
[image: ]

Table of Contents

Title Page

The Ghost of the MALPAIS

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Epilogue

Sign up for Alan Benge's Mailing List

Further Reading: Milford Track Mystery

Also By Alan Benge

The Ghost of the Malpais

Matt Sorghum was a man of the earth. He believed in the honesty of the plow and the quiet promise of a harvest. But when the Blackhand Gang leaves his world in ashes and his family in the dirt, the farmer dies – and a ghost is born. 

Armed with a weathered Winchester, and fueled by a grief that knows no borders, Matt embarks on a journey across the unforgiven reaches of the New Mexico territory. 

Alongside a cold-blooded bounty hunter and guided by the echoes of a lost life, he must navigate the “killing bottles” of the high desert to find the man who took everything. 

From the ghost towns of the silver-vein to the bottomless depths of the old Spanish Mine, Matt Sorghum is no longer planting seeds. He is harvesting a debt.  

Justice is coming. And it carries a pink ribbon.
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Chapter One 
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The Smoke on the Horizon.

The sun hadn’t yet cleared the jagged peaks of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in Northern New Mexico when Matt Sorghum tightened the cinch on Smokey’s saddle. The palomino shifted, its golden coat shimmering like a polished coin in the pre-dawn light. Matt patted the horse’s neck, leaning close to its ear.

"Easy, Smokey. We’ll be back by sundown. Just a quick run for flour and seed," Matt murmured. The horse huffed, a plume of steam escaping its nostrils, and nudged Matt’s shoulder as if to say it understood the schedule perfectly. There was a bond here between man and horse, built on trust, respect and shared experiences.  

From the porch of the small, hand-hewn cabin, Dora watched them with a tired but soft smile. She was wiping her hands on her apron, her blonde hair caught in the morning breeze. Becky and Rowena were already darting around her skirts, chasing a rogue chicken through the dust.

"Don't forget the peppermint sticks, Matt!" Rowena called out, her eight-year-old voice ringing clear in the mountain air. She had a sweet tooth that was never satisfied, and had no hesitation about asking for treats whenever Matt went into town. 

Matt swung into the saddle with a fluid grace that spoke of a man who lived in his boots. He touched the brim of his hat to his wife. "Peppermint and a new ribbon for Becky. I haven't forgotten."

"Be safe, Matt," Dora said. There was no fear in her voice—just the quiet caution of a woman living twenty miles from the nearest neighbor.  They'd moved to this remote area to start a new life together as a family.  It was a challenge to make a home out of this raw, untouched land. Yet the rewards were great if they could overcome the obstacles that it represented. 

"Always am," Matt replied. He gave Smokey a light nudge, and they set off on the long winding trail that led down from the grasslands near the high alpine ranges.  It was a fine sunny morning, with just a hint of coolness in the early morning air.  At this hour, the intense red, pink and orange hues of the mountains reflected off the rocky skyline of Blanca Peak. Matt gazed at an eagle, gracefully soaring up in the heights, a symbol of freedom in the wild. 

“Gotta be grateful there's no bloodshed around this beautiful area,” mused Matt as they cantered along. “It's ideal for Dora and our family to make a new life. So peaceful and that's the way I like it. ”

Wildlife was plentiful here.  He often spotted elk lumbering through the trees or white-tailed ptarmigans flying quickly past. Rabbits were plentiful and easily caught for the stewpot.  Matt could think of no better place to realise dreams and ambitions.

Smokey's ears flicked in response as if he was agreeing with Matt. After all, he was part of the family too.

***
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BUCKSHOT JUNCTION WAS a town that lived up to its name—violent, dusty, and prone to misfire. Matt kept his head down, ignoring the rowdy laughter spilling out of the saloons even at midday. He caught a glimpse of Sheriff Todd Morton leaning against the jailhouse wall, who was picking his teeth with a splinter of wood. The Sheriff’s badge was dull with tarnish, much like the man himself.

As Matt came up the main street, he passed the Silver Stirrup saloon on his right. A honky tonk piano played a plainitive melody as he passed.  One of the saloon girls came out of the swing doors as he went by. She had a vivacious smile and attractive red hair.

“Hi stranger,” she said to him. “Like to buy me a drink in exchange for a dance ?”

“Thanks Claire,” said Matt with a smile. He knew the girl from his bachelor days. But now he was a happily married man. “Not today, I've got chores to do.” 

At the well equipped general store and livery, a large sign outside proclaimed “Bruce T. Benge, General Supplies and Useful Oddments for the Western Settler.”  

Matt loaded the wagon he’d hitched to Smokey with the necessary grain and supplies. He didn't linger. There was an itch between his shoulder blades today, a restlessness he couldn't name. He’d seen a group of men—the Blackhand Gang, folks called them—loitering near the livery. One was a bear of a man with a tangled black beard, and the other, a squinting wretch with a scarred eye-socket. They’d watched him a little too closely as he paid the storekeep. The uneasy feeling wouldn't go away, and he had a feeling that trouble was brewing somewhere in this quiet frontier town.

“Those hombres bother you at all ? “ he asked the helpful storekeeper. Bruce was a familiar sight in Buckshot Junction, a hardworking businessman with curly hair and a keen look, clad in his linen sack coat, wool vest and trousers, and wearing his derby hat. 

“Nope,” drawled Bruce. “As long as I got Old Betsy underneath the counter here, I reckon I'm safe enough.” He spat into a convenient spittoon to emphasize his point. Matt climbed up on his loaded wagon, and took the reins.

Ignoring the smirking riff-raff on the sidewalk, he and Smokey set off up the main street without a backward glance.

However he pushed the faithful horse hard on the return trip. Not often he had a hunch about trouble, but today for some unknown reason he was keen to get back to the cabin as soon as possible.

As the ranch came into view over the final rise, the itch turned into a cold stone in his stomach. The air didn't smell like pine and dust anymore. It smelled of scorched cedar and wet ash.

"No," Matt whispered, his voice cracking. "Smokey, go!"

The palomino didn't need the spurs; it felt the panic in Matt’s legs. They crested the hill, and the world Matt Sorghum knew ended. A scene of devastation lay before him.

The cabin was no longer a home; it was a blackened skeleton, ribs of timber glowing orange in the twilight. The silence was absolute—no chickens, no laughter, no greeting. Matt vaulted from the saddle before Smokey had even fully stopped.

He found Dora first near the well. She looked as though she were sleeping, save for the dark crimson stain blooming across the front of her blue dress. A few yards away, the small, still forms of Becky and Rowena lay tangled together in the dirt.

Matt didn't scream. He didn't weep. A strange, terrifying stillness washed over him—the kind of stillness that precedes a cyclone. He knelt in the ash, his large, calloused hands shaking as he closed his wife’s eyes.

He looked at the ground. Dozens of hoofprints led away toward the north. Among the debris, he found a discarded glove, stitched with a crude, black hand on the cuff.

Matt stood up. Something in the young farmer died in that moment. When he turned back to Smokey, his blue eyes were as cold as mountain ice. He had taken on a new purpose in life. Vengeance.
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Chapter Two
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The Ashes of the Heart.

Before Matt turned Smokey’s head toward the northern trail, he returned to the blackened rectangle of charcoal that had been his home. The smell of the fire had changed—the sharp, chemical sting of burning pine had faded, replaced by the damp, flat scent of wet ash and old grief.

The warm sunny day had clouded over, and an ominous humidity started up.  Matt knelt where the kitchen table had stood. His hands, already stained with the trail's dust, began to sift through the debris. He wasn't looking for gold or keepsakes; he was looking for a sign that they had existed at all.

Beneath a fallen, half-charred floorboard, his fingers brushed against something leather-bound. It was Dora’s diary. The edges were scorched, and the brass clasp had melted into a distorted lump of metal, but the center of the book remained—protected by the very floorboards she had scrubbed every Saturday morning.

Matt sat on a stone in the ruins, the wind whistling through the empty doorframe, and began to read.

April 14th: The Planting

The sun felt different today. Matt says it’s the "waking of the earth," and I believe him. He looks so tired when he comes in from the south pasture, his shirt stuck to his back with salt and sweat, but his eyes are clear. He thinks I don't notice the way he looks at the girls when they’re playing by the creek, but I see it. He looks at them like he’s trying to memorize the way the light hits their hair. We have twenty acres of corn in the ground now. If the rains come, we might finally buy that piano Rowena wants so badly.

May 2nd: The Whispers

A traveler passed through today. He wouldn't look Matt in the eye. He spoke of men moving through the Malpais—men with black marks on their hands and no mercy in their hearts. Matt cleaned his Winchester tonight. He didn't say why, but he sat on the porch for three hours after the girls went to sleep, just watching the treeline. I wish I could tell him that we don't need a piano or a new barn. We just need him to keep the world outside the gate.

May 12th: Rowena’s Ribbon

Rowena lost her favorite pink ribbon today. She cried for an hour until Matt went out and found it snagged on a bramble by the spring. He tied it to his rifle barrel to "keep it safe," he said, making her laugh. Sometimes I think he loves those girls too much. It’s a dangerous thing, to love something so much that its loss would leave you a hollow man. I see the way he looks at the horizon. There is a storm coming, and it’s not made of rain.

May 14th: The Last Entry

The heat is stifling today. The air is so still it feels like the world is holding its breath. Matt is out checking the fences. He seemed restless this morning. He kissed me three times before he left, which isn't like him—he’s usually a man of few gestures. I’m going to make the blackberry cobbler tonight. It’s his favorite. I can see dust on the horizon, toward the south. Probably just a cattle drive. I’ll leave the lamp in the window so he can find his way home...

Matt closed the book. The ink in that last entry was smudged, as if her hand had trembled as she wrote it. Or perhaps it was just the humidity of that final, terrible afternoon.

He didn't cry. The time for tears had passed when the first bullet found the door. Instead, he felt a cold, crystalline clarity settle over him. He wasn't just a man on a horse anymore. He was the keeper of these words. He was the protector of the blackberry cobbler that was never eaten and the piano that was never bought.

He tucked the diary into his breast pocket, right over his heart. It felt heavy—heavier than the Colt, heavier than the Winchester. It was the weight of a life, recorded in the loops and curves of a woman’s handwriting.

"I’m coming home, Dora," he whispered to the wind. "I just have to clear the weeds first."

The fire had died down to white-grey ribs of ash by the time Matt finished digging. He used a fence post and his
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