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​CHAPTER ONE - The River's Bones
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The Salado at first light sounded like a creek. Two months ago it had been a river.

Doss held the roan at the bank and listened to the water find its way through stones that should have been three feet under. The sound was wrong — individual, particular, each stone producing its own note where there should have been a single voice of current. The air smelled of wet rock and something underneath that had no honest name. Metal, maybe. The back of the throat where fear sits.

He dismounted on the right side to spare the hip. The joint was sound now — six weeks of Victoriano's liniment and six weeks of work that did not require him to roll off a rooftop with a man twice his weight had seen to that — but it remembered. Cold mornings especially. 

The roan stood without instruction, which was the product of daily riding and not any particular virtue on the horse's part. Six weeks ago the animal had been an unknown quantity borrowed from Fairweather. Now Doss knew its gait, its water preferences, and the specific angle of its ears when it heard something a man couldn't. The ears were forward and still. Nothing out here but the river and what the river was telling them.

He walked to the water's edge, stiff for the first eight steps, loose by the tenth. Knelt. Cupped a handful and held it to the light.

The opalescence was new. In August the lower Salado had tasted of metal and run with a slight discoloration that could have been silt. This was different. This was the water holding something visible, a faint sheen across the surface of his palm like oil on a puddle but without oil's rainbow — a flat, dead iridescence that did not shift when he tilted his hand. He brought it to his nose. The smell was sharper than August. Not quite sulfur. Not quite anything that had a word for it in English or Spanish or the Mescalero he'd spoken for thirteen years. He poured it out and wiped his hand on his thigh.

Three cottonwoods on the far bank were dead standing. The leaves had dropped six weeks early, and the branches had dried to the white of old bone in the time since. The roots of those trees were in the groundwater table. Whatever the Salado was carrying had gone into the ground and killed three trees that had been growing when Doss was learning to walk.

He took the notebook from his coat and began drawing. The water level markings on the stones. The dead cottonwoods. The color of the flow. He wrote the date: October 7, 1861. Below it he wrote: Opalescence visible. Smell stronger. Three cottonwoods dead at south bend. Estimate flow at 40 percent of August volume. He did not write what the reduction meant because the notebook was evidence and evidence did not require his feelings about it.

The headgate was four miles upstream. He rode to it because he rode to it every week now, the way a man checks a wound he cannot treat — not because the checking changes anything but because the not-checking is worse.

Creed's two guards were on rotation at the structure. The fire was low — morning coals, coffee smell mixing with the river smell and losing. The headgate itself was thirty feet of packed earth and rough-cut timber spanning the canyon mouth where the Salado first entered the San Andres foothills. Three sluice channels pulled water through to the diversion ditch, and the diversion ditch ran a mile and a half upslope to the stamp mill where it washed ore and carried the tailings back down into the lower channel, and from there into every spring and root system between here and the Mescalero country fifteen miles northeast.

The near guard — a thick-armed man Doss had catalogued as "the left-handed one", because names had not been exchanged and were not going to be — stood at the edge of the structure and watched Doss work. Doss made his drawings. Flow volume at the sluice heads. The tailings color in the return channel, which was a brownish gray that no clean water had ever been. The level markings on the headgate posts, each one a record of how much river was being taken and how much was being left.

"You going to draw us too?" the left-handed guard said.

Doss closed the notebook. "You want to be in the record?"

"Depends on the record."

Doss explained, "Water survey for the sheriff's office."

The guard considered this. "We ain't water."

"No," Doss said. "You are not."

He mounted and turned the roan back toward Caldera without looking at the guard again. The drawings would go into the strongbox with the others — six weeks of weekly observations, each one documenting the progressive contamination of a river that three hundred people and eighty Mescalero Apache depended on, each one insufficient to change anything by itself, each one a line in a document that was growing toward a weight that might eventually matter in a court that was not Creed's court, assuming that court ever responded to the packet sitting somewhere in a Santa Fe office for six weeks now, assuming Pressley's three-week visit to the capital had not found the packet first and done whatever a man like Pressley did to packets he did not want processed.

The assumption was not comforting. Doss did not ride for comfort.

He was a mile south of Caldera when Archuleta fell in beside him on the sorrel mare that was the best horse in the deputy's string and possibly the best horse in the south valley, a fact Archuleta acknowledged by never saying a word about it.

"Los Padillas," Archuleta said, by way of greeting.

Doss asked, "What about it?"

"The acequia captain sent word last night. The ditches off the lower Salado are running at half the September flow and the winter rye is dying in the seedbeds. He pulled a bucket yesterday and the water killed a rooster inside the hour."

Doss looked at him. "Killed it."

"The bird drank from the bucket. It was dead before the acequia captain finished his breakfast. He said the water tasted the way a blacksmith shop smells."

They rode in silence for a hundred yards. The roan and the sorrel matched pace without direction, which was the horses' opinion of the two men's working relationship and probably the most accurate assessment available.

"That's twelve miles downstream," Doss said. "The concentration should be lower at that distance."

"Should be."

Doss continued, "Which means the headgate is pulling harder than last month. More diversion, more tailings, more load in the lower flow."

"The stamp mill has been running double shifts since September. I have this from Cuéllar's cousin, who hauls ore to the crushing floor." Archuleta paused. "The crushing floor uses arsenic in the amalgamation process. The tailings carry what the floor does not capture."

Doss stopped the roan. "How long have you known about the arsenic?"

"I have known the word for three days. I have known the effect since July."

Doss accused him, "You didn't bring this to me."

Archuleta replied, "I brought you a dead rooster."

There was nothing to say to that which would not sound like a man who thought information should arrive on his schedule rather than the territory's, so Doss said nothing. He started the roan again. 

After a moment Archuleta said, in the tone that carried the architecture of a sentence constructed in Spanish and delivered in English: "The acequia captain's name is Bernal. He has irrigated sixty acres from that ditch for twenty-two years. His father irrigated it before him. He would like to know who will answer for his rye crop."

Doss responded, "Tell him I'm working on it."

"I have told him that three times. He is a patient man. His patience has a shape and I can see the edges of it."

Doss had no answer for that either. He had a notebook full of drawings and a strongbox full of documents and a territorial court that had been silent for six weeks, and the river was dying faster than any of it moved.

The sheriff's office was cold. October mornings in the northern San Andres foothills started at fifty degrees and fell to thirty-five before dawn, and the office's single stove had been unlit since Doss left at four-thirty. He built a fire with the economy of a man who had been building fires in places that did not want to be warm for eighteen years — kindling from the box, two splits of piñon, the draft adjusted with a piece of tin sheeting that Archuleta had fitted to the flue in August, because the original damper had rusted through sometime during the previous sheriff's tenure, and the previous sheriff had not been alive long enough to fix it.

The fire caught. The piñon smoke smelled of the mountains in a way that nothing else did — resinous, dry, with a sweetness underneath that was the tree's sap releasing what the tree had stored. It was the best smell in the territory and it cost nothing, which made it the only commodity in Caldera that Creed had not yet found a way to price.

He sat at the desk. The notebook went on the left side. The strongbox key came from his belt. He opened the box and added the morning's observations to the growing file — twenty-three pages now, one for each weekly visit, each page carrying the date, the location, the measurements, and the drawings that a man who had been trained as a topographic survey assistant could produce with reasonable accuracy. The file was not a legal instrument. It was the raw material from which a legal instrument could be built, assuming someone in Santa Fe was building.

Marisol's canvas bag was on the shelf behind the desk. The bag had been there since the night she treated his hip with Isidrá's pine resin preparation, six weeks and three days ago. She had been in the office eleven times since then — he had not counted deliberately; the number had simply accumulated the way certain numbers do when a man is paying a kind of attention he does not entirely control — and she had not taken the bag. 

She had retrieved documents from the strongbox. She had left translations on the desk. She had stood at the window and read Rodrigo's mail. She had not reached for the shelf. 

The bag sat where she'd set it, and its presence had become a fact of the office in the way that the stove and the strongbox and the badge on the desk were facts — things that belonged there because they had been there long enough that their absence would be noticeable.

He did not move it. He did not mention it. He was aware that not mentioning it was itself a communication, and that she was aware of the same thing, and that the mutual awareness constituted a conversation conducted entirely in silence over six weeks, which was either the most efficient or the most cowardly form of discourse available and he could not determine which.

The door opened. Pete Harlan came in with the cold and the smell of horse.

"Rider from the south valley," Harlan said. "Bernal's boy. Says the ditches are running brown."

Doss acknowledged, "I know. Archuleta told me."

Harlan nodded. He stood in the doorway with the expression of a man who wanted to say something that was not about ditches. In the six weeks since his confession and redirection, Harlan had operated at the edge of the investigation with the careful diligence of a man repaying a debt he could not calculate the size of. 

He monitored Creed's freight and courier traffic. He logged the comings and goings at the courthouse with a regularity that suggested penance as much as duty. He had not mentioned his mother's property in Texas or the Devaney note that Creed held against it, and Doss had not asked, because the asking would force a conversation about leverage and loyalty that neither of them was ready to have.

"Something else," Harlan said.

Doss pressed him, "Say it."

"Pressley's back. Rode in last night after dark. Went straight to the courthouse. Didn't stop at the cantina, didn't stable his horse at Fairweather's — used the courthouse yard. He didn't want to be seen arriving."

Doss responded, "But you saw him."

"I watch the courthouse yard. It's what I do now."

Doss looked at the young man in the doorway. Twenty-two years old, broad-shouldered, open-faced, carrying the weight of a betrayal he'd confessed to rather than been caught at, which was the kind of weight that either broke a man or rebuilt him and the territory had not yet determined which. "How long was the light on in Creed's office?"

"Three hours. It went out at one."

Three hours. Pressley rides through the night from Santa Fe, goes directly to Creed without being seen, and they work for three hours after midnight. Whatever Pressley brought back from the capital required immediate attention and could not wait for morning and could not be discussed where anyone might overhear.

"The packet," Doss said.

Harlan reported, "That's what I figured."

"If Pressley got to the packet before the territorial court processed it, we're back to circuit jurisdiction. Which is Creed's court."

Harlan said nothing. He did not need to. The arithmetic was visible.

"All right," Doss said. "Keep watching the courthouse. Note everything Pressley does for the next three days — where he goes, who he talks to, what he carries. Don't get close enough for him to notice."

Harlan agreed, "He won't notice."

Harlan left. The door closed. The stove ticked as the piñon caught fully and the office warmed in the uneven way that single-stove rooms warm — the desk first, then the walls, then the corners last, where the cold held longest and surrendered with the reluctance of something that knew it would be back by nightfall.

Doss rode to the south bend of the Salado in the late afternoon because the morning's observations had not been complete. And because he could not sit in the office while Pressley's midnight arrival rewrote the investigation's foundations, and the river carried its poison downstream at a pace that did not care about jurisdictional procedure.

The light was different in the afternoon. The October sun hit the water at a low angle that made the opalescence visible as a moving skin on the surface — not a reflection but a substance, something the water was wearing that it should not have been. 

The dead cottonwoods threw long shadows eastward across the flow. A red-tailed hawk worked the thermals above the canyon rim, hunting the last of the season's ground squirrels before the cold drove them under, and the hawk's shadow crossed the water, and for a moment the shadow and the sheen overlapped, and the river looked like something a painter would make if the painter were trying to show beauty and sickness occupying the same surface.

He saw the jar from thirty feet. It was on a flat stone at the water's edge — clay, black from fire-hardening, the shape and size of a Mescalero water vessel made for carrying, not for storage. It was upright. It was empty. It had been placed there by a hand that intended it to be found.

Doss dismounted. He walked to the stone. He knelt beside the jar without touching it and looked at the ground. One moccasin print in the soft earth beside the stone — a right foot, medium weight, the tread pattern consistent with the scouts he'd seen in the mountain meadow six weeks ago. The print was twelve to eighteen hours old based on the dew settlement in the impression. Whoever placed the jar had come in the night, set it on the stone, and left.

The jar was not a message. A message would have contained something — a token, a marking, a signal within the established communication protocol. This was a question asked in the language of objects, which was the language Cheis's people used when words had not yet earned their place in a conversation. An empty water jar, placed at the edge of a poisoned river, facing the direction of the headgate upstream.

How long?

Doss looked at the jar for a long time. The hawk's shadow crossed again. The river ran its wrong-colored course between the dead trees and the living ones that would be dead by spring if nothing changed. The question was not for him specifically. It was for whoever found it. But he had found it, and the finding made it his.

He stood. The hip caught for a half-second — the cold, the kneeling, the residue that Victoriano said the body carries after it has been told too clearly what damage feels like — and then released. He mounted the roan and rode back toward Caldera in the last copper light of an October afternoon that was beautiful in the way the territory was always beautiful, which was the way a thing is beautiful when it does not care whether you survive it.

The jar stayed on its stone, empty, asking.
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​CHAPTER TWO - What Thirst Looks Like
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The shift-change bell at the mining camp rang at six and the sound carried down the canyon in the cold air like something struck once, and left to find its own way home.

Doss was at the sheriff's office when Harlan came through the door without knocking, which meant the news could not wait for manners. The young deputy's face had the particular tightness of a man who has been running and does not want to show it.

"Water depot," Harlan said. "Four barrels gone. Night guards didn't hear a thing."

Doss was on the roan and moving before Harlan finished the sentence. The mining camp's water storage sat on a bench of flat ground two hundred yards west of the number-three mine road — four large barrels and six small ones on a timber platform, fed by daily haul from the upper Salado above the headgate. Clean water. The only clean water available to the three hundred men who worked Creed's claims.

He reached the depot by seven. The platform held six small barrels. The four large ones — each holding approximately thirty gallons — were gone. The timber cradles where they'd sat showed fresh drag marks, the wood scraped pale where the barrel staves had been pulled across it. The two night guards were standing beside the platform with the expressions of men who understood that their employment status was being revised with every passing minute.

"How many?" Doss asked.

The nearer guard — a young Anglo with sunburn peeling across his nose and a rifle he held like a man who'd been taught to hold it rather than a man who'd learned — said, "We didn't see nothing. We were — "

Doss asked again, "I didn't ask what you saw. How many?"

"Four barrels. The big ones."

"When?" inquired Doss.

"Must've been between three and five. I checked the depot at three. Henderson checked at five and they were gone."

Doss stepped off the roan and walked the ground. The story was in the dirt the way stories always were, if you read the language they were written in, and this one was legible as a page of print.

Eight unshod ponies. The prints were consistent with the mountain-bred stock the Mescalero rode — smaller than cavalry horses, deeper in the heel from climbing terrain, unshod because iron shoes on rock slopes were a way to kill a horse rather than keep one. Two travois rigs, the drag poles cutting parallel lines through the soft earth where the platform's runoff kept the ground damp. The travois tracks led northeast toward the ridge road and the San Andres — and then, forty yards from the platform, they split.

Four riders northeast with the travois. Four riders southeast.

Doss followed the southeast trail for two hundred yards. The tracks crossed a shelf of exposed hardpan where every print was crisp, deliberate, heavy. A man running a real escape trail across hardpan keeps his horse light — works the edges where softer ground absorbs the print. A man laying a decoy trail does the opposite. He wants to be followed. He puts weight into the stone.

He walked back to the depot. The northeast trail crossed the creek bed sixty yards above the headgate, where the water would erase every track within minutes of the party's passing.

"They came for water," Doss said to no one in particular. "Water containers first. No weapons taken, no tools, no food. Eight riders, split trail, decoy running southeast. They were here and gone inside thirty minutes and your guards were breathing the whole time."

"We were awake," the sunburned guard said.

Doss countered, "You were alive. There's a difference. If they'd wanted the other thing, you'd have learned it."

Creed arrived at eight with the punctuality of a man who received information through channels that did not require the shift-change bell. Settle walked two steps behind and to the left, carrying a leather document case. Pressley — three days back from Santa Fe, a night rider Harlan had logged at one in the morning — came two steps behind Settle, his boots showing the red dust of the Jornada road that no amount of brushing removed entirely, and that announced where a man had been as clearly as a signature.

Creed surveyed the depot with an expression Doss had learned to read over six weeks of confrontation: the face of a man who was not surprised by what he was seeing because he had already written the document that this scene would justify.

"The
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