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CHAPTER ONE
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Jake Morrow first saw the bull just after sunup, standing alone on the ridge like trouble waiting its turn.

The light was still thin and yellow, spilling across the breaks and gullies of the range, touching the dry grass with a copper shine. Jake sat easy in the saddle and studied the animal from half a mile off. Big red body. White face. Thick neck like a stump pulled from the ground. Even at that distance the brute looked wrong somehow—too still, too watchful.

His horse, Blue, tossed its head and sidestepped.

Jake laid a hand on the gelding’s neck. “Easy.”

Blue did not ease.

Jake had been riding cattle country since he was old enough to sit a saddle without falling under the horse’s belly. He knew what made a horse shy and what made one afraid. This was fear. Real fear. The kind that started deep and came out through the skin.

He narrowed his eyes at the bull.

“That so,” he muttered.

The morning had begun like every other on the Bar-T spread. Coffee black as axle grease, bacon cooked hard, and old man Harlan Cross complaining over the weather as though the sky had personally insulted him. Then Cross had jerked his chin toward the south pasture and told Jake there was a rogue bull loose among the scrub draws beyond Bitter Wash.

“Mean one,” Cross had said. “Busted a rail fence two nights ago. Near stove in a calf. Took after one of the hands.”

Jake had sopped up the last of his yolk with biscuit and asked, “Which hand?”

“Paul Pruett.”

Jake looked up. “Paul get hurt?”

“Only his pride, which is a shame, because that’s the part of him there’s most of.”

That had drawn a laugh from the cook and from two sleepy punchers at the table. Jake had smiled too, but only a little. Paul Pruett was the kind of man who could turn a broken stirrup into a full sermon on his own bravery. If the bull had only chased Paul, there was a fair chance the story had doubled in size between breakfast and dawn.

Still, Cross had not been smiling.

“I want that brute moved or dropped,” the old rancher had said. “He’s bad stock.”

Jake had stood, reached for his hat, and said, “I’ll bring him in if he’ll come. If not, I’ll do what needs doing.”

Now, looking at the animal on the ridge, he began to think old man Cross had been right in the hardest sense.

The bull shifted at last, not grazing, not turning away. Just shifting its weight and squaring its stance as if measuring him.

Then it started downhill.

Not in a rush. Not yet.

Blue danced sideways again. Jake let him have his head and guided him into a slow half-circle, keeping the ridge between himself and the wash below. He did not like the way the animal moved—calm, deliberate, like a man coming to settle unfinished business.

“Reckon you’re the one,” he said.

The bull came on.

Jake considered drawing his revolver, but the distance was still too long and a six-gun was poor medicine for thick skull and bad temper unless a man liked gambling. He had a Winchester in the saddle boot, but he had left the scabbard tied low, figuring he was on a morning chore, not a hunt. He could fetch it in time if he had to.

Probably.

He nudged Blue backward, keeping his eyes on the brute. “Let’s just turn you, friend.”

He swung the horse wide and tried to angle the bull toward open ground where he might drift back south. That was how you worked cattle most days—pressure here, release there, no foolishness needed. But this animal was not working by cattle sense. It stopped, lifted its heavy head, and fixed Jake with a stare so direct it prickled the back of his neck.

Then it bawled.

The sound rolled over the range like something torn loose in a storm.

Blue nearly came out from under him.

Jake pulled the horse around hard. Dust jumped under the gelding’s hooves. The bull lunged forward, no longer slow, no longer careful. It came low and fast, carving the earth with each stride.

Jake swore and kicked Blue into a run.

The gelding sprang ahead. Brush whipped at Jake’s boots as they tore down the slope. He heard the pounding behind them, deeper than hoofbeats ought to sound, and when he risked a glance over his shoulder, he saw the bull closing, foam already on its mouth, horns thrust forward like hooked knives.

“All right,” Jake said through his teeth. “You want it this way.”

He leaned low, jerked the Winchester from the scabbard, and nearly lost it when Blue dodged a washout. The rifle came free crooked. Jake hauled it across his lap and tried to work the lever one-handed. Blue hit a patch of loose stone and stumbled. The rifle banged against the saddle horn. By the time Jake brought it level, the bull had cut the angle and was so close he could see the wild shine in its eyes.

Too close for a clean shot from a bouncing horse.

Jake shoved the rifle back across the saddle and hauled on the reins. Blue wheeled away with all four feet scrabbling. The bull rushed past where they had been, missed by inches, and plowed a furrow in the dirt.

For one second Jake thought he had the better of it.

Then the bull spun quicker than any beast that size had a right to turn and came again.

Jake had no room now. The wash dropped on one side, a wall of shale on the other. Blue tried to climb where there was no climbing. Jake yanked him off the bank, but too late. One hoof slid. Then another. The gelding crashed shoulder-first into the wash and went down in a shower of stone and dust.

Jake flew clear enough to save his neck but not enough to land easy. He struck hard, rolled twice, and came up on one knee with all the wind driven out of him.

Blue was thrashing three yards away, trying to rise.

The bull hit the lip of the wash above them and bellowed.

Jake grabbed for the rifle. It had fallen somewhere in the dust. His fingers found only loose rock.

The bull launched itself down the bank.

Jake snatched his revolver free just as Blue staggered upright and lunged away wild-eyed, reins dragging. The gelding bolted up the wash and vanished around the bend.

Leaving Jake alone.

He fired once.

The shot smacked into the bull’s shoulder and seemed only to make it madder.

Jake scrambled sideways as the animal crashed into the spot where he had been. Dirt showered his face. One horn tore through his shirt and ripped the cloth open from ribs to belt. He felt the hot lick of skin splitting but no deep pain, not yet.

He ran.

There was no dignity in it, no cowboy neatness, no calm hand’s trick. He ran flat out through the wash, revolver in one hand, hat gone, lungs burning by the third stride. Behind him the bull thundered after, smashing brush, sending stones flying.

Jake cut left through a notch in the bank and clawed his way upward. The ground gave under his boots. He slid backward, caught a root, hauled himself higher, and flung one glance behind him.

Bad choice.

The bull was already halfway up.

“Dear Lord,” Jake gasped.

He fired again, too fast, too wild. The bullet sparked off rock. The bull kept coming.

Jake topped the bank and sprinted across open ground, his chest heaving. Ahead lay a scatter of boulders and beyond them an old line shack half-fallen into itself. He made for the shack, because a rotten wall was still better than none.

A voice shouted from somewhere off to his right.

“Jake!”

He did not know the voice until the rider came into view—a lanky figure on a sorrel mare, hat flapping, face white as tallow.

Paul Pruett.

For one blessed instant Jake felt relief.

Then Paul saw the bull, hauled back on his reins, and froze like a man who had ridden straight into Judgment.

“Shoot!” Jake roared.

Paul fumbled for his revolver, dropped it, cursed, and nearly pitched from the saddle trying to catch it.

Jake could have killed him himself.

The bull veered at the movement. Paul’s mare squealed and reared. Paul lost his hat, his nerve, and whatever sense the Lord had loaned him for the day. He wheeled the mare and ran for open country with the bull half-turning after him.

Jake dropped to one knee, took the steadier shot he should have had before, and fired his third round.

This one struck the bull high in the neck.

It lurched, stumbled, and checked just long enough for Paul to gain twenty yards.

But it did not fall.

It swung back toward Jake.

“Why me?” Jake said hoarsely.

The bull pawed dirt, blood running dark along one shoulder, and lowered its head again.

Paul, now a safe distance off, shouted, “I’ll get help!”

Jake looked at him in disbelief. “You get a rifle!”

“I said help!”

Then Paul was gone over the rise.

Jake stood alone in the noon-bright stillness that followed, revolver hanging at his side, three shells spent and three left. The bull faced him across twenty feet of dusty ground, flanks pumping, hate burning in its eyes like something human and worse than human.

The old line shack sagged behind Jake, no more than four posts, a torn roof, and weathered boards that looked one strong wind from falling down. He backed toward it anyway.

The bull matched him step for step.

A hot breeze slid over the range. Somewhere far off, cattle lowed. The whole world seemed to wait.

Jake’s torn shirt flapped against the blood on his side. Sweat ran into his eyes. He blinked it clear and lifted the revolver with both hands.

“All right,” he said softly.

The bull stamped once.

Jake’s finger tightened on the trigger.

And the beast charged.
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