into the dark. Instead, I picked up my pen and started a new column. I was a scientist of survival. I documented things. I measured the decline. I didn't feel—I functioned.

But then I thought about the buckskin. I thought about the way he’d bucked, not out of malice, but out of fear. He’d seen the cage closing in and he’d fought the only way he knew how. I understood him. I was the one holding the rope, but I was just as trapped as he was.

The office felt smaller than it had ten minutes ago. The walls were closing in, smelling of old paper and the ghosts of men who had died under the weight of this room. I stood up, my chair scraping harshly against the floor, and walked out into the night. The air was cool, carrying the scent of sagebrush and distance, a sharp reminder of the world beyond the fence line.

I didn't go to the main house. I didn't go to the bunkhouse. I walked toward the barn, my boots crunching on the gravel, until I reached the stall where the buckskin was waiting. He didn't move when I approached. He just stood there in the shadows, his breath a soft, rhythmic huff in the quiet.

“It’s just me,” I whispered, reaching out to touch the velvet of his nose. He flinched, then stayed. He was tired. I was tired. We were both just waiting for the world to tilt.

I stood there for a long time, listening to the horses shift in their stalls, the sound of the ranch breathing around me. It was a dying animal, but it was still alive. And as long as it was breathing, I had to keep holding the rope. I didn't know how much longer I could do it, but I knew I wouldn't be the one to let go first.

I walked back toward my small room in the bunkhouse, my shoulders heavy. I didn't look at the ridge. I didn't look at the city. I just looked at the dirt under my feet, the only thing that had never lied to me. I went inside and shut the door, the click of the latch sounding like a period at the end of a long, exhausting sentence. I didn't sleep well.
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​Chapter 3: The Return of the Prodigal Son
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The tire hit the pavement with a rhythmic, punishing thud—a flat-spotted reminder of how long I’d been driving and how little I cared about the truck I was destroying. It was the sound of a legacy ending. Thump. Thump. Thump.

I pulled onto the shoulder of the road leading up to the Vantage Point Ridge, the engine ticking as it cooled in the gathering twilight. Below me, the Sterling Ranch looked like a small, green thumbprint against the encroaching brown of the valley’s development. It was a ghost of its former self, a patch of defiance fighting against a world that had moved on while I was busy losing my mind in Nashville.

I gripped the steering wheel, my knuckles white against the leather. I looked at my hands—my palms were soft, the calluses of my youth replaced by the smooth skin of a man who’d spent a decade holding nothing heavier than a Gibson and a glass of expensive bourbon. The silence out here was deafening, a sharp contrast to the roar of the crowds that had sustained me until my spectacular fall from grace on national television.

I looked at my reflection in the rearview mirror. Haggard. Older. Broke. I had a hundred dollars in my pocket and a reputation in tatters. Standing on the edge of this ridge, I realized there’s a specific kind of dread that comes with realizing you have nowhere else to run. The lights in the main house flickered on, glowing like a warning rather than a welcome.

I put the truck in gear and rolled down the drive, the gravel crunching under my ruined tires. I wasn't a platinum-selling artist anymore. I was an outsider in the only place I’d ever truly belonged.

The front door of the main house didn’t creak; it groaned, as if the wood itself resented the weight of my hand. I stepped into the kitchen, and for a second, the smell hit me—cinnamon and floor wax. It was the scent of my childhood, a warm, yellow-painted lie that suggested everything was exactly as I’d left it.

Silas was standing by the sink. He looked like a man made of diesel and spite, his shoulders broader but heavier, hunched under a weight I’d been too selfish to share. He didn't move. He didn't offer a hug or a handshake. He just turned off the faucet and let the silence stretch until it felt like deep water pressing against my eardrums.

"Look at you," Silas said, his voice a gravelly insult. "The golden boy comes crawling back once the glitter wears off. You smell like a barroom floor and a bad decisions, Beau."

"Good to see you too, Silas," I said, trying to find the charisma that usually acted as my armor. It felt thin, like a costume that no longer fit. "I heard things were... tight."

Silas laughed, a harsh, dry sound that had no humor in it. He walked to the table and threw a stack of papers down. They didn't slide; they landed with the heavy thud of reality. Past-due notices. Foreclosure warnings. A map of the valley with Grady Vance’s firm’s logo stamped on the margins.

"Tight isn't the word for it," Silas said, leaning his calloused hands on the table. "The ranch is bleeding out, and you’re just another mouth to feed. What are you here for? A place to hide? Or are you looking for your cut of the dirt so you can sell it to the highest bidder?"

"I'm not selling anything," I muttered, looking at the floor. The linoleum was worn thin in front of the sink, a map of Ma’s years of labor. "I just want to help."

"Help?" Silas stepped closer, the smell of grease and frustration rolling off him. "You want to help? Then put down the guitar and pick up a shovel. But we both know you won't. You'll stay until the silence gets too loud, and then you'll vanish again. You’re a performer, Beau. And I’m done being your audience."

The door to the hallway swung open, and Ma stepped into the room. She was wearing an apron that smelled of vanilla extract, her hair a frazzled halo of white. Her eyes were bright, but they were focused on something three feet behind my left shoulder.

"Is that you, Henry?" she asked, her voice soft and wandering. "You're late for supper. The biscuits are going cold, and I told you the boys would be hungry after the branding."

My heart did a slow, painful roll in my chest. Henry was my father. He’d been in the ground for five years. I took a step toward her, my hand reaching out. "Ma? It's me. It's Beau."

She stopped, her head tilting like a bird’s. She looked at me then, really looked at me, but there was no spark of recognition. I was just a stranger in her kitchen, a man with a familiar face and a hollowed-out soul. She didn't see the son she’d cried over; she saw a ghost she didn't know how to name.

"Beau's in Nashville," she said firmly, a small, proud smile touching her lips. "He's on the radio. He’s going to be a star, you know. He’s coming home for Christmas, and he’s going to buy us that new baler Silas wants."

I felt the guilt then—a visceral, crushing weight that made it hard to breathe. My betrayal wasn't just leaving; it was the fact that I’d let her believe in a version of me that never existed. I’d sold her a cheerful, three-minute lie, and now she was trapped in it.

"I'm here, Ma," I whispered, my voice breaking. I touched her hand, her skin like parchment over fine bone. "I'm right here."

She pulled her hand away, not out of anger, but to adjust the single candle burning on the kitchen table. It was her way of lighting the way home for sons who had already arrived but were still lost. She started humming a melody—a song I hadn't heard in years, something low and mournful that sounded like the wind through the pines.

"He’ll be here soon," she murmured, turning back toward the stove. "I have to keep the light on. He gets lost in the dark."

I looked at Silas. He was watching me with a look of pure, unadulterated loathing. He didn't have to say it. I’d spent ten years chasing a spotlight while he’d spent ten years watching our mother’s mind fray into nothing. I’d traded the truth for a melody, and this was the price.

"Get out of my sight, Beau," Silas said, his voice low and dangerous. "Go to the bunkhouse. If you're still here at four A.M., maybe I'll find something for you to do. But don't you dare think you're home. You're just a guest who stayed too long."

I didn't argue. I couldn't. I walked out of the house, the cool night air hitting me like a physical blow. The scent of dry sagebrush filled my lungs—sharp, unforgiving, and honest. It didn't care about my records or my regrets. It just smelled like the truth.

I stood in the darkness, looking toward the barn where the horses shifted and blew in their stalls. Somewhere in there was Cassidy. Somewhere in there was the woman who’d known me before I was a headline, and I knew her judgment would be even more brutal than Silas’s.

I reached into my pocket and touched the crumpled hundred-dollar bill. It felt like a joke. A decade of my life, and this was what was left. I wasn't a prodigal son. I was just a man with nowhere else to run, standing on the edge of a nightmare I’d built with my own two hands.

I walked toward the bunkhouse, my boots clicking on the hard-packed dirt. The stars were bright out here, cold and distant, offering no comfort. I had to fix this. I didn't know how, and I didn't know if I deserved to, but the look in Ma’s eyes had changed something inside me. The shame had shifted into a quiet, desperate resolve.

I wouldn't run. Not this time. I would stay until the dirt under my fingernails was real, and the music in my head was finally quiet. I was a Sterling, and it was time I started acting like one, even if I had to break every bone in my body to prove it.
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​Chapter 4: A Town of Long Memories
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The neon sign for The Rusty Spur hummed with a low, electric buzz, flickering just enough to make the gravel in the parking lot look like shifting shadows. I sat in my truck for a long minute, watching the door swing open and shut. Each time it did, a burst of Waylon Jennings and the scent of frying oil spilled out into the cool valley air. It was a siren song for the broken, and God knows I fit the bill.

I caught my reflection in the side mirror and tried to smooth down my hair, but there wasn't enough vanity left in me to make a difference. I looked like a man who had been chewed up by a city made of glass and spit out onto the dirt. I stepped out, my boots crunching on the stones, and the weight of my own name felt like a physical burden on my shoulders. In Nashville, I was a cautionary tale; here, I was a ghost who had forgotten to stay dead.

The interior of the bar was exactly as I remembered it—dim, cramped, and smelling of cedar shavings and stale beer. The sound of pool balls clacking together in the back was the only thing that didn't stop when I walked in. Every other noise died a sudden, violent death. The conversation at the far end of the bar withered. A man in a sweat-stained Stetson paused with a longneck halfway to his mouth, his eyes narrowing as he tracked my movement toward the bar.

It was the silence of a town that didn't just have a long memory; it had a grudge. I felt like a trespasser in a museum dedicated to my own failures. I kept my eyes on the scuffed wood of the bar top, finding a stool at the end, as far from the center of attention as I could get without sitting in the supply closet.

Jolene Miller was at the tap, her back to me. She was wearing a faded flannel with the sleeves rolled up, her dark hair pulled into a knot that looked like it had been tied in a hurry. She didn't turn around right away. She finished pouring a pitcher, set it on the counter, and then wiped her hands on a rag with a deliberation that made my stomach do a slow, uncomfortable roll.

"I heard you were back," Jo said, finally turning. She didn't smile. She didn't look shocked. She just leaned her elbows on the bar and looked at me with the kind of clinical detachment usually reserved for a highway accident. "Word travels fast when the prodigal son returns in a truck that sounds like it’s being held together by spite and baling wire."

"Hello, Jo," I said, my voice sounding thin even to my own ears. "I see the hospitality in this town hasn't changed much."

"Hospitality is for guests, Beau. You're just a complication." She reached under the bar and pulled out a bottle of cheap lager, sliding it toward me without me having to ask. "On the house. Consider it a sympathy drink for whatever it is you think you're doing back here."

I picked up the bottle, the glass cold against my palm. "I'm just working the ranch, Jo. Trying to help Silas."

Jo barked out a laugh that had a sharp, jagged edge to it. "Helping Silas. That’s a good one. You should write a song about that. Maybe call it 'Too Little, Ten Years Too Late.' You want to help? Go find a time machine and come back the night your daddy died. Or maybe show up for one of the three times Cassidy almost lost that arena to the bank."

I flinched. The mention of Cassidy felt like a fresh bruise being pressed. I took a long pull of the beer, the bitter taste grounding me. "I know I messed up."

"You didn't just mess up, Beau. You vanished. There's a difference." She leaned closer, her voice dropping into a low, dangerous register. "You were the golden voice. The one who was going to put this valley on the map. And instead, you just used it as a launchpad and forgot to look back until you ran out of fuel. Don't expect us to throw you a parade just because you finally hit the ground."

I looked past her, my gaze wandering to the hallway leading toward the restrooms. Tacked to the wood, right next to a flyer for a missing cow, was a yellowed, peeling poster. It was from my first headlining tour, eight years ago. My face looked back at me—young, arrogant, and glowing with the kind of confidence that only comes from not knowing how hard you’re about to fall. The edges were curled, and someone had drawn a mustache on me in black sharpie, but it was still me.

Seeing that boy felt like looking at a stranger. He looked so sure that the world owed him a chorus. I remembered the night that photo was taken; I’d been in a hotel in Austin, feeling like I’d finally escaped the gravity of the Sterling name. Now, standing here with dirt under my fingernails and a bank account that wouldn't buy a decent saddle, I realized that boy had been a three-minute lie packaged for radio play.

"He was a lot more fun than you are," a voice said from my right.

I turned to see Deputy Miller leaning against the bar. He looked solid in his uniform, his badge catching the dim light. We’d played football together in high school. I’d thrown the passes, and he’d done the blocking. Now, his hand stayed hooked near his belt, his posture cautious, as if I were a stray dog that might turn and bite.

"Deputy," I said, nodding.

"Beau." He didn't use my first name like a friend. He used it like an identification. "Saw the truck out front. Figured you’d make your way here sooner or later. Just wanted to make sure we weren't going to have any of those Nashville-style headlines in my town."

"I'm just having a beer, Miller. No headlines. I'm just a ranch hand now."

"A ranch hand," Miller repeated, his eyes drifting to the poster on the wall. "That's a hell of a career move. Most people go from the dirt to the stage, not the other way around. Just keep it quiet, Beau. People here... they don't have much, but they have their pride. Seeing you walk back in here like you still own the place? It doesn't sit well."

"I don't own anything," I said, and the truth of it tasted worse than the cheap beer. "I think everyone in this room knows that better than I do."

I stood up, leaving half the bottle on the counter. The air in the Spur felt heavy, pressing against my lungs like deep water. I needed to get out before the nostalgia turned into something I couldn't swallow. As I walked toward the door, I passed the poster again. I reached out, my thumb catching on the peeling corner of the paper, tempted to rip it down. But I stopped. Leaving it there felt like a necessary penance—a reminder that the man I used to be was just a ghost haunting a hallway.

I pushed through the door into the night. The scent of dry sagebrush was waiting for me, sharp and unforgiving. It didn't care if I was a star or a failure. It just smelled like the truth. I looked up at the stars, cold and distant over the ridge, and realized the hardest part of coming home wasn't the silence of the people who stayed. It was the noise of the man I’d tried to be, finally screaming that he was gone.

I drove back to the ranch with the radio off, the hum of the engine the only thing filling the cab. When I pulled into the yard, the bunkhouse was dark, but a single light was burning in the office window of the barn. Cassidy. I knew she was in there, probably staring at the same red ink that was drowning the rest of us. I thought about going in, about saying something—anything—to bridge the gap, but I didn't have the words yet. I was still just a collection of broken chords and bad timing.

I walked to the bunkhouse, my feet heavy on the hard-packed dirt. Tomorrow was four A.M. Tomorrow was more stalls and more judgment. I went inside, the smell of old leather and woodsmoke wrapping around me like a shroud. I didn't turn on the light. I just sat on the edge of the narrow cot and waited for the morning, wondering if you could ever really mend a fence when the posts had been rotten for a decade.

The silence of the room was absolute, but in my head, I could still hear the clack of those pool balls, echoing like an accusation. I lay back and closed my eyes, the image of that yellowed poster burned into my eyelids. I wasn't the golden boy anymore. I was just a man with a hundred dollars and a house full of people who wished I were still a thousand miles away. It was a start, I suppose. A bitter, honest start.

I did not sleep well.
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