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When justice is executed, 

it is a joy to the righteous 

but a terror to evildoers.

—Proverbs 21:15 CSB
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__________​

Grady

The mustang fought like the devil himself.

I gripped the corral fence, watching Pa work the wild-eyed horse with gentle hands and quiet words. At fifteen, I was all elbows and knees, but I had my father’s gift with animals. The morning air carried the rich scent of leather oil from Pa’s work gloves, mixed with the dusty smell of hay and the sharp tang of horse sweat.

“See how he’s favoring that left front hoof?” Pa said, never taking his eyes off the bucking bronco. “That’s not defiance, son. That’s pain talking.”

Lee Thatcher had a way of reading horses that bordered on the mystical. He could spot lameness that other men missed, sense fear where others saw only stubbornness. The mustang snorted and shied, his hooves raising small clouds of red dust that caught the morning light. Pa held firm to the lead rope with hands that had gentled a thousand horses before this one, the rough hemp texture familiar as his own skin.

“Easy now,” Pa murmured, voice soft as velvet. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you, boy. We’re just gonna help you remember what it feels like to trust.”

I watched, fascinated, as the horse’s ears swiveled forward despite its fear. The animal’s nostrils flared wide, testing Pa’s scent for any hint of danger. Pa had that calming effect on animals. And people, for that matter. There wasn’t a neighbor within fifty miles who wouldn’t drop everything to help Lee Thatcher, because they knew he’d do the same for them.

“Now watch his eyes,” Pa continued, still working the rope with practiced ease. The leather creaked softly in his weathered hands. “See how they’re starting to soften? That’s when you know you’re getting through.”

The morning sun climbed higher, painting the corral fence with golden light. Dust motes danced in the air between us like tiny spirits, and somewhere in the pasture beyond, a meadowlark called its liquid song. The familiar sounds of our ranch filled the air—the distant lowing of cattle, the creak of the windmill turning in the gentle breeze, the soft whicker of horses in the far paddock. It was shaping up to be a perfect day. The kind that made a man grateful to be alive and working the land his father had claimed.

“Your turn,” Pa said, offering me the lead rope. The hemp was still warm from his grip. “Remember what I taught you. Firm but gentle. Show him you’re the leader, but not the enemy.”

My hands trembled slightly as I took the rope, feeling the mustang’s energy transmitted through the braided fibers like electricity. The horse’s dark eyes fixed on me, measuring, calculating. For a moment, I felt the weight of his fear and my own inexperience. The rope felt foreign in my palms, too thick, too important.

“I don’t know, Pa. What if I spook him?”

“Then you’ll learn something valuable,” Pa said with a smile that made the corners of his eyes crinkle like old leather. “Fear’s a teacher, son, but it shouldn’t be a master. Trust yourself.”

I stepped forward, keeping my movements slow and deliberate. The hard-packed earth felt solid beneath my boots, grounding me. The horse tensed, muscles coiling beneath his dusty coat like steel springs, but he didn’t bolt. I could feel Pa watching, ready to step in if needed, but giving me the space to succeed or fail on my own.

“That’s it,” Pa whispered. “You’re doing fine.”

The rope felt alive in my hands, vibrating with the horse’s tension and energy. Every twitch of his muscles traveled up through the hemp to my palms. I tried to channel Pa’s calm confidence, to project the same steady presence that made animals trust him instinctively. The scent of sage and wild grass drifted on the breeze, mixing with the earthy smell of the corral and the sweet fragrance of Ma’s morning glories blooming by the house.

“Grady! Lee!”

Ma’s voice carried across the yard from the house, warm and musical as a church bell. Amy Thatcher stood on the porch, wiping her flour-dusted hands on her apron, her brown hair catching the morning light like spun copper. Even from a distance, I could see her smile. The one that had captured Pa’s heart twenty years ago and never let it go.

“Come wash up!” she called. “Lunch is ready, and I won’t have you eating my good stew with dirty hands!”

Pa chuckled, the sound rumbling deep in his chest like distant thunder. “Your mother’s got more sense than both of us put together. Horse training can wait. A man should never keep a good woman and a hot meal waiting.”

I handed him back the lead rope, reluctant to leave but knowing better than to argue with Ma when she had that tone in her voice. She’d birthed two children in a cabin, buried one in the winter of ‘85, and could outwork most men when it came to running a household. But she ruled with love instead of fear, and that made all the difference.

“We’ll finish with him after we eat,” Pa promised, securing the rope to the fence post with practiced efficiency. “Maybe by then he’ll have decided we’re not so bad after all.”

As we walked toward the house, our boots crunching on the hard-packed earth, Pa placed a hand on my shoulder. It was a simple gesture, but it carried the weight of approval and pride that made my chest swell. The familiar scent of leather and honest sweat clung to his work clothes, mixed with the faint aroma of the horse liniment he’d used that morning.

“You did good work today, son. That horse was watching you like he was seeing something he could respect.”

“Really?”

“Really. Another few sessions and you’ll have him eating out of your hand.” Pa squeezed my shoulder. “Your grandfather would be proud. He always said the Thatchers had a way with horses.”

The house smelled like heaven when we stepped inside. Beef stew simmering on the stove filled the air with rich, savory aromas—tender meat, carrots, potatoes, and Ma’s secret blend of herbs. Fresh bread cooled on the sideboard, its golden crust still crackling softly from the heat. Coffee percolated in the blue enamel pot, the familiar burbling sound as comforting as Ma’s lullabies. She had outdone herself, as usual.

“Wash,” she commanded, pointing toward the basin she’d set out with clean towels. The soap smelled of lavender from her garden. “Both of you. I can smell horse and dust from here.”

Pa winked at me as he rolled up his sleeves, the cotton fabric soft from countless washings. “Yes, ma’am. Wouldn’t want to offend the cook.”

“You’d better not be mocking me, Lee Thatcher,” Ma said, but her eyes sparkled with mischief. “I’ve got a wooden spoon, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

The wooden kitchen table was scarred from years of use, its surface worn smooth by countless meals and conversations. As we sat down to eat, I marveled at how perfect everything seemed. The food was delicious, the conversation easy, and the love between my parents was as solid and comfortable as the surrounding house. This was what a man worked for. Not just the land or the cattle, but the family that made it all worthwhile.

“Oh, I nearly forgot,” Ma said, reaching into her apron pocket. “Got a letter from Ellie Mae yesterday. She’s settling in well at the newspaper in Prescott. Says the work is challenging, but she loves writing about territorial history.” Ma smiled as she unfolded the letter. “She’s found herself a little boarding house room near the courthouse and made friends with some of the other working ladies in town.”

Pa grinned. “Always knew that girl would make her mark on the world. Takes after her mother—stubborn as a mule when she sets her mind to something.”

“She’s hoping to visit for Christmas if the weather holds,” Ma continued, tucking the letter back in her pocket. “Though she admits the newspaper work keeps her busier than she expected.”

“Mrs. Henderson stopped by this morning,” Ma said, passing Pa a second helping of stew. The ceramic bowl was warm against her hands. “She said she saw some strangers riding through yesterday. Four men, all armed, heading south toward the road.”

Pa’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. Something flickered across his face—a shadow that darkened his usually calm expression. Too quick for me to read completely, but Ma caught it like she always did.

“Probably just drifters looking for work,” Pa said carefully, but his voice carried a note of forced casualness. “Lots of men on the move this time of year.”

“Maybe.” Ma didn’t sound convinced. Her intuition was sharp as her kitchen knives. “But Mrs. Henderson said they looked... rough. The kind of men who don’t ask permission for what they want. She mentioned seeing unusual brands on their horses—burn marks that looked fresh, like they’d been changed recently.”

A chill ran down my spine despite the warm kitchen. There had been talk lately of rustlers operating in the territory, men who took what they wanted and left blood in their wake. Stories of altered brands, stolen cattle, and ranch families found dead in their burned-out homes. But surely they wouldn’t bother with a small spread like ours.

“Don’t worry yourself, Amy,” Pa said, reaching across the table to squeeze her hand. His calloused fingers were gentle against her smooth skin. “We’re too small for that kind of trouble. They want the big ranches, the ones with hundreds of head.”

Ma nodded, but I could see the worry lingering in her eyes like storm clouds on the horizon. She had the intuition that came with frontier living, the ability to sense danger before it showed itself. The same instinct that made her scan the tree line every evening before calling us in for supper, or keep the shotgun loaded by the kitchen door.

That’s when the earth started trembling.

Hoofbeats. Thunder rolling across the valley floor like the drums of war, growing louder with each heartbeat. The coffee cup rattled against its saucer on the table.

Pa went rigid, his hand moving instinctively toward the gun belt hanging on the kitchen chair. The leather holster was worn smooth from years of use, the grip of his Colt polished by his palm. Ma’s face went white as fresh snow, her worst fears materializing in the sound of approaching riders.

My blood turned to slush. Something about those riders, the way they moved, deliberate as wolves stalking prey, made every nerve in my body scream run. The rhythmic pounding grew closer, accompanied by the jingle of spurs and the creak of leather saddles.

“Grady.” Pa’s voice cut through the thunder of hooves like a blade, sharp with urgency. “Barn. Now. Hide in the loft and don’t come out, no matter what you hear.”

“Pa, I can help—”

“Now, boy!” The steel in his voice brooked no argument. His hand was already on his gun, thumb testing the action of the hammer.

I stumbled from my chair, my legs suddenly unsteady. Through the kitchen window, I could see dust rising in the distance like smoke from a grass fire. Four riders, just as Mrs. Henderson had said. Moving fast and hard toward our little piece of paradise, their horses’ hooves striking the ground like hammers on an anvil.

“Amy, get inside and stay down,” Pa commanded, strapping on his gun belt with practiced efficiency. The leather felt familiar against his hip, a weight he’d carried for protection more than violence. “Keep away from the windows.”

But Ma was already moving toward the door, her jaw set with the stubborn courage that had seen her through twenty years of frontier life. “This is my home too, Lee Thatcher. I won’t hide while strangers threaten what we’ve built.”

Four riders exploded over the ridge in a storm of dust and death, fanning out like wolves cutting off escape routes. They moved with the precision of men who’d done this before, who knew exactly how to corner their prey. Their horses were lathered with sweat, foam flecking their muzzles from hard riding. The acrid smell of fear-sweat and dust filled the air.

The leader rode a black stallion that seemed to have emerged from a nightmare itself. Death’s own mount, his massive frame wrapped in midnight from hat to boots. Behind him came two younger killers with wolf-lean faces that shared the same cruel jaw, their eyes cold as winter ice. And an older man whose silver hair gleamed above ivory-handled Colts that caught the sunlight like promises of violence. Even from a distance, I could see the distinctive engravings on those gun grips—serpents wrapped around skulls.

These weren’t drifters looking for work.

These were executioners.

I ran for the barn, my heart hammering against my ribs like a caged bird. The familiar smells of hay and leather couldn’t comfort me now. Sweet alfalfa, saddle oil, and the warm scent of horses felt foreign, tainted by the approaching violence. I scrambled up the wooden ladder to the loft, my boots slipping on the smooth rungs. Splinters caught at my palms as I pressed myself against a stack of feed sacks where I could see through the gaps in the barn siding.

The riders reined up twenty yards from the house. Close enough for killing. Far enough to run if things went sideways. Dust swirled around their horses’ hooves in choking clouds, and I could smell the acrid scent of fear—mine, and maybe theirs too. Their horses danced nervously, sensing the tension that crackled in the air like lightning before a storm.

Pa stepped out onto the porch, his hand resting on his gun butt. Thirty feet of open ground separated him from the riders, but it might as well have been thirty miles. There was no cover, no advantage except the moral authority of a man defending his home. The porch boards creaked under his weight, a sound I’d heard a thousand times before but which now seemed ominous as a death knell.

“Afternoon,” the man in black said, his voice smooth as snake oil but carrying an undertone of violence that made my skin crawl. No name. No courtesy. Just death on horseback making conversation. His black hat was pulled low, shadowing eyes that seemed to absorb light without reflecting any back.

“State your business,” Pa replied, his voice steady as bedrock despite the odds stacked against him. I could see the slight shift in his stance, weight balanced on the balls of his feet, ready to move.

“Heard you got fine cattle, Thatcher.”

My stomach dropped like a stone in a well. They knew Pa’s name. This wasn’t random. They’d planned this, scouted us, chosen us for reasons I couldn’t fathom. The way the man said our name, casual as discussing the weather, made it clear we’d been marked for death long before they rode into our yard.

“They’re not for sale,” Pa said, and I heard the first note of real tension creep into his voice. His thumb hooked near his gun belt, a gesture so subtle I almost missed it.

The man in black smiled. A razor slash across granite that promised terrible things. “Who said anything about buying?”

The words fell like stones into a still pond, sending ripples of dread through my entire body. This was it. This was how people died out here. Alone under the Arizona sky, forgotten before their blood dried in the dust. The casual cruelty in his voice was worse than shouting, worse than threats. It was the sound of a man who killed for pleasure.

Ma appeared in the doorway behind Pa, her chin raised in defiance despite the terror I could see in her white-knuckled grip on the door frame. She’d heard enough to understand what was happening, but she wouldn’t abandon her husband to face it alone. The flour on her apron seemed stark as snow against the dark wood of the doorway.

“You got ten seconds to ride on,” Pa said, his thumb finding the hammer of his Colt. The metal clicked softly as he eased it back, the sound carrying clearly in the sudden stillness. “After that, we got problems.”

“Already got problems,” the killer replied. His hand moved toward his gun with the slow deliberation of a man who knew he held all the cards.

Time slowed to a crawl. I saw the man in black’s hand move like it was underwater. Saw death itself reaching for iron with practiced ease. Saw Pa’s fingers close around his gun grip, the muscles in his forearm tensing as he started his draw. The leather of his holster whispered against the metal barrel.

Too slow.

“No!” The scream ripped from my throat before I could stop it, echoing across the yard like the cry of a dying animal.

Thunder cracked across the yard like the world splitting apart. Pa’s chest exploded in a fountain of crimson, the impact lifting him off his feet and slamming him backward against the porch rail. The sharp crack of breaking wood mixed with the echo of the gunshot. His unfired gun spun away into the dust, useless as his shattered dreams, the metal catching the sunlight as it tumbled.

“Lee!” Ma’s shriek could have raised the dead from their graves, raw with anguish that seemed to tear the very air.

She ran toward him, her skirts billowing around her legs, but the man in black was already moving. Uncoiling from his saddle like some massive serpent, spurs ringing against the porch steps. He caught her arm in one meaty fist, spinning her around to face him with the casual cruelty of a man who’d done this before. His fingers left dark bruises on her pale skin.

“Shoulda minded your business, woman.”

He pressed the barrel of his smoking Colt against her temple, the metal still hot from killing my father. I could see the burn mark it left on her skin, a small circle of seared flesh that would never heal. The smell of burned gunpowder drifted across the yard, acrid and final.

“Please,” Ma whispered, and I heard a lifetime of love and sacrifice compressed into that single word. Her voice shook, but her eyes held a dignity that even death couldn’t steal. “I have children.”

“Had children.”

The second shot was different. Closer, more intimate, final as a coffin lid slamming shut. Ma folded like a broken doll, her blood mixing with Pa’s in the dust where she’d planted morning glories just that spring. Their life together ended in gunpowder and screams and the laughter of devils. The white flowers she’d tended so carefully were already being stained with crimson.

I bit through my tongue to keep from crying out, tasting copper while my parents’ blood soaked the ground below. My vision blurred, my breath came in ragged gasps, but I held myself motionless through sheer terror. If they found me, I was dead. If I moved, I was dead. If I breathed too loud, I was dead. The taste of my own blood filled my mouth as I struggled not to sob.

“Search the house,” the killer ordered, like he was discussing the weather, already holstering his gun with practiced ease. “Take what we need. Burn the rest.”

The others dismounted, spurs ringing against the porch steps like funeral bells. Their boots left muddy prints on the clean boards Ma had scrubbed just that morning. Glass exploded as they kicked in windows, the sound sharp as breaking bones. Wood splintered as they tore apart furniture my parents had saved months to buy. They laughed as they destroyed fifteen years of dreams, taking pleasure in the casual desecration of a life built on love and hard work.

The crash of Ma’s good china echoed from the kitchen. The thud of axes biting into Pa’s handmade table. The rip of fabric as they shredded the quilt Ma had stitched by lamplight through three winters. Each sound was another wound in my heart, another piece of my life reduced to rubble.

I squeezed my eyes shut, but I couldn’t block out the sounds. Couldn’t stop seeing Ma’s face in that last second. Not afraid, just heartbroken for the boy hiding in the barn who’d have to carry this weight forever. The smell of her lavender soap still clung to the air, mixing with the gunpowder and blood in a combination that would haunt my nightmares.

The acrid smell of smoke began to fill the air. They were burning everything, just like the man in black had promised. Our home, our memories, our future. All of it going up in flames while I cowered like a rabbit in a hole. Orange light flickered through the gaps in the barn siding as fire consumed the kitchen where Ma had made countless meals with love.

When the destruction finally ended and the riders mounted up to leave, one of the younger killers called out, “What about the boy? Mrs. Henderson said she saw a kid.”

My heart stopped beating. The words hung in the air like a death sentence, and I could feel my blood turning to ice water in my veins.

“If there was a boy, the fire’ll take care of him,” the man in black replied, his voice carrying easily across the yard. “Let’s ride. We got what we came for.”

I listened to their hoofbeats fade into the distance, but I didn’t move for what felt like hours. Couldn’t move. The paralysis that had kept me frozen during the murders now held me captive in my grief and terror. My muscles had locked up, leaving me shaking like a leaf in a windstorm.

When I finally climbed down from the loft, the house was a smoking ruin and my parents lay still in the yard. The sun was setting, painting the sky red as the blood that stained the earth beneath them. Smoke drifted across the scene like funeral shrouds, and the smell of burned dreams filled my nostrils.

I crawled to them on hands and knees, afraid my legs wouldn’t support me. They lay tangled together in death, Pa’s arm thrown protectively over Ma even at the end. Their faces were peaceful now, the terror and pain replaced by the stillness that comes when all struggles cease. Blood had pooled beneath them, already attracting flies that buzzed with obscene life.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered through tears that burned like acid. “I’m sorry I didn’t help. I’m sorry I was a coward.”

But the dead don’t forgive. They just stare at heaven with empty eyes while the living drown in guilt and rage and the terrible weight of what might have been. The evening breeze stirred Ma’s hair, and for a moment I thought she might wake up, might smile and tell me it was all a nightmare.

Mrs. Henderson found me there three hours later, still kneeling between their bodies. She wrapped me in a quilt and took me to her house, where she cleaned the blood from my hands and tried to make me eat soup I couldn’t taste. Her own hands shook as she held the spoon, and I could see the horror in her eyes as she looked at me—a boy transformed into something else by violence.

The next morning, Sheriff Rawlings rode out from town. He was a decent man, but overworked and under-equipped for the kind of violence that had visited our farm. The badge on his vest was tarnished, and his gun belt showed the wear of a man who’d rather use words than bullets.

“I need you to look at them, son,” he whispered, his weathered face creased with sympathy. “For the official record. Can you tell me these are your parents?”

I stood between two pine boxes in the back room of the funeral parlor, staring down at faces that looked like wax figures of the people who’d raised me. Ma’s hair was combed neat, Pa’s hands folded peacefully across his chest. They looked smaller somehow, diminished by death in a way that made my chest ache with emptiness.

“Yes sir,” I said, my voice cracking like a boy’s instead of the man I’d become in the space of a single afternoon. “That’s Lee and Amy Thatcher. That’s my parents.”

Sheriff Rawlings made notes in a leather-bound book, his pencil scratching across the paper with official finality. The sound seemed too ordinary for what it represented—the end of two lives, the destruction of everything I’d known.

“Can you describe the men who did this?”

I closed my eyes and saw them again. Four riders bringing death to our peaceful valley. “The leader wore all black. Big man, maybe six and a half feet tall. Rode a black horse with white stockings on the front legs. Had dead eyes and yellow teeth, with a gold tooth in front.”

“What about the others?”

“Two younger men who looked like brothers. Same jaw, same cold eyes. And an old man with silver hair and ivory-handled guns. The grips had serpents carved around skulls.”

“You get a good look at their faces?”

“Yes sir. I’ll remember them till the day I die.”

And I would. Every line, every scar, every detail was burned into my memory like a brand on a steer’s hide. The man in black’s cruel smile. The casual way he’d pressed his gun to Ma’s head. The laughter as they destroyed everything good in my world. Even the way their horses moved, the distinctive gait of the black stallion, the nervous head-tossing of the roan.

Three days later, I stood at their graves while the preacher spoke pretty words about the Almighty’s plan and eternal rest. The neighbors had come to pay their respects. Good people who brought food and offers of help that couldn’t fill the hole in my chest. Mrs. Henderson stood beside me, her hand on my shoulder, but even her kindness felt distant through the fog of grief.

When the last mourner left and the gravediggers finished their work, I kneeled between the fresh mounds of earth and pressed my palms to the soil that covered my parents’ bodies. The dirt was still soft, still carrying the scent of deeper earth and endings.

“I swear on your graves,” I said, my voice steady as iron despite the tears on my cheeks. “I’ll find them. Every last one. And I’ll send them to perdition where they belong.”

The wind scattered my words like smoke, but the promise burned in my chest. A coal that would never go cold, never be extinguished until the debt was paid in full. Somewhere in the territory, those four killers were laughing over their easy victory, spending whatever they’d gained from murdering my parents. But their laughter wouldn’t last.

The man in black. That face was branded on my soul, along with his voice, his laugh, his casual cruelty. I didn’t know his name yet, but I’d find it. I’d find him. And when I did, there would be a reckoning six years in the making.

I walked down from that hill a different boy than the one who’d climbed it. The laughter was gone from my eyes, replaced by something harder. Something that would burn cold and steady until the day I looked into those dead eyes again and made him pay for what he’d stolen from me.

Justice was coming for the man in black.

He just didn’t know it yet.

​
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1 - Burned Brands

[image: ]


__________​

Grady

The man in black always came at dawn.

I jerked awake, sweat soaking through my nightshirt despite the cool April morning. The dream was always the same. Ma’s voice calling my name. Pa’s blood spreading across the dirt. And those dead eyes staring down at me from beneath a black hat, yellow teeth gleaming in a killer’s smile.

“You can run, boy,” the voice whispered in my memory. “But I’ll find you when I’m ready.”

Six years. Six years since that nightmare became real, and still the man in black haunted my sleep. I sat up in bed, running shaky hands through my sandy hair. Sunlight streamed through the window of the small house I shared with Deacon Colter at the edge of Colter Ranch. The sounds of morning drifted in—cattle lowing in the distance, roosters crowing, hoofbeats fading into the distance as the day ranch hands rode out to work the herd.

Normal sounds. Safe sounds. But they couldn’t chase away the echo of gunshots or the smell of smoke that seemed to cling to my nostrils every time I closed my eyes.

A knock on my door interrupted the dark thoughts.

“Grady? You up?” Deacon’s voice carried concern. He’d probably heard me thrashing around again.

“Yeah, I’m up.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed, bare feet hitting the cold wooden floor. “Give me five minutes.”

“Coffee’s ready when you are.”

That was Deacon. Always thinking ahead, always taking care of things. If I was the restless energy in our friendship, he was the steady hand that kept everything from flying apart.

By the time I made it to the kitchen, he’d already set out two steaming cups and a plate of biscuits left over from last night’s supper. The rich aroma of coffee mixed with the lingering scent of butter and honey from the biscuits. Deacon sat at the small table, brown hair still tousled from sleep, reading yesterday’s newspaper by the morning light.

“Bad one?” he asked without looking up.

“Same as always.” I poured myself coffee, the bitter brew helping to wash away the taste of fear. The ceramic cup was warm against my palms, grounding me in the present. “The man in black. Ma and Pa. You know.”

Deacon folded the paper and studied my face with those thoughtful brown eyes. “Maybe it’s time to talk to someone about it. Pastor Williams, or—”

“Talking won’t bring them back.” I took a long sip of coffee, feeling the heat burn down my throat. “Won’t put that killer in the ground where he belongs.”

“Justice isn’t always about putting men in the ground, Grady.”

“Sometimes it is.”

We’d had this conversation before. Deacon believed in law and order, in doing things the right way. I believed in results. It’s what made us good partners and kept us from being great friends. That thin line between justice and vengeance that I walked every day.

“We better get moving,” I said, changing the subject before Deacon could start one of his lectures about talking to Pastor Williams. “Derek’s expecting us at the stockyards by eight.”

“You know, avoiding the subject doesn’t make it go away,” Deacon said as he cleared our breakfast dishes with his usual precision—plates stacked just so, cups nested perfectly.

“Neither does talking it to death.” But there was no real heat in my words. This was our morning ritual: Deacon worried, I deflected. We both pretended it wasn’t the same conversation we’d been having for six years.

An hour later, we were riding toward Prescott in the cool morning air. Sunbeam picked his way carefully down the rocky trail, his golden coat gleaming in the slanted sunlight. The familiar creak of saddle leather and the rhythmic clip-clop of hooves on stone provided a steady rhythm to our journey. Beside me, Deacon rode Sergeant with the easy grace of a man born to the saddle, the blood bay’s coat dark with the sheen of good health.

“You hear anything more about those cattle that came in yesterday?” I asked as we crested the hill overlooking town.

“Just that they’re sick as dogs, and Derek’s worried about contamination.” Deacon adjusted his hat against the glare. The brown felt worn soft from years of use. “Ray Sawyer’s supposed to meet us there. Says he’s got something important to discuss.”

“Probably wants to lecture us about proper veterinary procedure again,” I said with a grin.

“Hey, his procedures kept us both employed for three years.” Deacon’s tone was mock-defensive. “And they’ll keep us alive if we ever have to treat something that bites back.”

It was an old joke between us—Deacon’s need for careful methodology versus my tendency to jump in first and ask questions later. Usually it worked in our favor, balancing caution with action.

Ray had been our mentor when we both worked as veterinarians. First together under his guidance, then separately when Deacon took a job at the stockyards and I stayed with the clinic. He was a good man, fair and honest, but he didn’t talk unless he had something worth saying.

“Think it’s about the promotion he mentioned last month?” I asked.

“Could be. Territory’s been looking for qualified Livestock Inspectors. Men who know cattle and can spot trouble.”

The idea sent a thrill through me that I tried to keep off my face. Livestock Inspectors had authority across the territory. They could track rustlers, investigate theft, follow leads wherever they went. If there was a man in black out there killing farmers and stealing cattle, a Livestock Inspector would be the one to find him.

“Might be interesting work,” I said carefully.

Deacon shot me a sideways look that said he’d caught the excitement I’d tried to hide. “Might be dangerous work. Rustlers don’t take kindly to being hunted.”

“Some things are worth the risk.”

“And some risks aren’t worth the consequences.” His voice carried a note of warning that I recognized. Deacon had a way of seeing around corners that I didn’t, anticipating problems before they became disasters. “Just remember, not everything that needs fixing can be fixed with a fast draw and good intentions.”

The rebuke stung because it was fair. I had a tendency to act first and think later, especially when something stirred up memories of that night six years ago.

We rode in companionable silence after that, each lost in our own thoughts. The town of Prescott spread out below us—a growing community of ranchers, miners, and merchants trying to carve a civilization out of the Arizona Territory. The stockyards sat on the eastern edge, a maze of corrals and loading chutes that handled cattle from across two counties.

The smell hit us before we saw the problem. Sweet rot and sickness, the kind of stench that made horses shy and men breathe through their mouths. The acrid odor of diseased animals mixed with the normal scents of cattle and manure, creating something that made my stomach churn. Sunbeam snorted and tossed his head as we approached the isolated corral where thirty head of cattle stood clustered in misery.

“What a mess” Deacon muttered, pulling on his leather gloves. The supple cowhide was stained from years of veterinary work. “What happened to these animals?”

The cattle looked like walking skeletons. Ribs showing through dull coats, heads hanging low, white sores visible around their mouths and hooves. The smell of infection hung heavy in the air, mixed with the sharp scent of animal distress. Polled Shorthorns, good stock when healthy, but these looked ready for the boneyard.

Derek Gardner, the stockyard manager, met us at the gate, his weathered face creased with worry. Dust coated his work clothes, and the lines around his eyes spoke of sleepless nights. “Glad you’re here. This is the worst I’ve seen since that outbreak five years back.”

“Foot-and-mouth?” I asked, though I already knew the answer from the distinctive lesions.

“That’s what Ray thinks. He’s been here since dawn, taking samples and checking the paperwork.” Derek pointed toward the barn where we could see Ray Sawyer’s familiar figure bent over a table covered with documents.

We made our way through the maze of corrals, our boots crunching on the mixture of dried manure and scattered straw. The sick cattle barely glanced at us. Never a good sign. Healthy stock would’ve scattered or at least shown some curiosity about strangers. These animals just stood with their heads down, occasionally letting out pitiful lowing sounds that spoke of misery beyond words.

“Morning, boys,” Ray called as we approached. His gray hair was disheveled, sleeves rolled up despite the morning chill. The familiar scent of carbolic acid clung to his clothes from the disinfectant he used. “Glad you could make it. We’ve got ourselves a real puzzle here.”

“Foot-and-mouth?” Deacon asked, his medical instincts kicking in.

“Among other things.” Ray gestured to the papers spread across an improvised desk made from two sawhorses and a plank. The documents rustled slightly in the morning breeze. “Take a look at this paperwork and tell me what you see.”

I studied the documents while Deacon examined the nearest animals. Bills of sale, shipping manifests, health certificates. Everything looked official at first glance. Clean handwriting, proper stamps, all the signatures in the right places. The paper felt expensive beneath my fingers, the kind used for legitimate business transactions.

But something nagged at me. Call it instinct honed by six years of looking for patterns, but the details didn’t add up.

“These papers say the cattle came from B. Irving up near Ash Fork,” I said. “But I’ve never heard that name before.”

“Neither have I,” Ray said. “And I know most of the ranchers in the northern part of the territory.”

“What about the brands?” Deacon asked, straightening from his examination of a sick steer. His hands were already stained with the reddish dust that clung to everything in the stockyards.

That’s when I saw it. Walking along the fence line, I stopped beside a red Polled Shorthorn heifer and pointed to the mark on her left hip.

“Deacon, come look at this.”

He joined me, studying the brand with the careful attention to detail that made him such a good veterinarian. The mark read “I Bar 8,” but even from a distance, you could see something was wrong. The scar tissue was raised and irregular, not the clean lines of a properly applied brand.

“Feel along the edges,” I said.

Deacon ran his fingers over the brand, his touch light and precise. The hair around the mark was coarse and grew in different directions, telling its own story. “Hair growth’s different here. And here. This was burned over another brand.”

My gut twisted like someone had driven a knife into it. I’d never seen it in person, but I’d imagined it a thousand times in my nightmares. The same sloppy, hurried work. The same arrogance of men who thought they were too smart to get caught.

“Check the others,” I said, my voice tight.

We moved through the herd systematically, examining each animal with the thoroughness of trained investigators. I watched Deacon work—the careful way he ran his hands over each brand, the methodical notes he took, the systematic approach that never missed a detail. It was one thing that made us good partners. Where I saw the big picture, he caught the specifics that could make or break a case.

“This is organized,” Deacon said as we finished our examination, wiping his hands clean with deliberate precision. “Calculated. Someone planned this carefully.”

“Too carefully,” I agreed, though part of me felt a familiar stirring of excitement. This wasn
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