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Chapter One







“That isn’t a cooking fire.”

Eldridge Sample said it to the dun horse. The horse didn’t answer, but its ears flicked back, catching the sound of the man’s voice over the dry rasp of the wind.

The dun was tired. It had carried Eldridge across the width of Texas, through the Devil’s Spine, and down to the river and back. Now they were drifting west, hugging the line where the Pecos country bled into the hard rock of New Mexico.

Eldridge pulled up. He rested his hands on the saddle horn. He squinted against the glare of the afternoon sun.

Five miles to the north, a column of smoke punched a hole in the blue sky.

It wasn’t the wispy, gray smoke of a campfire made of mesquite roots. It wasn’t the white steam of a train. It was black. Thick, oily, and rolling. It looked like someone had set the earth itself on fire.

“Oil,” Eldridge said. “Or pitch pine. Or a roof.”

He touched the Mexican coin star pinned to his vest. It was hot from the sun. He hadn’t polished it. It was still dull, stained with the memory of Boone’s blood. It wasn’t a federal badge. It didn’t give him jurisdiction here, west of the Pecos. It barely gave him jurisdiction in Texas.

But smoke was smoke.

“Let’s go look,” Eldridge said.

He neck-reined the dun. The horse sighed, expanding its barrel against the cinch, but turned north.

They rode for an hour. The terrain was flat, broken by arroyos and clusters of prickly pear that stood like green sculptures in the heat. The silence was absolute. No birds. No cattle. Just the sound of shod hooves on hardpan.

As they got closer, the smell hit them.

It wasn’t just woodsmoke. It was the smell of burning hair. Cooking meat. And the copper tang of blood that had been spilled in the dust and baked dry.

Eldridge pulled the Winchester from its scabbard. He didn’t rack the lever. He just laid it across his lap.

He crested a low rise and looked down into the shallow valley of the Lazy J.

He knew the place. He’d stopped here three years ago, on his way to Fort Smith. He’d watered his horse at the windmill and eaten a steak with the owner, a man named J.D. who poured whiskey with a heavy hand and complained about the price of beef.

The windmill was still there, the blades turning slowly in the hot wind, squeaking.

The house was gone.

The main structure, a rambling adobe and timber ranch house, was a gutted shell. The roof had collapsed inward, feeding the fire that still smoldered in the ruins. The black smoke Eldridge had seen was coming from the barn. It was fully involved, the hay inside burning with a fierce, crackling heat that sent sparks drifting across the yard.

Eldridge watched from the ridge. He scanned the treeline. He scanned the rocks.

Nothing moved.

“They’re gone,” Eldridge whispered.

He nudged the dun down the slope. The horse stepped carefully, nervous, smelling the death.

Eldridge rode into the yard. The heat from the burning barn was intense, drying the sweat on his face instantly.

He saw the dogs first.

Two collies, lying near the water trough. They hadn’t been shot. Their heads were crushed. Someone had used a rifle butt or a club. It was efficient, brutal, and quiet.

Eldridge dismounted. He tied the dun to the corral fence, away from the heat. The corral was empty. The gate was smashed outward, the wood splintered.

He walked toward the house.

A woman was lying on the porch steps. She was wearing a blue dress that was soaked dark red across the chest. She was face down, her arms reaching out as if she were trying to crawl away from the fire.

Eldridge stopped. He looked at the ground around her.

Boot prints. Dozens of them. Deep, heavy heels.

He walked up to the woman. He knelt. He didn’t turn her over. He saw the entry wound in her back. Small. Neat.

“Pistol,” Eldridge said. “Close range.”

He looked past her, into the smoking ruin of the living room. He couldn’t go in; the heat was too much. But he could see shapes. A boot sticking out from under a fallen beam. The iron frame of a bed, twisted by the fire.

He stood up. He walked back to the yard.

He found the foreman near the bunkhouse. The man was on his back, his eyes open, staring at the sun. He had a Winchester lying next to him, but he hadn’t fired it. He’d been shot three times in the chest.

Eldridge walked over to him. He picked up the man’s rifle. The lever was closed. The hammer was down.

“Didn’t even clear leather,” Eldridge said. “They rode in friendly.”

He looked at the ground. He walked a circle around the body, reading the dust.

The tracks told the story. A group of riders, maybe twelve, maybe fifteen. They had ridden right up to the house. No sneaking. No circling. They had ridden in like guests.

Eldridge found a brass cartridge casing glinting in the dirt. He picked it up. It was hot.

.44-40. Same as his.

He walked ten feet and found another. And another.

“Brass,” Eldridge said.

He looked at the tracks again. Shod horses. Iron shoes with calks on the heels for traction.

He looked at the dead foreman. He looked at the woman on the steps.

If this had been Apaches, the bodies would be different. The clothes would be stripped. The mutilation would be specific—a message to the next white man who came along. And they wouldn’t leave good brass lying in the dirt. Brass was valuable.

This wasn’t a raid. It was a liquidation.

“White men,” Eldridge said. “Rustlers.”

He walked to the barn. The heat pushed him back, singing the hair on his arms.

He looked at the ground leading away from the corral.

The earth was churned into a highway of dust. It looked like a river of dirt had flowed west.

Cattle.

Hundreds of them.

“Five hundred head,” Eldridge estimated, looking at the width of the trail. “Maybe six.”

He walked along the edge of the trail. He saw the tracks of the drive horses flanking the herd. The riders knew what they were doing. They were pushing the cattle hard, keeping them tight.

He stopped by a mesquite bush. Something was snagged on a thorn.

He pulled it off. It was a piece of fabric. Red wool.

Eldridge rolled it between his fingers. It smelled of sweat and cheap tobacco.

He looked west. The trail was clear. A blind man could follow it. A herd of five hundred cattle didn’t disappear. They had to be watered. They had to be fed. And they had to be sold.

“Lazy J,” Eldridge said. “J.D.’s herd.”

He walked back to the house. He couldn’t bury them. Not alone. Not without a shovel, and the barn probably had the tools burning inside it.

He looked at the woman again.

“I’ll send someone,” Eldridge promised her.

He walked to the dun. He checked the cinch. He slid his rifle back into the scabbard.

He looked at the badge on his chest. The Mexican coin. It felt heavy.

He wasn’t a marshal. He wasn’t a Texas Ranger, not really. He was just a man with a fast horse and a low tolerance for men who killed women on their front porch.

He mounted up.

The dun turned its head, looking back at the fire.

“I know,” Eldridge said. “It’s bad business.”

He turned the horse west. He didn’t look back at the smoke. He looked at the highway of hoofprints cutting through the desert.

The rustlers had a four-hour start. But they were moving beef. Beef was slow. Beef was loud.

Eldridge Sample kicked the dun into a trot. He wasn’t drifting anymore. He was working.
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“He isn’t in the house.”

Eldridge Sample said it to the silence. The fire in the barn had settled down to a sullen, red glow, popping every few seconds as a timber gave way. The heat was still a physical weight, pushing against his back, but the roar was gone.

He walked away from the porch where the woman lay. He stepped over a rosebush that had been trampled into the dirt by a horse’s hoof.

He looked at the ground.

The yard was a mess of prints—shod horses, boot heels, the drag marks of spurs. But amidst the chaos of the raid, there was one track that was different.

It was a boot print. A square toe. It was deep at the heel, light at the toe. A man walking heavy. A man walking hurt.

Eldridge followed it.

The track led away from the house, away from the burning barn, toward the stone water tank at the base of the windmill. The windmill was squeaking, a rhythmic scree-raw, scree-raw of dry metal on metal.

The trail wasn’t clean. There were drops of blood in the dust, black spots that the flies were fighting over.

Eldridge walked to the tank. It was built of limestone blocks, waist-high, filled with green water pumped from the deep aquifer.

A hand was resting on the rim of the tank. A hand holding a Colt Dragoon, the heavy iron barrel resting on the stone.

Eldridge stopped. He didn’t draw. He just watched the hand. It wasn’t moving.

He walked around the curve of the tank.

J.D. was sitting in the mud on the north side, in the narrow strip of shade cast by the tank wall. He was sitting with his legs straight out, his back against the limestone.

He looked like a man who had tried to fix a fence and the fence had won. His shirt was soaked red from the pockets down. His face was the color of old parchment, dry and yellow. His eyes were closed.

Eldridge kicked the toe of J.D.’s boot. Gently.

“J.D.”

The rancher’s eyes opened. They were gray, clouded with shock, but they focused. He looked at Eldridge’s boots. He looked up at the Winchester in the crook of Eldridge’s arm. He looked at his face.

A small, bloody smile touched the rancher’s lips.

“The whiskey drinker,” J.D. whispered. His voice was like dry leaves scraping together. “From Fort Smith.”

“That was a long time ago,” Eldridge said.

“Three years,” J.D. said. He coughed. It was a wet, heavy sound. He spat red onto his shirt. “You still owe me for the bottle.”

“I paid you,” Eldridge said. “Silver dollar. You said keep the change.”

“I was drunk,” J.D. said. “Don’t count.”

He tried to lift the Dragoon. It was too heavy. The barrel banged against the stone. He let it go. It slid into the mud.

“You see Martha?” J.D. asked. He didn’t look at the house. He looked at the horizon.

“I saw her.”

“On the porch?”

“On the porch.”

J.D. nodded. A tear cut a track through the dust on his cheek. “She ran. I told her to get the shotgun. She ran for the door.” He closed his eyes for a second. “They didn’t have to shoot her. She was just running.”

Eldridge crouched. He put his rifle on the ground. He looked at the wound in J.D.’s stomach. It was a rifle shot. Close range. There was nothing to be done. The old man was bleeding out, slow and hard.

“Who were they, J.D.?”

“White men,” J.D. said. “Not Comanches. Not Apaches. White men. Wearing dusters. Big hats.”

“How many?”

“Twelve. Maybe more. Rode in like they was looking for water. Friendly. Then the big one… the one with the red beard… he shot my foreman. Just… shot him. While he was shaking hands.”

“Red beard,” Eldridge repeated.

“Big man,” J.D. said. “Laughed like a donkey. He wanted the beef. Said he had a contract.”

“Contract with who?”

“Didn’t say. Just said the beef was going west. Said he needed five hundred head.” J.D. looked at Eldridge. “I worked twenty years for that herd. Twenty years of drought and screw-worm and freeze.”

“They took them,” Eldridge said.

“Took ‘em all. Swept the range.” J.D.’s breathing hitched. He winced, his hand clutching at his belly. “Where’s… where’s the law? Where’s the sheriff?”

“Sheriff is in Del Rio,” Eldridge said. “That’s three days ride.”

“Three days,” J.D. whispered. “They’ll be gone. They’ll be in Mexico. Or Arizona.”

He looked at Eldridge’s chest. He saw the vest. He saw the badge.

The Mexican coin star. Dented. Stained.

“You…” J.D. stared at it. “You ain’t a marshal no more.”

“No.”

“Ranger?”

Eldridge looked down at the badge. He felt the weight of it. He felt the ghost of Boone standing behind him, smelling of tequila and gun smoke. He thought about the woman on the porch. He thought about the foreman with the unfired rifle.

“Yeah,” Eldridge said. “I’m a Ranger.”

J.D. let out a breath. It was a long, shuddering exhale. Relief.

“Good,” J.D. said. “That’s good. Rangers… they don’t stop.”

“No. They don’t.”

“You get ‘em, son,” J.D. said. His voice was fading, getting thin. “You get that red-bearded son of a bitch. You tell him… tell him J.D. sent the bill.”

“I’ll tell him.”

“And the cows…” J.D. looked at the empty corral. “They’re branded. Lazy J. Left hip. Don’t let ‘em… don’t let ‘em sell my work.”

“I won’t.”

J.D. looked at the sky. “It’s hot. Why is it so hot?”

“Sun’s up,” Eldridge said.

“Martha…” J.D. whispered. “She wanted… a garden.”

He stopped talking. He stared at the blue sky. His chest rose, fell, and didn’t rise again.

Eldridge stayed crouched for a minute. He watched the ants start to move toward the boots.

He stood up.

He picked up his Winchester. He picked up J.D.’s Dragoon from the mud. It was a heavy, old-fashioned pistol, a relic of the Mexican War. He checked the load. Five shots. He stuck it in his belt.

He walked back to the dun.

The horse watched him come. It swished its tail. It was ready. It didn’t care about justice; it cared about moving.

Eldridge mounted up. He looked at the ruined house. He looked at the woman on the steps.

“I can’t bury you,” Eldridge said to the dead. “Not today. The ground is too hard and the day is too short.”

He turned the dun away from the yard.

He rode to the edge of the churned-up earth where the herd had been driven out. It was a highway of stolen property. Five hundred head of cattle leave a trail you can read from the moon.

He looked west.

The tracks were deep. The cattle were heavy, fat on grass. They were moving slow.

But the riders… the riders would be pushing them. They wanted distance. They wanted the river.

Eldridge touched the badge on his chest. He rubbed his thumb over the rough edge of the coin.

He wasn’t J.D.’s friend. They had shared a bottle once. That was it. But in this country, sharing a bottle was a contract. And killing a woman on her porch was a breach of the peace that required an answer.

“Arizona,” Eldridge said. “Or Hell.”

He kicked the dun into a trot. He settled into the saddle, his eyes fixed on the wide, dusty scar that cut through the scrub. He wasn’t looking for water. He wasn’t looking for a town. He was looking for a red beard.

He cut the trail.
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The trail wasn’t a path; it was a scar.

Five hundred head of cattle, pushed by men who didn’t care about tallow or weight, don’t leave a polite mark on the world. They tear it open. The ground was churned into a fine, powdery flour that hung in the air long after the animals had passed, coating the mesquite and the prickly pear in a gray shroud.

Eldridge Sample rode through the dust. It gritted in his teeth. It settled in the creases of his neck.

He looked down at the tracks.

“They’re running them,” Eldridge said.

The hoofprints were deep, splayed. The stride was long. Cattle are meant to walk, to graze their way to market. These animals were being driven like horses.

“They’ll run the meat right off the bone,” Eldridge told the dun. “By the time they hit the Pecos, they’ll be selling hides and horns.”

He stopped to check a set of rider tracks cutting across the main drag.

This rider had been working the flank, snapping a quirt, keeping the stragglers in line. The horse was shod with heavy iron, a bar shoe on the left front.

“Twelve riders,” Eldridge counted again. “Maybe fifteen.”

He’d seen the sign back at the ranch, but out here, stretched along the drive, it was clearer. They had a point man, flankers, and drag riders eating the dust at the back. They moved with a military precision that J.D. had been right about. These weren’t cowboys drifting through; they were a crew.

He nudged the dun forward.

The heat was a hammer. The sun sat high and white, bleaching the color out of the scrub. A lizard sat on a rock, panting, watching Eldridge pass with unblinking eyes.

A mile later, Eldridge found the first casualty.

A steer, a two-year-old Hereford mix, lay on its side in a patch of shade that wasn’t big enough to cover it. Its tongue was lolling out, black and swollen. Its eyes were glazed. It wasn’t dead, but it was done. Its ribs heaved in shallow, desperate gasps.

Eldridge dismounted. He walked over to the animal.

The steer tried to lift its head. It couldn’t.

“Ran you ‘til your heart broke,” Eldridge said.

He saw the brand on the left hip. Lazy J. J.D.’s mark.

He looked at the steer’s flank. There were lash marks. deep, bloody welts where a quirt had cut the hide. They had beaten the animal trying to get it to stand, trying to force another mile out of it. When it wouldn’t move, they left it.

Eldridge pulled the Dragoon from his belt. He didn’t like using the heavy pistol for mercy work, but he didn’t want to waste a rifle cartridge.

“Sorry, son,” Eldridge said.

He shot the steer behind the ear. The animal shuddered and went still.

Eldridge stood up. He looked west. The dust cloud from the herd was a smudge on the horizon, miles away. They were making time. They wanted the river before dark.

He walked back to the dun. He checked the cinch.

“They’re in a hurry,” Eldridge said, mounting up. “Men in a hurry make mistakes.”

He rode on.

The terrain began to dip, sloping toward the Pecos valley. The brush got thicker, catclaw and agarita tangling together to form walls of thorns. The cattle had smashed through it, leaving tufts of red and white hair snagged on the branches.

Eldridge found a spot where a rider had paused.

The tracks pulled out of the main herd line and stopped by a tall yucca. There were boot prints in the sand. The rider had dismounted to adjust his saddle or take a leak.

Eldridge saw something glinting in the dirt.

He leaned down from the saddle and scooped it up.

It was a whiskey bottle. Empty. The glass was cheap, brown, with a label that had peeled off in the heat.

He sniffed it. Rotgut. The kind that stripped paint and courage in equal measure.

“Drinking in the saddle,” Eldridge said. “In this heat.”

He tossed the bottle into a bush. It didn’t break; it just clunked.

“Undisciplined,” he noted. “Big Red might run a tight ship, but his crew is leaking.”

He kept riding.

The sun started to slide down the western sky, turning the light gold and harsh. The shadows of the cactus stretched out, long fingers pointing back toward the dead rancher.

Eldridge saw a shape ahead.

It wasn’t a cow. It was a man.

He pulled the Winchester from the scabbard. He slowed the dun to a walk.

The man was sitting on a rock, his head in his hands. His horse was ground-tied nearby, grazing on a patch of dry grass.

Eldridge rode closer. He kept the rifle across his lap, his thumb on the hammer.

The man looked up.

He was young, maybe twenty. His face was sunburned peeling, his lips cracked. He wore a duster that was too big for him and a hat that had lost its shape years ago. He looked like he’d been tumbled in a barrel of rocks.

He saw Eldridge. He saw the rifle. He didn’t reach for his gun. He just stared, his eyes hollow.

“Water?” the kid croaked.

Eldridge stopped ten feet away. “You with the herd?”

The kid nodded. “I fell off. Horse… horse spooked at a snake. Threw me.”

“And they left you?”

“Big Red said… said if I couldn’t ride, I could walk. Said he wasn’t stopping the beef for a greenhorn.”

“He seems like a nice fella.”

“I need water, mister. Please.”

Eldridge looked at the kid’s horse. It looked fine. “Your horse has a canteen.”

“It’s empty,” the kid said. “I drank it all. Before I fell.”

“Get on your horse,” Eldridge said.

“I… I think my arm is broke.” The kid cradled his left arm. It was swollen at the wrist.

“Get on the horse,” Eldridge said again. His voice was flat. “Or stay here and dry out. I’m not your mother.”

The kid looked at him. He saw the badge. The Mexican coin.

“You’re… you’re a Ranger?”

“I’m the man following the herd.”

“You gonna arrest Big Red?” The kid laughed. It was a weak, hysterical sound. “There’s fifteen of ‘em. They got Winchesters. They got sawed-offs. You’re one man.”

“I’m one man with water,” Eldridge said. He unhooked his canteen and took a swig. He didn’t offer it.

The kid licked his lips. “Take me in. I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you anything. Just… give me a drink.”

“Where are they selling?”

“Fort Bravo,” the kid blurted out. “Arizona. The Army. Quartermaster’s buying.”

“Captain Miller?”

“Yeah. Miller. He pays in gold. No questions asked.”

“And the rancher?” Eldridge asked. “The old man. And the woman.”

The kid flinched. He looked at the ground. “I didn’t shoot ‘em. I swear. I was holding the horses. It was Skunk. And Big Red. They just… they walked up and did it.”

“They killed the dogs, too.”

“Skunk likes killing things,” the kid whispered. “He used a club.”

Eldridge looked at the kid. He was weak. He was useless. He was exactly the kind of debris a man like Big Red Kilgore left behind.

“Get on your horse,” Eldridge said.

“You takin’ me back?”

“No. I’m going forward.”

“But… my arm.”

“You ride one-handed, or you walk.” Eldridge capped his canteen. “Your choice.”

The kid struggled to his feet. He went to his horse. He grabbed the horn with his good hand and hauled himself up. He groaned, sweating, but he made it.

“Go back,” Eldridge said. “Ride east. There’s a windmill five miles back. The tank has water. The owner won’t mind. He’s dead.”

The kid stared at him. “You… you’re letting me go?”

“I’m letting you live,” Eldridge said. “Don’t make me regret it. If I see you again, I’ll put you down like that steer back there.”

“I’m gone,” the kid said. “I’m done with this. Done with Big Red.”

He turned his horse and kicked it into a trot, heading back the way they’d come. He didn’t look back.

Eldridge watched him go.

“Loose ends,” Eldridge said to the dun.

He turned back to the west. The dust cloud was closer now. He could make out the individual shapes of the cattle, a dark mass moving against the lighter scrub. He could hear the lowing of the herd, a mournful sound that carried on the wind.

He was close.

He checked the sun. Another hour of light. They would hit the river at dusk. They would cross tonight. Kilgore wouldn’t want to camp on the Texas side.

Eldridge urged the dun forward. The trail descended sharply now, cutting through layers of red rock and gypsum. The air grew heavy, smelling of alkali and mud.

The Pecos River.

It was a graveyard for cattle and a haven for thieves. And tonight, it was going to be a crossing point for five hundred stolen souls and one man with a blood-stained badge.
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The Pecos River didn’t look like a river; it looked like a brown muscle flexing in a ditch.

Eldridge Sample lay on his stomach on the rim of a limestone bluff, looking down. The heat of the rock seeped through his shirt, a dull, persistent ache against his ribs. He ignored it. He ignored the gnats buzzing around his ears. He just watched the water.

The river was low, but it was mean. It cut through the high desert like a wound, the banks steep and slick with alkali mud. The current was deceptively fast, swirling around snags of driftwood that bobbed like drowned men.

“They’re committing,” Eldridge whispered.

Below him, the dust cloud he’d been chasing all day had finally resolved into meat and noise.

Five hundred head of cattle were bunched up on the near bank, milling, bawling, their eyes rolling white with thirst and panic. They smelled the water, but they didn’t trust the mud.

The riders were working them.

There were twelve of them, just like the tracks said. They were covered in dust from boot to hat brim, looking like golems made of the Texas earth. They rode their horses hard, cutting back and forth, swinging lariats and snapping quirts.

“Push ‘em!” a voice roared over the lowing of the herd. “Don’t let ‘em think! Push ‘em in!”

The voice belonged to a big man on a black stallion. He was huge, a barrel-chested giant wearing a vest that looked like it was made from a grizzly bear. His hat was pushed back, revealing a face that was sunburned to the color of a brick.

And a beard. A thick, bushy beard the color of a rusty nail.

“Big Red,” Eldridge said.

He’d heard the name in Fort Smith. He’d heard it in El Paso. Big Red Kilgore. A man who didn’t rustle cattle so much as he conquered them. He was known for two things: selling stolen beef to the Army without a bill of sale, and killing anyone who asked to see one.

Kilgore rode the stallion right into the press of the herd. He didn’t care about horns. He kicked a steer in the ribs, shouting, forcing the animal toward the drop-off.

“Get in there, you sons of bitches!” Kilgore yelled. “Water’s free!”

The steer stumbled, slid down the muddy bank, and splashed into the river. It went under, came up blowing red foam, and started to swim.

That broke the dam.

The herd surged. They poured over the bank like a landslide of beef, a chaotic tumble of horns and hooves. They hit the water with a sound like thunder, churning the brown current into a frothing white soup.

Eldridge adjusted his position. He pulled his field glasses from his saddlebag—he’d left the dun tied in a draw a hundred yards back—and focused them.

He looked at Kilgore.

The big man was laughing. He sat his horse on the bank, watching the animals struggle in the current. He had a Winchester across his saddle, but he was holding a quart bottle of whiskey. He took a swig, wiped his mouth with a sleeve that was stiff with dried blood, and shouted at his men.

“Skunk! Get the stragglers! Don’t leave a dollar on this side!”

A skinny man on a paint horse cut out a calf that was trying to run back into the brush. This had to be Skunk. He moved like a whip, fast and mean. He roped the calf, dragged it squealing to the edge, and let it loose to tumble into the water.

The herd was in the river now, a long, swimming line of heads and horns stretching toward the far bank. The current caught them, pushing them downstream, fighting their progress.

Eldridge watched the drag riders. They were the ones taking the punishment, eating the dust and the spray. They were shouting, firing pistols into the air to keep the cattle moving.

“Sloppy,” Eldridge noted. “Loud.”

They weren’t worried about pursuit. They thought they’d left no witnesses. They thought the dead woman on the porch was the end of the story.

Kilgore rode his stallion down the bank. The horse didn’t want to go. It fought the bit, dancing sideways in the mud. Kilgore slapped it between the ears with his heavy hand.

“Move!”

The horse slid down and plunged in. Kilgore kept his seat, the water rising to his stirrups. He looked back at the Texas side.

He scanned the bluff.

Eldridge lowered his head, keeping still. He was a rock. He was a shadow.

Kilgore didn’t see him. He just looked at the empty desert, at the trail of dust hanging in the air. He spat into the river.

“Nobody,” Kilgore shouted to Skunk, who was swimming his paint horse nearby. “Not a damn soul.”

“J.D. didn’t have no family left,” Skunk yelled back. “Just the wife. And she ain’t talkin’.”

“That’s right,” Kilgore said. “Dead wives tell no tales.”

Eldridge felt the Mexican coin press against his chest. He felt the grip of the Winchester, warm and smooth.

He could take the shot.

It was four hundred yards. Downhill. No wind to speak of. He could put a .44-40 slug right through that red beard. He could drop Kilgore into the Pecos and let the catfish finish the job.

He didn’t.

If he shot Kilgore, the herd would scatter. The twelve men would scatter. They’d go to ground in the rocks, and Eldridge would have to dig them out one by one. Or they’d run for Mexico, leaving the cattle to die in the desert.

J.D. had said, Don’t let ‘em sell my work.

The cattle were the key. The cattle were the anchor. As long as Kilgore had the herd, he was slow. He was predictable. He was heading for a market.

And Eldridge wanted to know where that market was.

He lowered the glasses. He watched the crossing.

It took an hour. An hour of shouting, swimming, and near-drowning. Two steers didn’t make it; they got caught in a tangle of driftwood and swept downstream, bobbing like corks until they vanished.

The rest scrambled up the far bank. It was New Mexico Territory now. The land was rockier, steeper.

Kilgore rode up the bank, his horse dripping mud. He shook himself like a wet dog.

“Count ‘em!” Kilgore roared. “I want a count!”

The riders milled around, bunching the wet cattle, calming them down. They were tired. The horses were blown.

“We camp here?” Skunk asked, riding up.

“Here?” Kilgore looked at the river. “On the flat? You want to wake up with a arrow in your throat?”

“Ain’t no Indians seen in months, Red.”

“There’s always Indians,” Kilgore said. “Especially when you got five hundred walking steaks. We push. Five miles. There’s a box canyon. We hold ‘em there.”

“Horses are tired, Red.”

“Horses are cheap,” Kilgore said. “Beef is gold. We push.”

He turned his stallion west.

Eldridge watched them form up. The point riders took the lead. The flankers moved in. The drag riders, soaked and miserable, fell in behind. The herd began to move again, a slow, wet, grinding procession into the setting sun.

Eldridge waited until the last rider was a mile out. Until the dust cloud was rising again, turning gold in the twilight.

He crawled back from the rim.

He stood up and brushed the limestone grit from his shirt. He walked back to the draw where the dun was waiting.

The horse nickered softly.

“I know,” Eldridge said. “You want a drink.”

He led the horse down to the river. Not at the crossing where the mud was churned into soup, but upstream, where the water ran over gravel.

The dun drank. Eldridge filled his canteens.

He looked across the river. The far bank was already in shadow. The land beyond was a maze of mesas and canyons, a place where a man could get lost and never be found.

“They’re heading for the high country,” Eldridge said. “Staying off the main trail.”

He mounted up. The dun splashed across the ford, its hooves finding purchase on the stone bottom.

They climbed the far bank. The mud was slick, treacherous.

Eldridge stopped at the top. He looked at the trail the herd had made. It was a highway of wet earth and manure.

He looked at the red beard in his mind. He looked at the woman on the porch.

“Fort Bravo,” Eldridge said. That was the rumor. That was the market.

He checked his rifle. He checked the sun.

“Let’s go see if the Army likes the taste of stolen beef.”

He kicked the dun into a trot, following the herd into the long shadows of the west.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  
















The mud was gone. The ground turned to caliche and flint, hard enough to strike a match on.

Eldridge Sample rode the dun up out of the river valley and onto the high shelf of the desert. The air changed here. It lost the wet, heavy smell of the Pecos and turned dry, thin, and sharp. It smelled of sagebrush that had been baked for a thousand years.

He kept his eyes on the ground.

The herd had spread out. Five hundred cows don’t walk single file when they hit open country; they fan out, looking for grass that isn’t there. The trail wasn’t a highway anymore; it was a wide, scuffed bruise on the landscape.

“They’re letting them drift,” Eldridge said to the horse. “Lazy.”

The dun twitched an ear. It didn’t care about cow psychology. It cared about the rocks that were trying to bruise its frogs.

Eldridge watched the tracks of the flank riders. They were weaving back and forth, pushing the strays back into the center. The rustlers were relaxed. They had crossed the water. They thought they were clear. They thought the only thing behind them was Texas, and Texas was a long way back.

He rode for two hours. The sun climbed, turning the world white and flat. The heat shimmered off the rocks, making the distant mesas float like islands in a silver lake.

He saw a buzzard circling low to the north. Just one.

Eldridge pulled up. He watched the bird. It wasn’t circling something dead. It was waiting for something to die.

He looked down at the trail.

He was in a narrow cut between two shelves of limestone. The cattle had funneled through here, churning the sand into a fine powder. The dust lay thick and soft, a perfect page for writing history.

He saw the hoofprints of the herd. Deep, heavy, dragging toes.

He saw the iron shoes of the rustlers’ horses. Calked heels, clear and sharp.

And he saw something else.

It was a single track, cutting across the grain of the drive. It came from the north rim of the cut, slid down the bank, crossed the cattle trail, and went up the south side.

Eldridge dismounted. He dropped the reins. The dun stood ground-tied, blowing softly.

Eldridge walked to the track. He knelt.

It was small. Round. The hoof wall was smooth, unbroken by nails. There was no rim of iron. The frog—the soft V in the center of the hoof—was pressed hard into the sand, distinct and perfect.

“Unshod,” Eldridge whispered.

He reached out and touched the edge of the print. The sand was still crumbling. It was fresh.

“Pony,” he said. “Mustang. ridden light.”

He stood up. He walked to the south bank. He found where the pony had scrambled up. The rider hadn’t dismounted. The horse had dug in, leaping the four-foot rise with a man on its back.

He looked closer at the scratch marks on the rock.

There were more.

Not one pony. Three. Maybe four. They had ridden single file, stepping in each other’s tracks to hide their numbers, but here, on the slope, they had spread out.

They hadn’t followed the herd. They had crossed it.

Eldridge looked north, toward where the buzzard was circling. He looked south, into the deep tangle of canyons.

“They stopped,” Eldridge said.

He walked back to the center of the cattle trail. He found a spot where the pony tracks overlaid the steer tracks. The unshod hooves were on top of the bovine prints.

“They came after,” Eldridge said. “After the herd passed.”

He looked at the dun. “We got company.”

This wasn’t a cowboy looking for a stray. Cowboys shod their horses. This wasn’t a Mexican vaquero. Vaqueros didn’t ride unshod mustangs in the rocks.

“Mimbres,” Eldridge said.

The word felt cold in the heat.

Mimbres Apaches. The people of the willow. They weren’t reservation Indians. They were the ghosts of the high desert. They moved like smoke and killed with the indifference of a rockslide.

Eldridge walked a circle around the tracks. He was looking for detail. He found a place where one of the ponies had paused. A small pile of dung. It was dry, filled with mesquite beans.

He found a moccasin print where a rider had slipped a foot from the stirrup to adjust his seat. The print was small, soft-soled, with a high, wrapped ankle. The toe turned in slightly.

“Raiding party,” Eldridge judged. “Scouts.”

He stood up and dusted off his knees. He looked at the empty land. It didn’t look empty anymore. It looked like a place with eyes.

The rustlers, Big Red and his crew, they didn’t know. They were riding loud, shouting at cows, smoking tobacco, thinking about the gold at Fort Bravo. They were making enough noise to wake the dead.

And the dead had woken up.

The Apaches had found the trail. They had crossed it, read it, and moved on. They weren’t attacking yet. They were assessing. They were counting the guns. They were looking at the horses. To an Apache, five hundred cows were just food, but fifteen good horses and fifteen repeating rifles… that was wealth.

Eldridge walked back to the dun. He checked the cinch. He slid his Winchester out of the scabbard and checked the action. It was clean.

He looked at the badge on his chest. The Mexican coin.

“No jurisdiction,” Eldridge said. “No friends.”

He was the meat in the sandwich. The rustlers were ahead of him. The Apaches were somewhere around him, maybe behind, maybe parallel. If he rode forward, he rode into the rustlers’ guns. If he stayed, he waited for the Apaches to close the loop.

He mounted up.

The dun swung its head, testing the wind. The horse smelled it too. Not the cows. Something muskier. Something wild.

“Easy,” Eldridge said, patting the neck. “We’re just passing through.”

He turned the horse west, following the cattle. But he didn’t ride in the center of the trail anymore. He rode on the edge, in the rocks, keeping to the hard ground where he wouldn’t leave a print.

He kept his eyes off the horizon. He watched the middle distance. He watched the brush for the flicker of a tail, the flash of a mirror, the unnatural movement of a shadow.

The terrain began to break up. The flat shelves gave way to a maze of hoodoos—tall, wind-carved spires of red rock that looked like goblins standing in the sun.

Eldridge rode into them.

He saw a mark on a stone. A scratch. White against the red patina.

He pulled up.

It was a sign. A directional marker. A single line scratched with a knife or a sharp stone, pointing south.

“They’re communicating,” Eldridge whispered. “They’re flanking.”

The scouts had split up. One group following the herd, one group circling. They were tightening the net.

Eldridge looked at the sun. It was dropping. Shadows were getting long, filling the spaces between the hoodoos with black pools.

He needed to keep moving. He needed to close the distance with the herd. The rustlers were killers, but they were white men. They were predictable. They slept at night. The Apaches… they used the night like a weapon.

He kicked the dun into a trot.

The silence of the desert had changed. It wasn’t the peaceful silence of the empty quarter. It was the holding-breath silence of an ambush.

Eldridge rode with his thumb on the hammer of his rifle. He wasn’t hunting Big Red anymore. He was hunting survival.

He crossed a ridge and looked down into a long valley. The dust of the herd was visible again, a gold haze in the late light. They were five miles ahead.

But between him and the herd, the land was a broken puzzle of canyons and blind turns.

“Perfect,” Eldridge said. “Perfect place for a party.”

He didn’t like it. He didn’t like the angles. He didn’t like the way the wind moaned through the rocks.

But the trail went forward. And he never went back.

Eldridge settled his hat. He touched the spur to the dun’s flank.

“Walk soft,” he told the horse. “And keep your ears up.”

They rode down into the shadows, following the sign of the pony that had no shoes.
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The sun had dropped behind the canyon walls, but it left its heat trapped in the stone like a banked fire.

Eldridge Sample rode the dun into the mouth of the cut. It was a blind canyon, a narrow slit in the red rock that looked like it had been made by a giant axe. The shadows were deep here, purple and cool, a relief from the white glare of the high desert.

“Water,” Eldridge said to the horse.

The dun didn’t need to be told. It stretched its neck, nostrils flaring, pulling in the scent of damp earth and moss. It quickened its step, its hooves clicking softly on the river stones that paved the dry wash.

Eldridge kept his Winchester across his saddle, his thumb resting on the hammer. He wasn’t looking for Apaches. He was looking for a seep, a tinaja, a pool of rainwater caught in the rock. He needed to water the horse before he pushed on to the herd. The rustlers were five miles ahead, making dust, oblivious.

The canyon narrowed. The walls rose up three hundred feet, sheer and smooth. It was a trap, if you looked at it that way. Or a sanctuary.

He rounded a bend.

A pool of water lay at the base of the cliff, black and still, fed by a trickle that seeped from a crack in the stone. A singular cottonwood tree grew there, its roots twisting over the rock like white snakes.

The dun stopped. It didn’t dip its head to drink. It threw its ears forward and blew out a hard, sharp snort.

Eldridge felt the hair on his neck stand up.

He didn’t look at the water. He looked at the shadows under the cottonwood.

Three men stood up.

They didn’t come out of the rocks; they seemed to detach themselves from them. They were Mimbres Apaches. They wore buckskin breechclouts and high moccasins that came to the knee. Their chests were bare, streaked with dust and sweat. They didn’t have war paint. They were hunting.

They were thirty feet away.

For a second, nobody moved. It was a moment of pure, suspended shock. The Apaches looked at Eldridge. They looked at the dun horse. They looked at the Winchester in his hand.

They didn’t have rifles. They had bows slung over their shoulders, quivers on their backs. But in their hands, they held knives. Long, heavy blades made from old files or wagon springs, sharpened to a razor edge.

Eldridge saw the calculation in their eyes. They were scouts. They were young. They saw one white man on a tired horse in a box canyon. They saw a prize.

They didn’t shout. They didn’t signal. They just moved.

It wasn’t a charge. It was a rush. A sudden, fluid burst of speed that closed the distance before Eldridge could bring the rifle to his shoulder.

“Hya!” the lead Apache hissed.

He leaped. He came at the dun from the left, reaching for the bridle, his knife slashing at the reins.

The dun screamed and reared, twisting its body. Eldridge lost his seat. He grabbed the horn, but the horse spun, slamming him against the canyon wall. The Winchester flew from his hand, clattering onto the stones ten feet away.

Eldridge hit the ground. He landed on his side, the impact driving the air from his lungs.

The second Apache was on him.

He didn’t wait for Eldridge to stand. He dove, his knife driving down toward Eldridge’s throat.

Eldridge rolled. He didn’t think; he reacted. He threw his left arm up, blocking the wrist. The two men slammed together in the dirt, a tangle of limbs and dust.

The Apache was strong. Wire-muscle strong. He smelled of woodsmoke and old grease. He hissed through his teeth, pushing the knife down. The blade was an inch from Eldridge’s eye.

Eldridge gritted his teeth. He drove his right knee up, hard, into the man’s ribs.

The Apache grunted, his breath hitching.

Eldridge used the moment. He twisted his hips, gaining leverage, and punched the man in the throat with his free hand. It wasn’t a clean punch; it was a desperate jab.

The Apache choked, gagging. His grip on the knife loosened.

Eldridge shoved him off. He scrambled backward, crab-walking through the gravel, trying to get to his feet.

He stood up. He reached for his Colt.

The third Apache kicked him. A high, spinning kick that caught Eldridge in the wrist, knocking his hand away from the gun. The impact numbed his fingers.

Eldridge stumbled back. He was unarmed. His rifle was gone. His pistol was out of reach.

The three scouts circled him.

They spread out, moving with the coordination of a wolf pack. The one Eldridge had punched was rubbing his throat, coughing, but his eyes were bright with hate. The one who had spooked the horse was smiling, flipping his knife from hand to hand. The third one, the kicker, stood in the center, crouched low.

This wasn’t a gunfight. This was meat work.

Eldridge reached behind him. His hand closed on the hilt of the Bowie knife sheathed at the small of his back. It was a heavy knife, a tool for skinning game and chopping wood.

He drew it. The steel hissed against the leather.

The Apaches stopped. They looked at the knife. They looked at Eldridge. They respected the blade. It was a language they understood.

“Come on,” Eldridge whispered.

The kicker lunged. He feinted low, then slashed high, aiming for the face.

Eldridge didn’t back up. He stepped in. He parried the slash with his forearm—his heavy canvas coat taking the cut—and thrust the Bowie forward.

The kicker twisted away, fast as a snake. The Bowie missed his stomach by a fraction of an inch, slicing through the buckskin of his leggings.

The kicker hissed, jumping back.

The other two moved in from the sides. They were trying to turn him, to get behind him.

Eldridge kept his back to the canyon wall. He couldn’t let them circle. He watched their eyes. They weren’t looking at his face; they were looking at his knees, his stomach, his throat. They were picking a spot.

The dun horse, terrified, had run to the back of the canyon. It stood there, trembling, watching.

“You want the horse?” Eldridge said, his voice raspy. “Go get it.”

They didn’t want the horse. Not yet. They wanted the man.

The smiling one rushed. He came in low, diving for Eldridge’s legs, trying to hamstring him.

Eldridge kicked out. His boot connected with the man’s shoulder, stopping the charge. But the man grabbed his ankle. He pulled.

Eldridge went down. He hit the dirt hard, his knife hand slamming into the ground.

The smiling one scrambled up his body, raising his knife for the kill.

Eldridge didn’t try to block. He head-butted him. He smashed his forehead into the Apache’s nose. Bone crunched. Blood sprayed.

The Apache reeled back, blinded by the pain.

Eldridge rolled to his knees. He saw the throat-puncher coming in from the right.

He slashed. A wide, backhand sweep with the Bowie.

The blade caught the throat-puncher across the forearm. It cut deep, hitting bone. The man screamed, dropping his knife, clutching his arm. He staggered back, blood pouring through his fingers.

One down. Two left.

Eldridge stood up. He was breathing hard, the sweat stinging his eyes.

The kicker and the smiling one (whose nose was now a ruin) regrouped. They looked at their wounded friend. They looked at Eldridge. The game had changed. The prey had teeth.

The smiling one spat blood. He said something in Apache—sharp, guttural words.

He charged again. But this time, he didn’t come alone. The kicker came with him. A coordinated rush.

Eldridge didn’t wait. He charged them.

It surprised them. You don’t charge two knives.

Eldridge threw his left arm up, taking the kicker’s slash on his coat sleeve again. He felt the blade bite into his skin, a hot line of pain, but he ignored it. He grabbed the kicker’s shirt, bunching the fabric in his fist.

He pulled him close. He drove the Bowie into the man’s stomach. Up under the ribs.

The kicker gasped. His eyes went wide. He looked at Eldridge with a terrible intimacy.

Eldridge twisted the blade. He shoved the man away.

The kicker fell. He curled into a ball in the dirt, making small, wet noises.

The smiling one stopped. He stood six feet away, his knife held low. His face was a mask of blood from his nose. He looked at his two friends—one bleeding out from the arm, one dying in the dust.

He looked at Eldridge.

Eldridge stood there, the bloody Bowie in his hand. He didn’t say anything. He just waited.

The Apache looked at the canyon mouth. He looked at the rifle lying in the dirt.

He made a choice.

He turned and ran. He sprinted for the narrow opening of the canyon, moving like a deer, disappearing into the shadows.

Eldridge didn’t chase him. He couldn’t. His legs were shaking.

He looked at the man on the ground. The kicker. The man was trying to breathe, but the knife had done its work. He shuddered once and went still.

Eldridge looked at the other one—the throat-puncher. He was sitting by the canyon wall, holding his arm, his face gray. He wasn’t fighting anymore. He was just trying to keep his blood inside.

Eldridge walked over to his Winchester. He picked it up. He checked the action. Dirt in the lever, but it cycled.

He walked to the dun. The horse shied away, smelling the blood on him.

“Easy,” Eldridge said. “Easy.”

He caught the reins. He didn’t mount. He walked the horse to the water.

“Drink,” Eldridge said.

He washed his knife in the pool. The water turned pink for a second, then cleared. He sheathed the blade.

He looked at his left arm. The coat was sliced open. He pulled the fabric back. A shallow cut, three inches long, bleeding slow.

“Could have been worse,” he said.

He looked at the dead man. He looked at the wounded one.

It wasn’t a standoff. It wasn’t a warning. It was a war. And he had just started it.
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The silence in the canyon was louder than the fight had been.

Eldridge Sample stood by the pool, his chest heaving, the bloody Bowie knife heavy in his hand. The water, which had been still and black a minute ago, was now rippling against the stone bank, disturbed by the violence.

He looked at the man sitting against the canyon wall. The throat-puncher.

The Apache was holding his left arm tight against his chest. The blood was dark, welling up between his fingers where the Bowie had sliced through the muscle. He wasn’t making a sound. He wasn’t begging. He was watching Eldridge with eyes that were flat and hard, like obsidian chips.

“He’s gone,” Eldridge said. He nodded toward the canyon mouth where the smiling scout had vanished. “Your friend. He left you.”

The Apache didn’t answer. He shifted his legs, trying to find a purchase to stand, but the loss of blood made him clumsy. He slipped back down, his head thumping against the sandstone.

Eldridge walked over to him. He didn’t sheath the knife.

“You pick a fight,” Eldridge said, “you better make sure you win it.”

The Apache looked at the knife. He looked at Eldridge. He spat. A glob of blood and saliva hit Eldridge’s boot. It was the only weapon he had left.

Eldridge looked at the man’s belt. He saw the sheath for the knife he had dropped. He saw a small pouch made of deer hide, beaded with blue and white glass.

The man wasn’t going to make it. The arm wound was deep, severing the artery. He was bleeding out, his skin turning the color of ash.

“I can’t leave you here,” Eldridge said. “And I can’t take you with me.”

The Apache closed his eyes. He started to chant. A low, rhythmic murmur that sounded like the wind in the dry grass. It wasn’t a plea. It was a death song.

Eldridge stepped in. He didn’t want to do it. He had to do it.

He grabbed the man’s hair, pulling his head back to expose the throat. The chanting stopped.

The knife moved. Fast. Clean.

It was over in a second. The Apache slumped to the side, the tension leaving his body.

“Two,” Eldridge whispered.

He wiped the Bowie on the dead man’s buckskins. He sheathed it.

He walked to the other one. The kicker.

The man was curled in the dirt near the water, his hands clutching his stomach. He was dead. His eyes were open, staring at the cottonwood branches overhead.

Eldridge looked down at him.

This one was different.

The throat-puncher had been older, scarred. This one… this one was young. Maybe eighteen. His chest was smooth, unmarred by the sun dance or the trials of a warrior. He wore a necklace of silver conchos, hammered flat, and his moccasins were beaded with a pattern Eldridge hadn’t seen before. A jagged lightning bolt in yellow and black.

And the pouch.

It wasn’t on his belt. It was around his neck, hanging on a thong of braided horsehair. It was larger than a medicine bag. It was made of white doe skin, fringed, and decorated with the blue feathers of a jay.

Eldridge knelt. He reached out and touched the pouch.

The leather was soft, supple. Inside, he could feel the shapes of stones, maybe a bird bone.

“Bad medicine,” Eldridge said.

He recognized the markings. The yellow lightning. The blue feathers.

He’d seen them before, three years ago, at a parley in the Dragoon Mountains. He’d seen a chief wearing them. An old man with a face like a dried apple and eyes that burned.

Chato.

This wasn’t just a scout. This wasn’t just a young buck out to steal a horse and earn his name.

This was Chato’s son.

The realization hit Eldridge like a physical blow, colder than the water in the pool.

He stood up, backing away from the body.

“The third one,” Eldridge said. “The one who ran.”

He looked at the canyon mouth. The smiling scout hadn’t run because he was scared. He hadn’t run to save his own skin.

He ran to tell.

He ran to tell Chato that a white man on a dun horse had just gutted his son in a blind canyon.

“He’s not just bringing a war party,” Eldridge told the silence. “He’s bringing the whole nation.”

He walked to the dun. The horse was watching him, its ears flicking back and forth. It smelled the blood. It was nervous, shifting its weight, ready to bolt.

“Easy,” Eldridge said. He grabbed the reins. His hands were steady, but his stomach felt like he’d swallowed a stone.

He checked the cinch. He picked up his Winchester from where it had fallen in the dirt. He dusted it off, checking the action. It was gritty, but it worked.

He didn’t loot the bodies. He didn’t take the silver or the knives. He left them where they lay, in the shade of the cottonwood, by the water they had died for.

He mounted up.

The dun wanted to run. Eldridge held it back.

“Not yet,” he said. “Save it.”

He rode out of the canyon. The sun was gone now, the light failing fast. The shadows stretched across the desert floor, long and purple.

He looked at the trail of the rustlers. The dust cloud had settled. They were miles ahead, camped for the night, eating beans and laughing about the gold at Fort Bravo. They didn’t know.

They didn’t know that the desert behind them had just woken up.

Eldridge looked south, toward the jagged line of the mountains. Somewhere out there, a runner was moving. A runner with a message that would turn every rock and bush into an enemy.

He touched the badge on his chest.

He wasn’t hunting cattle thieves anymore. He wasn’t looking for justice for a dead rancher. Those were luxuries.

He was running a gauntlet.

“Arizona,” Eldridge said. “If we make it.”

He kicked the dun into a trot, putting the canyon and the dead boy behind him, riding into the dark.
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The moon was a traitor.

It rose fat and yellow over the eastern rimrock, washing the desert in a pale, milky light that turned every mesquite bush into a shadow and every shadow into a man with a knife.

Eldridge Sample kept the dun in the low ground. He didn’t ride the ridges. Ridges were for men who wanted to be seen, or men who were already dead. He stuck to the deep, winding arroyos where the darkness pooled like ink.

He checked his backtrail.

He couldn’t see anything. Just the silvered landscape of rock and thorn. But he knew.

“They’re coming,” Eldridge said to the horse.

The dun flicked an ear back. It was still jumpy, the smell of the canyon blood fresh in its nostrils. It walked with a stiff, high-stepping gait, ready to bolt at the snap of a twig.

Eldridge looked at the stars. It was midnight.

The runner—the smiling scout who had left his friends to die—would have reached the main war party by now. He would have told Chato. He would have described the white man, the dun horse, and the knife work.

Chato wouldn’t yell. He wouldn’t make a speech. He would just mount up.

Eldridge did the math in his head. The Apaches were on ponies. Fresh mounts. They moved faster than a cavalry patrol, faster than a rustler driving beef. They would cut for sign. They would find the canyon. They would see the bodies.

Then they would fan out.

“We got four hours,” Eldridge guessed. " Maybe five. Before they close the distance.”

He looked ahead. West.

The trail of the herd was easy to follow, even in the moonlight. Five hundred cattle didn’t leave a subtle mark. They smashed the brush flat. They turned the earth into flour.

And they left signs.

Eldridge passed a discard pile. A broken cinch strap. A coffee pot with a hole in the bottom. A whiskey bottle, smashed against a rock.

The rustlers were confident. They were loud.

Two miles later, he smelled them.

It wasn’t just the cattle smell—the heavy, sweet odor of manure and dust. It was woodsmoke.

Eldridge pulled the dun up. He dismounted. He led the horse up a shale slope, moving slow, placing his boots carefully to avoid the slide. He crested the rise and looked down into the next valley.

Fires.

Three of them. Big, roaring fires built of dead ironwood and dried cactus ribs. They burned bright orange against the dark.

The herd was bedded down in a wide, flat bowl of scrub. The cattle were a dark, shifting mass on the perimeter.

The men were in the center.

Eldridge pulled his field glasses. He adjusted the focus.

They weren’t posting sentries. Not real ones. One man was riding a slow circle around the herd, singing a song that was off-key even from a mile away. The rest were by the fires. Eating. Drinking. Playing cards.

He saw the big man. Big Red Kilgore.

Kilgore was standing by the lead fire, a bottle in his hand. He was shouting something at Skunk, the skinny man on the paint horse. Skunk laughed, throwing a piece of wood onto the fire. Sparks shot up, a fountain of light saying “Here we are” to the entire territory.

“Fools,” Eldridge whispered.

They thought the Pecos was the finish line. They thought the Arizona line was a wall that stopped the law.

They didn’t know about the Apaches.

Eldridge lowered the glasses.

He was in the middle.

Behind him, twenty miles back and closing fast, was Chato. A man who knew this rock better than he knew his own wife. A man who was coming to peel Eldridge’s skin off in strips.

Ahead of him, a mile out, were fifteen guns and a man who killed women on porches.

“Meat in the sandwich,” Eldridge said.

He looked at the terrain. To the north, the canyon walls were steep, unclimbable. To the south, open salt flats that would leave him exposed like a bug on a plate.

The only way was through.

He had to stay close to the rustlers. Not too close—he didn’t want to catch a stray bullet if Kilgore got jumpy—but close enough.

“We use them,” Eldridge told the dun. “They’re the buffer.”

If the Apaches came up fast, they’d hit the herd first. They’d see the fires. They’d see the horses. An Apache war party might want revenge on one specific white man, but they wouldn’t ignore fifteen horses and five hundred cows.

It was a cold calculation. J.D. wanted his cattle back. He wanted justice. Using the herd as a shield wasn’t exactly what the old rancher had in mind.

“Sorry, J.D.,” Eldridge said. “Can’t hang ‘em if I’m dead.”

He led the dun back down the slope. He mounted up.

He rode parallel to the trail, keeping to the rocks on the north side of the valley. He moved slow. He stopped every ten minutes to listen.

The silence of the desert was heavy.

He heard the wind hissing through the ocotillo. He heard the distant bawling of a calf in the herd.

He heard a coyote howl.

It came from the east. Behind him.

It was a long, wavering note. Yip-yip-arooooo.

Eldridge froze. The dun stiffened, its head coming up.

He waited.

A minute later, another howl answered. From the south.

Then a third. From the north rim.

“That isn’t a coyote,” Eldridge said.

Coyotes chatter. They bark. These calls were too smooth. Too spaced out.

They were signals.

“Scouts,” Eldridge said. “They’re casting nets.”

They hadn’t found him yet. They were working the grid. Moving forward in a line, checking the washes, checking the ridges. They were pushing west, driving whatever game was in front of them toward the trap.

The game was him.

He looked
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