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The letter crackled in Frank Cordell’s pocket as he walked the main street of San Antonio, boot heels clicking against sun-baked planks. Three days of hard riding from Louisiana had left him trail-worn and broke, but the paper in his shirt carried promise—his dead aunt’s final gift pointing him toward the Hutchins spread north of the city.

“You Frank Cordell?”

Frank turned. A barrel-chested man with silver whiskers studied him from the shade of a mercantile awning. Sweat stains darkened the armpits of his cotton shirt despite the early morning hour.

“Depends who’s asking.”

“Wade Hutchins. Got your aunt’s letter two weeks back.” The rancher stepped into the street, spurs jangling. “Said you might show up looking for work.”

Frank pulled the worn envelope from his pocket. “Didn’t know if the old girl was telling tales or truth.”

“Martha Cordell never lied about anything in her life. Stubborn as a mule, but honest.” Hutchins grabbed the letter, scanned the faded ink. “Says here you can handle horses and you ain’t afraid of hard work.”

“Both true.”

“What about cattle?”

“Steers don’t scare me none.”

Hutchins folded the letter, handed it back. “My foreman quit last week. Took three good men with him. Left me short-handed with a drive coming up.” He paused, measuring Frank with pale blue eyes. “You willing to prove what your aunt claimed about you?”

“What’s the pay?”

“Forty a month and found. Extra ten if you make it through the Nebraska drive.”

Frank had seventeen cents in his pocket and no prospects beyond this conversation. “When do I start?”

“Right now. Got a horse that needs breaking. Nobody’s been able to stay on him more than six seconds.” Hutchins grinned, showing tobacco-stained teeth. “You last longer than that, the job’s yours.”

They rode north from San Antonio, Hutchins on a steady bay mare, Frank on a borrowed paint gelding that seemed determined to step in every prairie dog hole between town and the ranch. The conversation came in short bursts between long silences.

“Your aunt mention anything about what happened to your folks?” Hutchins asked as they crested a low hill.

“Cholera took them when I was twelve.”

“Hard way to start life.”

Frank shrugged. “Makes a man appreciate what he’s got.”

The Hutchins ranch sprawled across a valley where mesquite trees cast thin shadows and cattle dotted the grassland like scattered coins. A two-story frame house sat near a cluster of barns and corrals, smoke rising from its kitchen chimney. Frank counted at least two hundred head of longhorns grazing in the distance.

“Not bad for a man who started with nothing,” Hutchins said, following Frank’s gaze. “Built this place from scratch after the war. Takes twelve men to run it proper, but I’m making do with eight.”

They rode into the main yard where three cowboys leaned against a corral fence, watching something inside. Frank heard the thunder of hooves against dirt, the sharp crack of wood splintering.

“There’s your test,” Hutchins said, pointing toward the corral.

Inside the enclosure, a black stallion wheeled and bucked, muscles rippling under his coat like water. He stood maybe sixteen hands high with white markings on his face and legs. Every time he moved, Frank caught the wild gleam in his dark eyes.

“Devil horse,” said one of the cowboys, a weathered Mexican with silver threading his mustache. “Threw Jimmy Prescott so hard he’s still seeing stars.”

“Where’d he come from?” Frank asked.

“Caught him running wild up in the hills,” Hutchins replied. “Figured to break him for a saddle horse, but he’s got other ideas.”

Frank climbed the fence rails, studied the stallion’s movements. The horse had intelligence—Frank could see it in how he calculated each buck, each twist. This wasn’t random fury. This was strategy.

“Saddle him up,” Frank said.

The Mexican cowboy—Miguel, the others called him—shook his head. “That horse will kill you, boy.”

“Maybe. But I ain’t dead yet.”

Miguel and another hand named Caleb Wright roped the stallion, fought to get a blanket and saddle on his back. The horse stood rigid, every muscle coiled like a spring. His nostrils flared with each breath.

Frank approached slowly, talking in low tones. “Easy there, partner. Nobody wants to hurt you.” The stallion’s ears twitched forward. “Just want to see if we can come to an understanding.”

“Understanding?” Caleb laughed. “That horse don’t understand nothing but meanness.”

Frank ignored him, kept his voice steady. “What do you say, boy? You tired of fighting yet?”

He grabbed the saddle horn, put his left foot in the stirrup. The stallion stood motionless, sides heaving. Frank swung his right leg over, settled into the saddle.

For three heartbeats, nothing happened.

Then the world exploded.

The stallion launched himself skyward, twisting his body like a corkscrew. Frank felt his teeth rattle, his spine compress. The horse came down hard on stiff legs, jarring every bone in Frank’s body. Before he could recover, the stallion spun left, then right, bucking and sunfishing with methodical fury.

Frank gripped the saddle horn, squeezed with his knees. The Mexican cowboys whooped and hollered. Hutchins checked his pocket watch.

“Ten seconds!” he shouted.

The stallion changed tactics, racing straight for the fence posts. Frank saw the plan—scrape his rider off against the rails. At the last second, Frank pulled hard on the reins, turning the horse away from the fence. The stallion responded to the bit, and Frank felt something shift between them.

“Fifteen seconds!”

The bucking grew less violent. The stallion still fought, but Frank sensed resignation creeping in. He loosened his death grip on the saddle horn, sat deeper in the seat.

“Twenty seconds!”

The horse slowed to a trot, then a walk. Sweat foamed white on his neck and flanks. Frank patted the stallion’s shoulder, whispered praise. The horse’s ears swiveled back, listening.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Hutchins said.

Miguel climbed the fence, approached cautiously. “How’d you do that?”

“Talked to him.” Frank dismounted, rubbed the stallion’s nose. “Sometimes that’s all they need—someone willing to listen.”

Hutchins walked over, studying both man and horse. “Forty a month sound about right to you?”

“Sounds fine.”

“Miguel here’s my top hand. He’ll show you where to bunk, get you settled.” Hutchins paused. “What you planning to call that horse?”

Frank looked into the stallion’s intelligent eyes, saw something there that reminded him of his own restless spirit. “Midnight. His name’s Midnight.”

“Suits him.” Hutchins headed toward the house. “Supper’s at six. Don’t be late.”

Miguel led Frank toward the bunkhouse, a long wooden building with a covered porch. “You got lucky with that horse,” he said.

“Wasn’t luck.”

“What then?”

Frank shouldered his war bag, looked back at Midnight standing quiet in the corral. “Recognition. That horse and me, we understand each other. We both know what it’s like to be broke.”

Miguel stopped walking. “You running from something, boy?”

“Nothing but empty pockets and bad memories.”

“Those can be harder to outrun than the law.”

Frank smiled. “Then I guess I better find something worth running toward.”

They reached the bunkhouse steps. Through the open door, Frank could see wooden bunks, a pot-bellied stove, gear hanging from wall pegs. It looked clean and functional—better than some places he’d slept.

“One thing you should know about working for Mr. Hutchins,” Miguel said. “He’s fair, but he expects honest work for honest pay. Don’t cross him.”

“Wasn’t planning on it.”

“Good. Because the last man who tried to cheat him ended up walking back to town in his underwear.” Miguel grinned. “Course, that was winter, and it was snowing.”

Frank laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

As the sun climbed higher, burning off the morning coolness, Frank unpacked his few belongings and prepared for his first day as a working cowboy. Through the bunkhouse window, he could see Midnight grazing peacefully in the corral, no longer fighting the fences that held him.

Maybe, Frank thought, they’d both found what they were looking for.
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Frank rolled out of his bunk before dawn, pulled on his boots in the darkness while the other hands still snored. Through the bunkhouse window, stars faded against the lightening sky. He grabbed his hat and stepped outside, breathing the cool air that carried the scent of sage and distant cattle.

Midnight stood in the corral, ears pricked forward at Frank’s approach. The stallion had spent the night testing the fence rails, leaving fresh hoof marks in the dirt where he’d paced the perimeter.

“Morning, partner,” Frank said, climbing through the rails. “Sleep as bad as I did?”

The horse approached cautiously, nostrils flaring. Frank held out his palm, let Midnight catch his scent. After a moment, the stallion allowed Frank to stroke his neck.

“That horse still don’t trust you.”

Frank turned. Miguel stood at the fence, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette in the pre-dawn gloom. Steam rose from a tin cup in his other hand.

“Takes time,” Frank said. “Trust ain’t something you force.”

“No. But breaking horses ain’t about trust. It’s about showing them who’s boss.”

Frank ran his hand along Midnight’s shoulder, feeling the powerful muscles beneath the coat. “Maybe that’s where we disagree.”

Miguel flicked ash from his cigarette. “You worked cattle before?”

“Some. Mostly I hired out to different ranches, did whatever needed doing.”

“This ain’t like other ranches. Mr. Hutchins runs a tight operation. We move two thousand head to Nebraska come spring, and every man better know his job.”

“I’ll learn.”

Miguel studied him through the cigarette smoke. “You got family back in Louisiana?”

“Nobody left that matters.”

“Girl?”

Frank shook his head. “Nothing keeping me anywhere.”

“Good. Because this work gets in your blood. Makes it hard to settle anywhere else.” Miguel dropped the cigarette, ground it under his boot heel. “Come on. Time to earn that forty dollars.”

They walked toward the main barn where lantern light spilled through the open doors. Inside, three cowboys saddled their horses while Hutchins checked supplies in the tack room.

“Frank, you know everybody yet?” Hutchins emerged carrying a coiled lariat. “That’s Caleb Wright there with the sorrel gelding. Jimmy Prescott on the bay. Tom Henley’s the one cursing at his saddle cinch.”

Caleb Wright looked maybe twenty, with sandy hair and eager eyes that reminded Frank of a hunting dog. Jimmy Prescott was older, weathered, with careful movements that suggested old injuries. Tom Henley appeared built for hard work—broad shoulders, thick hands, permanent squint lines from years of sun and wind.

“Boys, Frank here’s going to be working with us,” Hutchins continued. “Miguel will show him the ropes.”

Caleb grinned. “You the one who rode that devil horse yesterday?”

“I sat on him for a spell.”

“Hell, that’s more than anybody else managed. Jimmy tried three times, got thrown every time.”

Jimmy Prescott tightened his cinch with deliberate motions. “Horse has got a mean streak wide as the Brazos.”

“Just scared,” Frank said. “Wild things always fight when they’re penned up.”

Tom Henley laughed. “You sound like you know the feeling.”

Frank let that pass. Hutchins handed him a bridle and saddle. “Miguel’s got a good horse picked out for you. Steady bay mare named Rosie. Won’t win any races, but she’ll work all day without complaint.”

They rode out as the sun cleared the horizon, scattering the last shadows from the valley floor. Frank sat easy on Rosie, getting the feel of her gait, her responses to rein pressure. The mare had an honest way of moving that reminded him of horses he’d known as a boy.

“We’re moving the south herd closer to the main ranch,” Miguel explained as they rode. “Wolves got two calves last week. Mr. Hutchins wants them where we can watch them better.”

The south herd grazed in a wide meadow bordered by oak trees and rocky outcroppings. Frank counted maybe three hundred head—longhorns with impressive spreads of horn, their hides colored from pale cream to deep red. A few raised their heads as the riders approached, then went back to grazing.

“These the ones going to Nebraska?” Frank asked.

“Part of them,” Hutchins replied. “The rest are scattered across the ranch. We’ll gather them all when spring comes.”

Caleb Wright rode his sorrel in a wide circle around the herd’s flank. “How many drives you been on, Frank?”

“A few. Nothing as big as what Mr. Hutchins is planning.”

“Hell, this’ll be my first,” Caleb said. “Been dreaming about it since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. All the way to Nebraska and back.”

Tom Henley spat tobacco juice. “Dreaming’s one thing. Living through two months on the trail’s another.”

“Aw, come on, Tom. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

“Lost it somewhere between the Nueces River and Abilene. Along with three toes to frostbite and a good horse to quicksand.”

Frank watched the interplay between the men, noting the easy familiarity that came from working together. Miguel commanded respect without demanding it. Hutchins stayed back, letting his men do their jobs. Caleb’s enthusiasm balanced Tom’s cynicism, while Jimmy Prescott remained watchful and quiet.

“Frank, you and Caleb work the east side,” Miguel called out. “Move them slow toward the gap in those trees. Jimmy and Tom, take the west. I’ll ride point with Mr. Hutchins.”

Frank touched his heels to Rosie’s flanks, guided her toward a group of cattle that had wandered near a creek bed. Caleb rode alongside, still talking.

“Miguel says you ain’t got family. That must be lonesome.”

“A man gets used to it.”

“Not me. I got folks back in Missouri. Pa’s got a farm there, grows corn and raises hogs. Wanted me to stay and help him, but I told him I had to see some country first.”

A rangy steer with one broken horn lifted his head, studied the approaching riders with suspicious eyes. Frank angled Rosie to the left, applying gentle pressure to turn the steer toward the main herd.

“Your pa understand that?” Frank asked.

“Eventually. Ma cried some, but she knew I’d go anyway. Better to have her blessing than sneak off like a thief.”

The steer started moving in the right direction, but slowly, stopping every few steps to look back. Frank let him set his own pace, knowing that pushing too hard would scatter the whole group.

“What about you?” Caleb asked. “Your folks understand when you left?”

Frank thought about his last conversation with his aunt Martha, her warning about the restlessness he carried. “They knew I couldn’t stay put.”

“Seems like all us cowboys got that wandering sickness. Miguel’s been here longest—five years. Rest of us drift in and out like tumbleweeds.”

They worked in comfortable silence for a while, moving cattle through the gap Miguel had indicated. The longhorns cooperated better than Frank expected, responding to the pressure from the horses without much fuss.

“You ever think about settling down?” Caleb asked as they paused to let the cattle bunch up in a clearing.

“Sometimes.”

“What would it take?”

Frank considered the question while watching a red cow nose her calf toward safer ground. “Finding something worth staying for, I reckon.”

“Like what?”

“Don’t know. But I figure I’ll recognize it when I see it.”

Caleb grinned. “You sound like a man with a plan.”

“More like a man without one.”

They spent the morning moving cattle, learning each other’s rhythm and style. Frank discovered that Caleb had good instincts despite his inexperience—he read the animals well, knew when to press and when to back off. The work felt familiar, comfortable in a way that surprised Frank.

By noon, they had the entire herd gathered in a meadow closer to the main ranch. Hutchins rode among the cattle, checking for injuries or sick animals while the hands rested their horses in the shade of a grove of live oaks.

“Not bad for a morning’s work,” Miguel said, passing around a jug of water. “Frank, you handle cattle like a man who’s done it before.”

“Learned from some good teachers along the way.”

Jimmy Prescott spoke up for the first time since breakfast. “Where’d you work before coming here?”

“Different places. Didn’t stay anywhere long enough to call it permanent.”

“Man needs roots,” Jimmy said. “Something to anchor him when the storms come.”

Tom Henley laughed. “Listen to Jimmy getting philosophical. Next thing you know, he’ll be writing poetry.”

“I’m serious. Drifting ain’t no way to live. Sooner or later, a man’s got to make a stand somewhere.”

Frank sipped water from the jug, felt the cool liquid cut the dust in his throat. “Maybe this is where I make mine.”

“You thinking about staying on after the drive?” Caleb asked.

“Depends on how things work out.”

Hutchins rode over to where the men rested. “Good work this morning. We’ll spend the afternoon checking fence lines, then call it a day.” He looked at Frank. “You’re fitting in better than I expected.”

“Good crew makes it easy.”

“They’re good men,” Hutchins agreed. “Miguel’s the best top hand in Texas. Rest of them would ride through hell if you asked them nice.”

Frank watched Caleb water his horse at a nearby creek, noted the careful way Jimmy Prescott adjusted his saddle, observed Tom Henley’s quiet competence with his gear. These men had found something here—a place where their skills mattered, where they belonged.

For the first time since leaving Louisiana, Frank felt the possibility of belonging somewhere himself.

Miguel stood, stretched his back. “Time to get back to work. Those fences won’t check themselves.”

As they mounted their horses and rode toward the boundary markers, Frank caught himself thinking about the spring drive, about two months on the trail with these men. The work would be hard, dangerous, uncertain. But something about the prospect excited him in a way he hadn’t felt in years.

Maybe Caleb was right. Maybe they all carried the same wandering sickness.

But maybe, just maybe, there was something here worth staying for after all.
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Spring came to Texas with wildflowers and morning storms that turned the prairie into a carpet of mud and promise. Frank stood in the main corral at dawn, watching Miguel assign horses to riders while Hutchins counted supplies loaded into the chuck wagon.

“Two thousand head,” Hutchins announced to the assembled crew. “Six hundred miles to Ogallala, Nebraska. Figure two months if the weather holds and the rivers stay friendly.”

Frank counted twelve men gathered around the rancher, more faces than he’d seen on the ranch before. Hutchins had hired extra hands for the drive—drifters and seasonal workers who showed up when the cattle moved north and disappeared when the work ended.

“Miguel’s trail boss,” Hutchins continued. “What he says goes. Any man who can’t live with that can draw his pay now and ride back to San Antonio.”

Nobody moved.

Caleb Wright sat his sorrel horse near the remuda, grinning like Christmas morning. He’d talked about nothing but the drive for weeks, pestering the older hands with questions about river crossings and stampedes until Tom Henley threatened to tie him to a fence post.

“Frank, you’ll ride swing on the west side,” Miguel called out. “Keep them bunched but don’t crowd them. We want them to settle into a rhythm.”

Frank nodded, checked his gear one last time. He’d packed light—spare clothes, rain slicker, extra cartridges for his Colt, and a letter from his aunt Martha that he kept meaning









































































