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The posthole digger ate shit again. Connor wrenched it from the stubborn crust, twisted, and jammed it down with everything his arms had left. The digger sank an inch, maybe two, before the ancient red dirt took its revenge: another dull pop somewhere in his shoulder and a spray of sweat that left his vision blurry. He didn’t bother blinking it away. All around him, the air shimmied in layers of heat, warped so hard it made the horizon look like it was boiling off the bones of the world.

Connor spat a gob of dust-darkened saliva, wiped his chin on the back of a calloused hand, and glanced up the fence line. Fifty yards north, another white laborer—Johnny, or maybe just another Johnny—grunted through the same dry dance, slamming rebar posts with a sledge and looping barbed wire like a hangman threading his own noose. Beyond, a slant of sunlight caught the shimmer of an overseer's rifle barrel.

“You got all day, asshole?” The voice sliced in from the left, riding the wind and the sudden whine of a grasshopper. It belonged to Running Fox, the junior foreman of Thunderhawk. Fox sat his pony with the same kind of lazy menace as a sunbaked rattler—hat banded tight, shirt cleaner than God, no visible sweat, not a hair out of place. He nudged the gelding forward so the horse’s shadow covered Connor and his hole. “Fence doesn’t dig itself.”

Connor showed the posthole digger’s teeth, bit down on the handle, and spat the next answer to the ground. “Clay’s packed like a brick. Need water.” His voice came out rusty, half-choked. He could taste the iron in the air, and something else—old copper, maybe blood.

Fox grinned like it was a joke he’d heard a hundred times. “Work’s not supposed to be easy, Coyote.” Coyote, his code name for all white hands who survived more than a month on Thunderhawk Ranch. “Water at sundown. Finish this run or you’ll find out if the bosses like to water plants with blood.”

No answer required. Connor heaved the digger again, this time driving with both feet for leverage. His boots tore at the dust, slipped, found no purchase. By now, the digger’s handles were slick as eels with sweat, and Connor’s hands looked dipped in rust. He got the hole another two inches deeper before his back started screaming again.

Barbed wire, rebar, sweat, dust, repeat. The world had collapsed into nothing but these components: the ceaseless clatter of tools, the raw-throated bark of overseers, the stink of blood and piss baking in the trenches. Every ten posts, a mounted guard watched from a saddle. Some wore beadwork on their shirts, others military leftovers—old cavalry coats, epaulets hanging by threads, decorated with scalps or feathers. They watched the line with dead-eyed patience, not even pretending to hide the rifle cradled across their thighs. None ever got down, not even when the more creative laborers found new ways to get injured.

“Hold it steady.” That was Johnny—definitely Johnny—his arms a patchwork of sunburn and scar, one eye swollen near shut from the last time he’d “dared” a supervisor to let him work without his hat. He squatted at the next post, bracing it upright while Connor lined up the sledge. Connor sucked air, lifted, and drove down. The impact sang up through the wood and into his arms, left his wrists numb and jaw clenched.

“Jesus,” Johnny whispered, then louder: “Ain’t you got any left in those skinny sticks?”

Connor shrugged, which hurt more than the sledge, but let it ride. “Just setting the mood.”

“You set the mood, you’ll get me killed.” Johnny laughed, then coughed dryly, hacking up something that probably counted as a lung.

Up the line, another laborer—blonde, limping—caught a barbed wire snag and howled like a branded calf. Overseers shouted and horses stomped, but nobody slowed. Blood poured from his palm, bright and impossibly red against the blue of his knuckles. He wrapped it with a rag, spat, and kept right on weaving wire.

Across the prairie, the world had gone Native. Teepees and longhouses—real, honest-to-God longhouses—speckled the land where once there’d been only blinding emptiness. At noon, the heat turned every tent and birch-bark roof into a haze of floating shapes. Closer in, the ranch proper stood like a museum of white failure: busted wagons, gutted Ford pickups stripped for anything useful, a clapboard house that looked ready to collapse. No one lived there now except rats. The lords of Thunderhawk held court from the high ground, where the lodge rose three stories of cut pine and elk hide banners, smoke stacks rising above it like middle fingers to the sky.

Connor didn’t look up much. When he did, he saw the same thing every time: the hot blue above, dead birds spiraling in the updrafts, and the endless rows of white slaves dotting the fence line like meat flags.

At the end of each run, a bell rang out—a dull, bone-on-metal clang that carried for miles. You dropped your tool, stepped back, waited for the audit. This time, Fox worked his pony down the line, eyes skimming the posts like he was shopping for the one thing he’d never buy. He paused when he reached Connor.

“How many?” Fox didn’t bother looking at the man.

“Twenty-four posts. Two hundred feet. Wire’s tight.”

Fox turned then, slow and deliberate, and fixed him with a smile that showed more teeth than kindness. “Counting’s a skill, Coyote. Keep it up, you might live to see tomorrow.”

Connor said nothing. He was good at nothing.

Fox clicked his tongue and the pony wheeled away, pissing on a patch of thistle as it went. Behind, the fence swayed in the wind—brand new, straight as a gun barrel, ready to keep the wild out. Or in, depending on how you looked at it.

They reset the line, moved up. This time, the sun hit them from a new angle, blasting the sweat right out of their skin. Connor’s shirt stuck to his ribs, already torn open at the shoulder where the digger had slipped earlier. It didn’t matter. Nobody here had worn a clean shirt since they were conscripted. Nobody even remembered what their last clean meal tasted like.

“Think we’ll get food tonight?” Johnny was talking to himself more than Connor. “Heard they caught a coyote, real one this time. Maybe it’s stew.”

“Anything’s better than the pemmican,” Connor muttered, though he’d eat pemmican off a dead man’s boot if it came down to it.

They set to work on the next stretch. Dust everywhere. Every breath tasted like old pennies and sweat. The clang of metal was all-consuming, a clock that ticked only for the overseers. At least they didn’t whip you for talking, not anymore. Not since the last batch of “troublemakers” ended up on display at the entrance to the lodge. That had worked wonders on morale.

Connor switched tools, took the wire spool from Johnny and started threading it through the posts. The gloves they’d given him weeks ago were now little more than fingerless suggestions; every wrap of wire cut a new line into his palms, blood and rust trading places until he could hardly tell the difference. He gritted his teeth and pulled, muscles straining. The wire gave a little, then bit back. He swore, yanked again, and this time the strand sliced the tip of his thumb clean open.

Blood welled up instantly. He stuck his thumb in his mouth, tasted the hot metal tang, then wiped it on his trousers and kept going. Overhead, one of the older guards—Crow-something—snorted in amusement.

“You whites bleed easy,” the man observed, spitting a black stream of tobacco to underline the point.

Connor looked up, met the man’s gaze, then went right back to pulling wire.

It went like that for hours. The sun never moved. The guards never blinked. By late afternoon, the air had thickened into a single heavy sheet of heat and nobody even tried to speak. When the line was finished, the bell sounded again.

This time, Fox didn’t bother with the audit. “Tools down. Water up.” The words carried down the run like a shot, and the line dissolved. Johnny immediately dropped to his knees, breathing in hard gasps, and splashed his whole face with water from a filthy tin bucket.

Connor drank slower. You learned to. Too fast and it just came right back up, spraying out your nose. He worked the water around his tongue, felt the new cut on his thumb sting like hell, and wiped his mouth.

Fox and the other foremen circled the laborers, now hunched in the shade of a half-finished lean-to. “Tomorrow, we start with the north pasture. That means all you mouth-breathers who fucked up today, you’re on double duty. First ones to quit will fertilize the corn, you get me?”

Nobody said a word. There was nothing left to say.

Fox waited. Then: “All right, move out. Bell at sundown. Quarters.”

Connor let himself sag against the fence, fingers trembling, muscles in his forearms bunching and unbunching like something was trying to get out. He felt the weight of the day on him—literally, like someone had stitched fifty pounds of sand into his skin. He didn’t bother glancing back at the field. He already knew what it looked like: scarred, brown, alive only in the most technical sense.

They made the slow walk back toward the camp. On either side, teepees glowed in the twilight, some with children running around them, faces painted, shrieking and laughing in a language Connor still didn’t understand. The ranch house—Thunderhawk—burned orange in the setting sun, every window a black pit. Somewhere up there, the bosses would be eating fresh venison and drinking out of glass. Down here, it would be dry bread and watered whisky, maybe, if you were lucky.

But for the moment, Connor didn’t think about any of that. His world was fence posts, busted hands, the slow march back, and the hundred silent fuck-yous humming just under his breath. He pulled his hat low over his eyes, spat another wad of blood, and kept moving, counting the steps until something—anything—changed.

The march back was always worse than the work. You’d think it would be the opposite, but after the overseers called the end of day, all the energy you’d kept hidden in your muscles to make it through the next minute just...leaked out. Each step across the hardpan felt like a small betrayal, like your own body had decided it was time to die but kept you upright just to twist the knife.

They called it “the stumble line.” At sundown, every man and woman not currently shitting their guts out from waterborne disease or freshly killed by accident made it back from the fencelines. Most walked with their heads down, hands dangling and open like dead birds, skin more burn than flesh. The sweat soaking through Connor’s shirt went from river to crust, his shoulders twitching every time someone behind him stepped too close.

The mounted guards followed at a slow pace, keeping the white herd together with low words and lazy rifle taps. They all wore boots with spurs, and every so often they’d jingle them like a warning bell. If you stumbled, you got the barrel. If you stopped, they gave you one warning. After that, it was the gun butt, or maybe a kick if they were feeling especially charitable. Johnny limped at his side, hands clutching his belly, mouth running constant, low, half-crazed commentary.

“Bet the bread’s gone moldy tonight. Smells like it’s been dead longer than we have. Christ, my fucking legs—did you see that bastard laugh when I tripped?”

“Eat slower next time,” Connor said, but it was mostly automatic.

They skirted the long shadow of the Thunderhawk lodge, then veered toward the back pasture where the barracks had been hammered up by the last crop of slaves. It looked less like a building than a stack of lumber thrown together by someone who hated angles: the roof sagged, most windows were plugged with burlap, and the whole place listed to one side like a rotted tooth. Out front, two guards smoked hand-rolled cigarettes, watched them file in, and counted with a tap of their boots. Inside, the smell nearly knocked you sideways.

First hit was ammonia—years of piss, sun, and not enough time to clean. Next came mold, sweat, then the greasy, unforgettable stench of old wounds. Everything was sticky, even the air.

Inside, the bunk rows were already filling. They were just splintery boards set on cinder blocks, but tonight they felt almost soft. Connor and Johnny dropped onto a bottom rack; he heard Johnny groan, then start tearing at his boots. Around them, the whole cohort crashed in sequence—some face down, others sitting hunched, eyes shut tight, lips moving silently. You didn’t have to believe in God to pray in this place.

The bread rations came next, doled out from a battered tin. Most nights it was a single half-loaf per man, less if the foreman decided he was owed tribute. Tonight was no exception: the chunks were smaller than knuckle bones, and Johnny’s piece had a strip of mold running like a river down the center.

“You want it?” Johnny asked, waving it in Connor’s face.

“No.” Connor accepted, anyway. He peeled off the green edge, jammed the rest into his mouth, and washed it down with the dregs of a water cup. The bread tasted like yeast and old sweat; he ate it in two bites and didn’t let himself think about the last time he’d tasted butter.

Up the aisle, a scene played out by the far window. A kid—couldn’t have been more than sixteen, just two weeks in the labor pool—sat holding both hands in the air, blood streaming down his forearms. The old man beside him, a scarecrow with a beard gone completely white, was fishing out splinters from the kid’s palm with the edge of a bent fork. The kid whimpered; the old man growled.

“Hold still or you’ll lose it. That’s the deal.”

“It fucking hurts—”

“Everything here fucking hurts. Toughen up or get the hell out.”

That got a few laughs, mean and brittle. The old man glanced over at Connor, nodded like they were co-owners in this miserable enterprise. Connor nodded back, then looked away. He’d seen the same wound, different hand, a hundred times.

Food finished, the talk turned lower, quieter. A man near Connor’s feet whispered about Running Fox: “He’s up for promotion. Means he’ll be back tomorrow, hard as ever.” Someone else countered, “Maybe they’ll send him north, lose him in the hills.” Others took bets on how many of them would still be alive by Sunday. The consensus was “most,” but nobody said it like they meant it.

Connor lay back, staring at the sagging roof. His hands shook when he held them up. His thumbnail oozed dried blood, cuticle torn clean off by the barbed wire. He dug at the wound, then stopped. Sometimes if you pressed on them just right, the pain changed into a numbness you could sleep with.

A fight almost broke out two bunks over. A stringy man with ears that stuck out like sails accused his neighbor of stealing a sock—“you worthless bastard, you took my sock, it was right here, right here”—and then tried to hit him, but only managed to slap his own knee and start sobbing. The overseers didn’t come in, not for small shit like this. They’d only get involved if someone started a fire or fucked the livestock.

Johnny leaned in close. “You think they’ll let us see the fight tomorrow?” His breath smelled like spoiled beer and blood.

“Doubt it,” Connor said. “They don’t want us getting ideas.”

“You ever get ideas?”

“Sometimes,” Connor said, and left it there.

He heard the old man finish up at the end of the bunk row, tell the kid, “You got ten fingers, you use ten fingers. Lose one, use nine. Lose two, you’re still not done.” He looked at his own hands, then at the dark shapes filling the room—men broken in a hundred different ways but still, somehow, alive.

Above, the sounds shifted: bodies settling, someone snoring, the rattle of wind through loose planks. The stench didn’t let up, but after a while it faded into the background, just another part of the territory. Connor scraped his palm on the sheet, rolled onto his side, and exhaled. Tomorrow they’d do it again, and maybe one day he’d stop counting. But not tonight.

Tonight he stayed awake long enough to hear Johnny drift off, muttering about bread and beer and something that might have been his mother’s name. He let the sound lull him until the walls blurred, the world dimmed, and all that was left was the echo of pain and the sour taste of hope gone to seed.

At first it was only the wind and the rattle of loose nails, but as night took full hold, the whole barracks joined the chorus. Connor lay on his bunk, back flat, arms draped over his chest in a corpse pose, counting the half-dozen sleep noises that meant everyone had made it through another day: Johnny’s snore, which started up high and wound down like a busted transmission; the creak of the old man rolling over two bunks away, joints sounding like they were being pried open; the soft, wet wheeze of the boy with bleeding hands, who wasn’t strong enough to cough all the way. The rest, white noise: the stink, the heat, the sweet undertone of sweat baked in the dark.

Moonlight wormed through the boards, silver and cold. It made the room look bigger than it was, drew patterns on the ceiling that changed with every hour. Connor tracked the lines, tracing routes through the cracks: a highway for ghosts, or maybe just a sign that somewhere outside, life kept moving.

He tried shifting position to loosen the tightness in his shoulders, but the bunk groaned in protest, and pain woke in every place he’d been stung by wire or tool. He stretched his legs out straight, which only made the cramp in his thigh lock up again. Eventually he gave up on comfort, drew his knees in close, and breathed through the slow, rotten pulse of his heart.

Every day ended the same. You told yourself you’d be out cold, too tired to dream. But the ache always won. It didn’t matter that his shirt was stuck to his back with dried salt, or that he could barely unclench his hands; his mind went to work on the day just finished, replaying it in tight, jump-cut sequences. Fence post. Dirt. Blood. Laughter, hard and ugly. The sick snap of a boy’s bone when he fell from a crossbeam, and the fact that nobody stopped working, not even for a second.

He listened to the barracks settle. Out in the yard, a coyote howled, far enough that it could be mistaken for a dog. Closer in, someone was still awake—maybe one of the night guards, maybe just a shadow—moving back and forth past the window. The steps were slow, no urgency in them, just the casual predation of a man who owned the darkness and everything in it. When the guard passed between barracks and moon, the room was sliced by a perfect silhouette: hat, rifle, the profile of a face drawn sharp as flint.

Connor flexed his hand, working his thumb in a small circle over the cut that was already clotting to black. It would scar, like the others. He curled his fist, ran it down the rough edge of the wall beside him, and let the friction strip away the newest layer of skin. He did it again, and again, until the pain dulled to something almost good.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he remembered a time when nights had meant rest. When you could sleep easy, soft, unbroken. He tried to remember the last time he’d felt anything but this pure, raw endurance. Couldn’t do it.

The window near his bunk was broken at the corner. He could see out, just barely, to where the lodge lights burned atop the hill, gold and warm, promising everything he didn’t have. Sometimes, if you looked hard enough, you could see the shadows of people moving behind the glass—standing, talking, even laughing. Connor wondered if they thought about the ones down here, or if they just let the memory fade, like the print of a hand in wet concrete, only to be covered and paved over in the morning.

The stench of sweat never really faded. It worked its way into the wood, into his hair, into the very idea of what it meant to be alive in this place. He wiped a trickle of it off his cheek, then used the same hand to drag the sheet up, cocooning himself as best he could.

Sleep didn’t come, not really. He hovered on the edge, one foot in the world, one still walking the fence line. The moon traveled across the sky, and with it, the shape of the shadows in the barracks walls. Johnny snorted himself awake once, sat up to piss in a tin can, then lay back down and muttered, “Fuck you, Running Fox,” before the old engine of his breath started again.

Connor smiled, thin and sour, but genuine.

Another hour, maybe two, and the guards would rattle the doors. Time would move forward, and the line would form again. His body would go where it was told, but his eyes—those would keep watching, counting, recording every step. He wasn’t sure what he’d do with it, if anything. Maybe nothing. Maybe just survive, and spite them all by keeping his head above water one more day.

His hands throbbed, fingers thick and stiff. He looked at the dirt packed in the creases, so deep it might never wash out. Every line on his palm told a story: of work, of survival, of the slow, ugly refusal to just fucking give in.

He lay like that, breathing hard, staring at the broken night through the window and waiting for morning. When the first light finally came, he wasn’t asleep. But he was still there.

And for now, that was enough.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: Whispers of Liberty
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No one ever really slept in the barracks, not the way normal people did, with dreams and turning over, chasing a cool spot on the pillow. Most of the dozen in Connor’s cohort just faded in and out of consciousness like men drowning, surfacing for air only when the stink or the pain or a neighbor’s cough finally clawed them back to the living. But tonight, after roll call and rations, they lingered—dirty ghosts, skin and teeth catching the yellow glare of a single storm lantern perched on an upturned bucket.

The lamp smoked like a dying signal fire. The glow scraped at the faces crowding in, made every shadow sharper and each feature more ruined than the next. Connor picked at the bloody rim of his thumbnail, cracked wide from wire and made worse by the half-assed tape job he’d given it before lights-out. On his other arm, fresh scab crusted over a day-old cut, barbed wire again. His shoulder thrummed with a dull ache, every muscle wound tight enough to snap.

The old man everyone called Jeremiah sat cross-legged in the center of the knot, looking like a vulture hunched over roadkill. He was the first to speak, as always.

“Listen up,” Jeremiah whispered, the words raspy from decades of tobacco and too many close calls with the Thunderhawk overseers. He cupped his hands around the tin cup so the lantern’s light couldn’t reflect off the metal. “Trader rolled in this afternoon. Indian fella, full-face tattoo. Brought flour and matches for the bosses. Left quick. But he talked, like they all do, if you have something to trade.”

Nobody asked what Jeremiah had given up to get his sliver of gossip. He’d already sold off his extra socks and the locket he wore on a string around his neck; last week he’d pawned the buttons off his own shirt for a book of matches. Most nights, Jeremiah spun bullshit. Tonight, though, his voice had a tremble, like he couldn’t believe what he was about to say.

“Says there’s a place—way out past the Salt Flats, beyond where the Sun Dogs run their cattle. Whites live free there. Run their own show, no masters, no overseers.”

He let the words hang. It was a trick he’d picked up from actual preachers. Even in this dump, hope could quiet a room faster than a gunshot.

Johnny, next to Connor, started shaking his head before the sentence finished. “Bullshit,” he muttered, but he wasn’t loud about it. “Every place is owned by someone.”

“Not this one. He called it Solace. Said whites run it—”

“Then why’d the bastard come back?” Another voice, female, cracked through the gloom. Big-shouldered woman, broken nose healed sideways. She hadn’t even bothered to change out of her work shirt, streaked black from digging the new cesspit. “Why don’t all the traders just set up there, if it’s so nice?”

Jeremiah ignored the challenge, like a drunk uncle hell-bent on his story. “Sun Dogs don’t go that far west, not anymore. Said the air stinks too much of gunpowder.” He grinned with yellowed teeth. “Said if you can get there, they let you stay. No questions.”

Hope was a rare bird, and nobody in this room knew what to feed it. For a second, even Connor felt a flicker—then the weight of the day settled in again, hot and heavy. He scraped at his cut, watched the rust-brown blood bead and run down his knuckle.

Across the circle, a kid named Matty slurped water from the rim of a battered mug. His hands shook so hard half of it went down his chin, pooling in the divots between his collarbones. “My brother tried to run once,” he said, voice shaking too. “Didn’t make it a mile before they sent the dogs. Brought him back with his face half missing.”

Connor winced. “They keep them hungry for a reason.”

Jeremiah shrugged. “All I know is what I heard. Trader said there’s a window at the end of every shift—before the night patrol resets. It’s tight, but not impossible. If you head straight west, you can beat the dogs.”

“Yeah,” Johnny snorted, “if you run like fucking Seabiscuit.”

Someone behind Johnny coughed—a wet, snot-choked hack. Another night, it would have triggered laughter or a round of bitching about cholera. But tonight, the rumor held their attention tight as wire.

Connor cleared his throat, instantly regretted it as the soreness worked its way up to his sinuses. “Even if there is a place, even if the dogs don’t catch you, what are you gonna eat? How do you cross the flats with no water?”

“Don’t,” Jeremiah said, and for once he wasn’t posturing. “Not alone. Nobody makes it alone.”

A few faces flinched at that—most didn’t. Alone was all they’d ever had. The woman in the back sniffed, mumbled something about cowards and got up to piss in the corner bucket, muscles bunching in her arms as she stood.

The lantern flickered, burning down to nothing. The whole circle leaned in, as if the rumor might evaporate if they didn’t warm it with their breath.

It was Johnny who brought the mood back down. “Last time someone talked about escape, they found his boots nailed to the main gate. Feet still in ’em.” He traced a toe around the dirt, not looking up. “Just sayin’.”

The old man shrugged. “Don’t gotta believe it. Doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”

Connor flexed his hand, winced at the crack of the cut. He looked at the others—hard faces, slack bodies, every single one ruined by a thousand days just like this. He caught the woman’s eye, the one with the broken nose, and for a heartbeat she didn’t look away.

“Solace,” she said, testing the name. Then: “They ever say what happens if you get caught on the way?”

Jeremiah answered with a look. Nobody needed it explained.

The conversation dulled, whittled down by exhaustion and the certainty of morning. The group broke up in twos and threes, some curling under thin blankets, others just flopping on the floorboards. Jeremiah took his cup to the farthest corner, sipped slow, eyes bright and empty.

Connor didn’t move. He stayed on his haunches, feeling the buzz in his arms from where the day’s labor had left him raw. The idea of Solace was a joke—so what? Jokes could keep you alive.

Someone hissed from the edge of the room, loud enough for the stragglers to hear: “Keep it down. Overseers talk. You want the whole barracks on lockdown, fine. But don’t get the rest of us whipped for your fairy tales.”

“Fairy tale’s better than nothing,” Jeremiah whispered back, but even he sounded tired now.

And then, without warning, the door at the front of the barracks slammed open. Every man, woman, and kid in the place froze—shoulders tight, eyes wide, hands half-raised like they could parry the blow if it came quick enough. Connor’s stomach knotted, expecting the heavy boots, the rifle, the inevitable sorting that came with night visits.

Instead, the silhouette in the doorway hesitated, then stepped in, the thin edge of the lantern catching on a pair of boots that were too clean for this place. The voice that followed was all wrong, too high, almost delicate.

But there was nothing delicate about the way the room’s air vanished, or the way hope crawled back into its hiding place.

The story of Solace died in the flick of a boot heel. The new shift had arrived.

If the barracks was a body, Mary was a splinter in its heel. She moved through the open door with the kind of arrogance only the newly damned can muster—chin up, boots echoing on the warped boards, hands shoved in pockets like she didn’t smell the ammonia or see the slumped forms pressed wall to wall. Every eye tracked her: men, women, the old man with the neck locket and even the woman with the busted nose. The way she walked said she knew it, too.

Connor had heard about her before he ever saw her. A white from the high plains, black hair cut close, skin pale as maggot fat under the fresh layer of grime. She wore a canvas jacket that still held its shape, the kind the guards sometimes let you keep if you were pretty or belonged to a boss. Even her face was too clean—smeared with dust, sure, but none of the rot had set in yet.

She didn’t wait for invitation. Mary cut straight through the circle, scattering a cluster of kids who huddled near the bucket fire, and planted herself in the triangle of light left by the dying lantern. The rest of the room seemed to shrink back from her, wary. Like maybe this was a trick, and the next step would be gunfire or a pack of laughing Natives to drag someone out by the hair.

Nobody said her name. They barely whispered it—Mary. Just "her," or "the new one," or "it." But everyone watched. Even Jeremiah, who never met a rumor he didn’t believe, stared at her as if waiting for her to combust.

Mary sized them up, quick and professional. She saw the wire scars on Connor’s palms, the ruined cuticles, the way his shoulder dipped a little from an old break. She saw the slack faces of the others, and the way none of them wanted to make room for her. She smiled, all teeth, then spat on the floor.

“Which one of you’s heard the rumors?” she asked, voice flat. “About the outpost. Solace.”

No one answered, not at first. The memory of the last beating was still too fresh for most. But then Jeremiah, brave because he had nothing left to lose, nodded. “We heard. Doubt it matters.” His tone tried for calm but landed somewhere closer to surrender.

Mary smirked. “Matters to me.” She turned, met Connor’s gaze dead on. “What about you?”

He didn’t look away. “If there is such a place, the price’ll be worse than whatever you’re running from. Nobody gives anything for free.”

She nodded, as if this confirmed something she’d already decided. “Better a gamble than this.” She jerked her head to the line of bunks, the men who barely made it back each night, the girls already curled up in corners so no one tried to take them in the dark.

Somewhere behind her, a man with half a nose coughed out a laugh. “Go ahead and run, sweet thing. You’ll last a day.”

Mary ignored him. She edged closer to the lantern, its heat curling the hair at her temples, and planted her boots wide, like she was ready to swing on anyone who tried her.

Connor took in the rest of her: hands unscarred, no tattoos—she’d only been on the ranch a week, maybe two. Already she was asking about escape. “You ever run before?” he said, voice pitched so only she could hear.

“Twice.” She grinned again, more like an animal than a person. “Made it to the border once. Got caught when I tried to take the little ones with me.”

Jeremiah leaned forward, eager. “How far?”

Mary shrugged. “Three, maybe four miles. First time, I was dumb. Second time, I almost made it.” Her eyes went glassy, then hard again. “Never tried alone.”

“Smart,” Connor said, meaning the opposite.

Mary arched an eyebrow. “That a compliment?”

“More like a weather report.”

She stepped closer. “I want to know what’s west. What the fences look like, when the dogs get let out, where they keep the guns at night. You been here long?”

“Long enough.”

“You ever try to run?” She made it a challenge, not a question.

Connor flexed his thumb, letting the nail bed throb. “Not stupid enough.”

Mary’s gaze slid from his hands to his eyes and back, weighing him. “But you know the lay. That means you know when the guards fuck off for smoke, or which one’s too drunk after sundown to aim straight. You could get me past the lines.”

He didn’t bother denying it. “If I wanted to.”

She smiled again, this time with nothing behind it. “You will. Give it a week, this place’ll chew the rest of the meat off you. Then you’ll want out as bad as I do.”

A wave of silence rippled out from their standoff. Even the coughers held their breath. In the world of Thunderhawk, talking about escape was a death sentence—and yet here they were, doing it in plain sight.

Connor let the moment spin out, then said, “You ever hear of Running Fox?”

She barked a laugh, loud and mean. “That’s the one with the pony, right? Likes to chase the laborers for fun?”

“That’s him. He runs the night watch.”

Mary’s mouth twisted. “So?”

“So, you don’t want to cross him. He’s faster than the dogs. They say he hunts for sport.”

Mary rolled her shoulders, dismissing the threat. “Every man’s got a weakness. Fox got a girlfriend?”

Jeremiah spoke up, half mocking, half warning. “He likes to play with his food.”

Mary’s grin slipped for a half-second, but she recovered. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not his type.” She looked back at Connor. “You in, or you just here to remind me how hard I’m gonna die?”

He shrugged. “If you make it, you’ll be the first in months.”

Mary made a fist, thumb pressed flat against the nail bed, mimicking the way he’d pressed his own wound. “I’ll take those odds.” She turned, quick and feline, and stalked to the back of the barracks, ignoring the whispers that followed.

Connor watched her go. She was reckless, sure, but it was the kind of recklessness that drew lines in other people’s heads. Even after she vanished into shadow, he could feel the afterimage she left behind, burning in the backs of their skulls.

The lantern burned low, the oil almost spent. Jeremiah shook his head, a sad smile creasing the old scars along his jaw. “That one won’t last a week,” he muttered.

Connor didn’t answer. He thought about the fence line, the rebar posts, the neat rows of wire, and the flat expanse beyond. The traders had their stories, and maybe Solace was bullshit, but one thing he knew: if Mary was going to run, she’d need someone who could read the signs and keep ahead of the patrols. Someone who’d already tried, in a thousand small ways, to break the pattern.

The night wore on. The barracks emptied out, bodies piling on bunks, sweat and piss blending into a single stink. But for the rest of the dark, Mary’s question hovered in the air, sharp as a promise.

And when the moon crested the broken window, Connor was still awake, tracing the patterns on the ceiling, listening to the pulse in his battered thumb, and wondering if he was desperate enough to follow her west.

Maybe he already was.

Connor found Mary in the one place nobody ever wanted to be: the farthest corner of the barracks, just past where the floor sagged so bad you had to sidestep the loose boards or risk landing in the rat nest underneath. The rest of the bunkhouse had already slipped into its usual swamp of snores, coughs, and muffled mutters, but here, all you got was the hiss of the guttering lantern and the gnaw of Mary’s thumbnail on her teeth.

She sat cross-legged on a crate, back to the wall, eyes hooded but always moving. As Connor drew close, she didn’t shift or look up—just tilted her head slightly, a signal for him to get on with it.

He crouched beside her. The stink here was somehow worse: old urine, sour sweat, the coppery tang of blood not quite mopped up from a fight three nights back. They both ignored it.

“You changed your mind,” Mary said, voice low. She pulled her hand away from her mouth. Her thumbnail was torn, ringed with red.

Connor grunted. “You got a death wish or a plan?”

She smirked, then fished something from inside her shirt—a triangle of linen, dirty but still softer than anything else in the room. She unfolded it on her lap, careful not to let the light catch it full-on. Inside, scrawled in a child’s hand with what looked like charcoal and spit, was a map: dots and Xs, squiggle for the river, a crude circle for the lodge, lines radiating out from the yard’s perimeter. The legend was a single word: home.

He couldn’t help it. He reached out, not to touch, but to anchor the edge with his finger. “Where’d you get this?”

“Last ranch,” Mary said. “Old man I worked for—used to draw these so he could find his way back from the tavern. Had a different map for every bar. I took this off his body when they shot him.”

Connor liked that. It felt honest.

She tapped a spot on the west side of the sheet. “Here’s the old fence. Trader said it’s barely wired—Sun Dogs used to run cattle through, but now it’s just for show. Less patrols than up north.”

He tried to trace the line with his eyes, but Mary’s finger kept jumping ahead, ticking off landmarks with military precision.

“They change the guard every three hours. Midnight’s the gap—shift overlap. That’s when the lodge dogs come off perimeter to feed. Sometimes, they don’t relock the back gate.”

Connor grunted again. He could feel his pulse picking up. “How many men?”

“Two at the fence line,” she said. “More if there’s trouble. But if you make it to the dry creek, nobody chases.”

He said, “You sure?”

She shrugged. “Sure enough.”

They bent over the map together, heads almost touching. Connor’s cracked thumb throbbed. He pressed the nail flat against the paper to stop the bleeding and asked, “What about supplies? Can’t cross the Flats without food.”

“I’ve been stashing dried pemmican and water in the shed.” She smirked at his raised brow. “What, you think you’re the only one who knows how to steal from the stockroom?”

He let that slide. “Still have to get past the corral. Guards smoke there, swap stories. If they see us, it’s done.”

Mary nodded, then rolled the map back into its tight little bundle and pressed it into his hand. “That’s why we move at shift. You and me—no more than that. More is suicide.”

He held the bundle, rough edge scraping his palm. For a second, he looked at her—really looked, like she’d looked at him the night before. She was younger than he’d thought, but her eyes had no childhood left. Her hands, when they rested on her knees, were still pink and clean, but the way she flexed her fingers said she’d use them to break a neck if it meant another day alive.

“So?” she whispered. “You in?”

He didn’t answer, just nodded. He wasn’t sure which felt stronger—fear or the sick thrill of hope.

They sat like that, breathing in each other’s failure, until the scrape of boots on the porch jerked them both upright. Voices—loud, male, not Running Fox but one of his seconds. The shuffle of something heavy being dragged across the floor. Barracks door about to swing wide.

“Give me the map,” Connor hissed.

Mary hesitated half a heartbeat, then slipped it to him under the cover of her forearm. He stashed it inside his boot, felt it press tight against his ankle.

The voices grew louder, laughing now. Mary kept her head low and Connor shifted back onto his haunches, arms across his knees like he’d just come here to piss or get away from the coughers.

Door crashed open. Two guards, both big, both drunk. They scanned the room with half-interested eyes, then focused on the far corner, where Connor and Mary sat. For a second, nobody moved. Then one of the guards grinned—a thin, hateful stretch.

“Look at the lovers,” he said, gesturing with his rifle. “Couldn’t wait for the sunrise.”

The other one barked a laugh and stepped closer, boot heels chewing up the soft wood. “You two planning something? Or just keeping each other warm?”

Mary didn’t move, didn’t even blink.

Connor said nothing. He just glared, one hand resting casual on the top of his boot, the other dangling useless.

The guard knelt, got in Mary’s face, the stink of liquor rolling off him. “Maybe you’d like to come outside, show me what you got under that fancy coat?”

Mary didn’t flinch, didn’t look up. She let the man’s words hang, then spit between his boots.

The guard’s hand went up, fast, but he stopped at the last second—maybe remembering the last time he’d broken a nose and how the bosses made you dig your own pit when you killed a slave off-schedule. Instead, he just kicked at the crate and grinned. “Your loss, sweet thing.”

He stood, eyed Connor once, then turned and left with his friend, both of them snickering like hyenas as the door banged shut.

For a long time, neither Mary nor Connor moved. Only the lantern, down to its last gasp, dared make a sound.

Mary looked at him sideways. “You always pick fights with people twice your size?”

He shrugged. “If I didn’t, I’d be dead already.”

Mary snorted, a small, ugly sound. Then she relaxed, slouching against the wall until her shoulder brushed his.

He could feel her pulse through the canvas, sharp and insistent.

They sat in the dark until their breathing synced. At the edge of hearing, the dogs started up—far off, not close enough to matter yet, but enough to remind them what happened if you gambled and lost.

Mary reached over, fingers ghosting over his wrist. “Midnight,” she whispered, and squeezed once, hard.

Then she stood and vanished into the shadows, boots silent on the uneven boards.

Connor waited until he was sure no one watched, then pulled the map from his boot and tucked it into the rotten seam under his bunk. He lay back, arms behind his head, staring at the slats above. He wondered if Solace really existed, or if it was just another joke meant to keep slaves chasing ghosts.

He wondered if it mattered.

And then, as the lantern guttered its last, he drifted into something almost like sleep, and dreamed of empty fences and a sky with no end.
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​Chapter 3: The Decision
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It started before dawn. The bell hammered out from the high lodge, turning dreams into ashes and sending everyone in the barracks out into the kind of dark that cut straight through to your bones. Connor staggered up with the rest, pulling on boots one-handed—his right thumb still a mess from yesterday—and shuffling outside without bothering to check if he had all his fingers or not. In places like this, you learned to count to nine and just live with it.

The air bit colder than he expected. It tasted of smoke, and something else, like burned hair or old fat. Overhead, the sky hung low and swollen, with a stripe of orange leaking across the horizon. At the gate, overseers barked orders and corralled the white laborers into a ragged semicircle, backs to the barracks, faces turned toward the killing ground. Connor caught a look at Johnny, eyes still puffy with sleep, jaw working over nothing. The woman with the broken nose stood behind them, her stare empty, her arms crossed over her chest like they could shield her from what was coming.

They all knew the routine. Once a month, sometimes more if the Sun Dogs were feeling charitable, they’d make everyone line up to watch a “corrective.” The first few times, Connor told himself he’d turn away or refuse to react. But he’d lasted as long as anyone, and by now, he didn’t bother pretending he was any different from the rest. The only thing that set him apart was the heat that ran under his skin every time the whips came out. Even when the rest of him felt dead, that anger stayed alive.

Today’s victim was a thin kid with wheat-blonde hair and a face you could barely see under all the dust and bruising. They marched him out from a side door, ankles chained together, a guard on each side. The kid’s shirt was already torn off, ribs sharp as wire, a single yellowing bruise running from his armpit down to his hip. He didn’t look scared. Didn’t look much of anything, really. Maybe he’d already checked out.

The head overseer—a huge slab of a man with a pockmarked face and old cavalry tattoos running up his neck—dragged the kid to the post at center field. The post had been there longer than any living slave. It stood blackened and slick from decades of use, set in a ring of mud that never quite dried out, even in high summer. At its base, the ground squelched when you stepped too close.

The guards tied the kid’s wrists above his head, stretched his arms until his toes barely brushed the dirt. When they stepped back, the crowd shuffled as one, boots scraping the dust in a nervous pulse. Someone coughed behind Connor, but nobody said a word.

The head overseer produced a whip from his belt—rawhide, oiled and black. He twirled it once, then ran his hand down the length, checking for burrs. Ritual, showmanship. He wanted them all to know this was business, not pleasure.

Running Fox arrived last, riding his usual gelding at a slow circle behind the crowd. He wore a white shirt this morning, gleaming clean and pressed. There was a single red handprint stamped over his heart, like a medal. He let his boots click against the frozen earth, weaving the horse through the outer ring of slaves. He called out as he passed, voice clear and cold.

“Everyone watch, please. This is for your own good.”

The crack of the first lash made a few heads flinch. Connor forced himself not to move, even when the whip bit through skin and left a bright line of blood across the kid’s shoulder blades. The second stroke landed lower, opening the skin just above the waistband. The kid groaned—a wet, guttural sound—but didn’t scream.

Fox wheeled his horse closer, face calm as a butcher. “You see that?” he called, twisting to face the left side of the crowd. “That’s what you get for running.” He paused, then grinned. “Maybe next time, you try harder.”

The whip came down again. And again. Connor watched the pattern of blood bloom, each stripe perfect and parallel, except when the kid’s body jerked and the tip curled around to bite his ribs. After the eighth or ninth stroke, the kid made a sound like a sob, but it could just as easily have been laughter. By twelve, he hung limp, head down, back slick and shining. The overseer paused only to wipe sweat from his brow, then raised the whip for the final time.

This time, the whip caught on bone. It hit the shoulder blade, stuck for a heartbeat, then tore loose with a spray of blood and something white and pulpy. The kid jerked once, then didn’t move again.

Connor’s hand balled tight, his thumbnail splitting open anew as he squeezed. Blood beaded up, fat and dark. He wanted to look away, but couldn’t. Not for the sake of the kid, who was already beyond caring, but for himself. If he looked away now, he’d never be able to look back.

Fox dismounted, sauntered up to the post, and inspected the damage. He knelt, checked the kid’s pulse, then stood and raised his hand for silence.

“He lives,” Fox announced, with the kind of bored authority that made everyone believe it, even if it was a lie. “He’ll serve his time, just like the rest of you.”

Connor believed him. At Thunderhawk, the only thing harder than dying was staying dead.

A pair of guards unfastened the kid from the post, then dumped him face-down in the mud. Another team hosed down the post and raked the ground smooth. The crowd watched in silence, not because anyone cared, but because they’d all learned what happened when you didn’t.

Fox took a slow lap, letting the sound of his spurs and the stink of blood do the talking. As he passed Connor, he gave a slight nod. “You holding up?” he asked, low enough for only Connor to hear.

Connor met his eye. “Never better.”

Fox grinned, wolfish. “Don’t make me prove it.”

He moved on, and Connor flexed his hand, the blood on his thumb running in a thin black stripe down his palm. He wiped it on his pants, barely feeling the sting. Behind him, Johnny sucked his teeth and muttered, “Bet that’s the last we see of him.”

“Doubt it,” Connor said. “They’ll put him back on the line tomorrow. Maybe by then, he’ll wish he died.”

Someone in the crowd broke formation, a woman dragging a sobbing child behind her. The guards watched but didn’t intervene. After a few more minutes, the overseers clapped hands and barked, “Back to work!” and the crowd dissolved like a puddle in sunlight. Connor turned to go, but not before taking one last look at the kid in the mud.

He couldn’t remember his name. That was the way of things here.

The line shuffled back toward the pastures, most of them already shifting into work mode—heads down, shoulders hunched, ready for another day. As Connor moved, he felt the pain in his hand flare up, matching the ache in his back. The sight of the blood didn’t help, but at least it reminded him he was still alive. That, and the rage. The rage never let up.

The sky had brightened, but it looked uglier now. Yellow-gray clouds stacked up over the ridge, promising another storm by afternoon. Connor squinted up at the lodge, the black windows staring back like empty eyes.

He made a silent promise: One day, someone would burn this place to the ground.

He just hoped it would be him.

They didn’t do dinner that night. After the spectacle, the guards passed out old ration bars and half a loaf of moldy bread, then told everyone to keep to quarters until further notice. The excuse was “security,” but everyone knew they just didn’t want the workers seeing how much the overseers planned to drink before tomorrow’s festival.

The air in the barracks was thicker than usual, loaded with sweat and the coppery tang of blood that wouldn’t quite dry out of Connor’s nostrils. Most of the men collapsed on bunks or floorboards, some picking at their bread, others just staring at the ceiling, waiting for the lights-out bell. Johnny tried to spark up conversation but kept running out of things to say. Every so often, someone would break the silence by retching or hacking up phlegm. There was no conversation about the morning’s correction. Nobody wanted to be the first to talk about what they’d all seen.

Mary came in after curfew, her head low, eyes scanning the corners for informants or worse. She made straight for Connor, boots tracking a trail of fine red mud. The jacket—still too clean for anyone’s liking—was now crusted up both sleeves, but there were no tears, not even at the cuffs.

“You want to get your ass handed to you, keep stomping around after curfew,” Connor muttered, not looking up from where he worked at a splinter under his thumbnail.

Mary ignored the warning. She nudged his boot with hers, then tilted her head toward the back of the room. “You got a second?”

He followed her past the snoring bodies and into the tight wedge of space behind the wash barrels. It was the darkest spot in the whole building, which also meant it stank the most—old water, rotten bread, urine. It didn’t bother Mary. She squared up and produced something from inside her jacket, wrapped tight in a strip of greasy cloth.

Connor caught the glint before she even unwrapped it. “You holding out on us?”

“Just for you,” she said, and smiled like she meant it.

Inside the cloth was a slumped, old scrap of leather—soft and flexed, with a dark seam down the center. Mary handled it like it was glass. When she laid it out on the upturned crate, the crack in the leather folded open, revealing lines of faded ink and, near the edge, a word he couldn’t make out in the dark.

She leaned close. “It’s a map.”

Connor snorted. “All this for a kids’ treasure map?”

She grinned. “Not for kids.” She pointed to the lower right corner. “See? That’s the big bend, where the old river used to run. They changed it last year, but the dirt’s still different. Here—” She tapped the wrinkled edge, “that’s where the fences thin out. They can’t keep up with repairs, not after last spring.”

He squinted, tried to make sense of the spidery lines and dots. “How’d you get it?”

“Last house I worked for, back in Dakota. The owner never left his office, just drank and planned ways to screw the neighbors. Had maps of every inch of the territory.” She shrugged. “When they sold me out, I stole this one.”

Connor picked it up. It smelled like pipe smoke and old sweat. The lines were shaky but clear enough, and there was a single bold arrow, drawn in what looked like someone’s blood, cutting straight west.

“This is our way out,” Mary whispered, her voice softer than he’d ever heard it. She leaned in, close enough that he could feel her breath.

He swallowed, running his fingers over the route. “What makes you think it’s still good?”

“Doesn’t have to be. We just need a way past the dogs and the guard towers.” She looked him up and down. “You know the night patrols. You know the timing.”

“And if we make it? Then what?”

She shrugged, but he saw the tremor in her jaw. “Solace, maybe. Or just dead, but at least not here.”

He ran his thumb along the map’s creases, and the new cut on it pulsed hard enough to make him wince. “You trust me that much?”

Mary didn’t answer right away. Outside, the sound of a bell echoed once, twice. Through the wall, a thump of distant drums and shouts—maybe the start of the festival bonfires, or just the guards lighting up early.

“I don’t trust you,” she finally said. “I trust that you hate this place enough to burn it down.”

He almost smiled.

They stood in the shadows, the stink of old sweat and hope binding them together. Connor folded the map, quick and tight, then tucked it into his waistband.

“You realize what happens if we get caught,” he said.

“I do.”

He looked at her, then at the crack of moonlight sneaking through the boards overhead. “Tomorrow’s the only shot.”

She nodded. “Sun Dogs always drink themselves stupid before a festival. Fewer eyes on the line. Less dogs, too. We run then, or we never run.”

They moved apart just as the barracks door rattled. Connor went back to his spot by the stove, pretending to poke at the crust of bread. Mary slouched against the wall, eyes closed, like she was just another ghost waiting for the next morning to kill her.

Outside, the drums kept up, and a chorus of shouts cut through the night, ugly and wild.

Inside, it was quiet as a grave.

They waited until the barracks noise dipped below a whisper, until the only sounds left were Johnny’s ragged snoring and the spit-hiss of burning oil in the lamp. Connor slipped out from his cot and ducked into the shadow behind the stove, boots treading light so as not to wake the twitchy woman two bunks over. Mary was already there, crouched low, her arms wrapped around her knees. Her hair stuck to her forehead in sweaty clumps; in the jaundiced light, she looked younger, but her eyes said otherwise.

“You sure you want to do this now?” Connor said, his voice a scrape.

Mary nodded. “Before they roll out the festival, we need the route set. Otherwise we’re dead by morning.”

He ran a hand through his hair, then traced a wet patch of sweat under his collar. “If someone catches us—”

“They won’t,” Mary cut in. “Nobody cares. Not tonight.” She reached down and brushed aside a layer of dry ash on the floor. With one dirt-stained nail, she started to sketch.

The outline came together fast. Rectangle for the yard, cross for the central post, dots for the guard towers. “Here,” she said, tapping the upper left corner, “fence is rotted out, two lines only. On the west side, there’s a gully. If we’re careful, we can roll under and use the dogs’ own trail to cover our scent.”

He studied the diagram. “Dogs are chained after curfew. Running Fox keeps the key, but sometimes he lets them off early, for laughs.”

“That’s why we don’t go before the bonfires,” Mary replied. “They’ll be drinking, half the guards up at the lodge. Less noise, fewer eyes. We head out when the drums start up, no one will notice until morning.”

She scraped a path through the dirt, dragging her finger across the makeshift yard. “We start here, slip past the outer bunkhouse, then into the service alley. Old man Jeremiah said the west tower’s blind on the graveyard shift—guard’s too drunk to see straight.”

“Jeremiah could be full of shit,” Connor said, but he wasn’t really doubting.

Mary shrugged. “We get one chance. You want to stay here, be my guest.”

He looked at his hands. They were shaking—part nerves, part hunger, part the ache from the barbed wire still pulsing under the nail. “We’ll need supplies. Water, at least a day’s worth. Something to eat.”

“I’ve got it stashed,” she said, almost smug. “In the laundry shed. Pemmican, hardtack, couple skins. If you can get it without anyone seeing, we’re golden.”

He almost laughed at that—like anything could be golden in this hellhole.

For a while, they were silent, listening to the drumbeats outside grow wilder as the Sun Dogs started their party. The sound made Connor’s skin crawl. He
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