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CHAPTER ONE
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THE COOK

Joe Haines joined the Circle B cattle drive under a name that was not his own.

To trail boss Wade Hollister, he was simply Haines—a quiet cook with a weathered chuck wagon, two iron skillets, and enough coffee to wake the dead.

No one asked where he came from.

That suited Joe.

By sunrise, he had biscuits browning over coals and bacon snapping in a pan. Twenty hungry cowboys gathered around the fire, holding tin plates and complaining as though starvation had nearly claimed them overnight.

Young Danny Cole studied a biscuit suspiciously.

“This thing could stop a bullet.”

Joe poured him coffee. “Then keep it in your shirt.”

The men laughed.

A good trail cook had to feed them, but Joe knew the work went deeper. He rose before everyone else, slept after they did, and kept track of what the outfit needed before anyone thought to ask.

By noon, the herd was moving north across the Texas plains.

Joe followed with the chuck wagon, watching the dust rise beneath two thousand cattle. Every distant rider made him uneasy.

Three months earlier, a man had died in Fort Griffin.

Joe had not killed him, but Sheriff Robert Rusk believed otherwise.

The dead man had been Rusk’s brother.

Joe had fled before a judge could hear the truth.

That evening, Wade sat beside the cook fire while the others rolled blankets across the grass.

“You have worked a drive before,” Wade said.

“A few.”

“You know cattle.”

“I know hungry cowboys.”

Wade smiled. “That may be harder.”

A rider came in from the herd carrying one hand against his side. Samuel Santos had been thrown when his horse stepped into a prairie-dog hole.

Joe helped him sit near the wagon.

“Feels like a cracked rib,” Samuel said.

Joe examined him carefully.

“You a doctor too?” Wade asked.

“Trail cook is many things.”

Joe wrapped Samuel’s ribs and gave him willow-bark tea for the pain.

Later, Danny found Joe washing blood from his hands.

“You saved him.”

“I helped him breathe easier.”

“My father said a man’s worth shows in what he does when nobody is paying him.”

Joe looked toward the dark prairie.

He had spent months running from men who believed the worst of him.

Perhaps this cattle drive was his chance to prove who he truly was.

Then a rider appeared against the moonlit horizon.

A silver star gleamed on his vest.
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CHAPTER TWO
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THE DOCTOR

The rider introduced himself as Deputy Marshal Buck Pike.

Joe kept his back turned while stirring beans over the fire.

Pike spoke privately with Wade, then rode through camp studying every face.

“Looking for a fugitive,” Danny whispered.

Joe handed him a plate. “Most lawmen are.”

“What did he do?”

“Killed a man in Fort Griffin.”

Joe’s hand tightened around the serving spoon.

Pike stopped beside the wagon.

“You Haines?”

“That is what they call me.”

“You ever spend time around Fort Griffin?”

“Passed through.”

The deputy studied him long enough to make the coffee seem cold.

Then a cry came from the remuda.

A horse had kicked Samuel in the leg.

Joe rushed across camp. Blood soaked Samuel’s trousers below the knee. The bone was not broken, but the cut was deep.

“Bring lanterns,” Joe ordered. “Danny, boil water. Wade, hold him still.”

Even Pike helped.

Joe cleaned the wound, stitched it with steady hands, and wrapped it tightly.

Samuel gripped the ground until the work was done.

“You learned that somewhere,” Pike said.

“Army hospital.”

Joe immediately regretted answering.

Pike’s eyes narrowed. “The wanted man was said to have served as an Army medic.”

The camp went silent.

Wade stepped between them.

“You planning to arrest my cook because he can sew a leg?”

“I am asking questions.”

“And he answered them.”

Pike looked at Joe again.

“I will be riding with you for a day or two.”

Joe returned to the wagon, knowing the deputy intended to watch him.

That night, he found Danny sitting alone beyond the firelight.

“My brother died two years ago,” Danny said. “I keep thinking I should have done something.”

“You were fourteen.”

“I was still there.”

Joe sat beside him.

“Grief makes a man believe he could have changed what happened. Most times, he could not.”

Danny stared toward the stars. “How do you stop feeling guilty?”

“You do not stop all at once. You carry it until it grows lighter.”

Danny nodded slowly.

Joe understood because he carried guilt too—not for murder, but for running.

The dead man in Fort Griffin had attacked a woman. Joe had intervened. Someone else had fired the fatal shot from the darkness.

Sheriff Rusk had arrived moments later and found Joe holding the dead man’s pistol.

The truth had sounded weak even to him.

Across camp, Deputy Pike watched from beside his horse.

Joe knew the law was getting closer.

But Samuel slept peacefully, and Danny no longer sat alone.

For one more night, Joe remained where he was needed.
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THE COUNSELOR

Three days later, the herd reached the Red Fork River.

Spring rain had swollen the crossing into a wide rush of brown water. Cattle crowded the bank, bawling and shifting nervously.

Wade studied the current.

“We cross today or lose two days riding east.”

The men disagreed loudly.

Some wanted to wait. Others insisted the water would rise higher.

Joe listened while cutting salt pork beside the wagon.

A trail cook heard everything.

Cowboys spoke freely near food, forgetting that the man stirring the pot had ears.

Wade finally approached him.

“What do you think?”

“I think your men are scared.”

“So am I.”

“Then tell them.”

Wade frowned. “A trail boss cannot show fear.”

“A good one can. He just cannot let fear make the decision.”

Wade sat on the wagon tongue.

Joe handed him coffee.

“You have crossed rivers before,” Joe said.

“Not with this many young hands.”

“Put your experienced riders in the water first. Let the boys see how it is done.”

Wade nodded.

“What about the deputy?”

Pike had continued with them, claiming he needed to search settlements farther north.

Joe knew better.

“He is waiting for me to make a mistake.”

Wade looked at him. “Should he be?”

Joe was silent.

“You have cooked for us, doctored Samuel, and talked Danny through a hard night,” Wade continued. “But every man has a back trail.”

Before Joe could answer, shouting rose near the herd.

Danny’s horse had slipped into the river.

The current pulled horse and rider downstream.

Joe grabbed a rope and ran.

He tied one end around a cottonwood and waded into the water. Wade and Samuel held the line as Joe fought toward Danny.

He caught the boy’s shirt and pulled him free of the saddle.

The men hauled both of them back to shore.

Danny coughed river water and clung to Joe.

“You came after me.”

“That is what friends do.”

Pike stood above them, his expression unreadable.

Later, after the herd crossed safely, Wade joined Joe beside the fire.

“You owe me the truth.”

Joe told him everything.

Wade listened without interruption.

When the story ended, he said, “Did anyone else see the shooting?”

“A woman named Ellen Pryor. She disappeared before Rusk questioned her.”

“Then find her.”

“The sheriff would catch me first.”

Wade looked toward the sleeping cowboys.

“Maybe you do not have to run alone anymore.”

For the first time since Fort Griffin, Joe believed that might be true.
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