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__________

​

The living room had grown some since the day I first sat in it, waiting on a woman I didn’t know yet to decide if she trusted me. Since then, we’d added the north wall with room enough for two more rockers and a fancy hearth instead of the old one Tessa used to complain about every winter. Smelled the same, though. Woodsmoke and her coffee, and under it, the faint aroma of breakfast’s bacon still clinging to the air.

Jude had dropped off Jake and Emma last night for a week’s visit. I’d spent the better part of the morning fixing a busted latch on the corral gate, the iron already warm under my hands before the sun had cleared the barn roof, while the house woke up around me. By the time I stepped back inside, the breakfast plates were cleared and morning light cut sharp across the floorboards. Emma had claimed the chair by the window, nose in a book, feet nowhere near the floor. Jake was rarely still that long. He had never been, not since he’d first learned to toddle after his father around the ranch. I’d heard him down the hall for the last ten minutes, digging through the cedar chest at the foot of our bed, hoping to find treasures. 

Jake bounded into the room, thrusting a piece of worn metal toward me.

“Grandpa. What’s this?”

I took it from him. The weight of it was lighter than I remembered. The silver had gone the color of an old nickel, edges rounded soft from however many hands had turned it over in the years since I’d pinned it inside my coat. Five points, tarnished deep in the lettering. Took me back to Phoenix, 1901. Mossman leaning against a hitching post in the dust, laying out his plan for a company of men who’d ride down what no county sheriff could. My jaw tightened. I hadn’t known that day how much the job itself would change me. Some for the better. Some a little harder.

Tessa stepped out of the kitchen, wiping her hands slowly on a towel. She glanced at me, eyebrow raised, the particular look she’d given me for going on thirty years now whenever she caught me somewhere else in my head. Perhaps it was time I told these stories properly, start to finish, instead of the scraps I’d let slip out over the years.

“My Arizona Ranger badge,” I said.

I handed the star back to him. He turned it over twice, studying every detail, finger tracing the letters.

“This is yours, Grandpa?”

“It is.”

“Were you a Ranger before you married Grandma?”

“For a good while before that.”

Jake’s eyes went wide. “Did you catch outlaws? Real ones?”

“A few.”

“Tell us.” He sat down hard on the rug, the badge gripped loosely in his hand. Emma closed her book and scrambled onto the floor next to him, a smudge of jam still on her thumb.

Tessa took the second rocker. She folded the towel in her lap and waited, too. She’d heard pieces of this over the years. Enough to know the shape of it.

I rubbed the back of my neck. Some of these stories I hadn’t told anyone. Not even her. Not in full.

“There was a man,” I said. “Kendall Bowden. We rode together at the start of the Rangers.” I nodded toward the badge in Jake’s hand. “Before your grandmother. Before most everything.”

“Was he your friend?”

“He was.”

“Is he still your friend?” Jake asked.

I let that one sit a moment. Tessa’s hands tightened on the towel, though her face didn’t change. The silence stretched in the room, heavy with the stories I’d never tell my grandchildren. My hand went still on the arm of the rocker.

“Things change, son,” I said. “People too. Best you understand that early.”

Jake didn’t push it. Emma looked between us but said nothing.

He leaned forward, bright eyes fixed on my face. I let the fire pop once before I began, boots planted flat on the floorboards.

“It’s a long story. Best ones usually are. Let me start at the beginning.”

Emma tucked her feet under her. “Tell us, Grandpa.”

I looked at Tessa one more time. She nodded, small, as if she’d been waiting on this longer than the children had.

“All right, then,” I said. “It started in the fall of 1901...”​
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__________

​

November 1901

The tracks ran along the wash for the better part of a mile before they cut south toward the Whetstones, and I’d followed them since first light without a word from the man riding behind me. Frost still silvered the greasewood in the low spots where the sun hadn’t reached, and the ground gave up its story in the bitter cold, every print sharp-edged, the dew not yet burned off to blur them. Three head moving at a walk, evenly spaced. A gait cattle held when nobody behind them was pushing hard. No boot prints crossing back over the trail to check their own work, no sign of a horse doubling back. I read all of it without slowing my horse.

Bowden had kept his mouth shut the whole stretch, and that suited me fine. A partner who talked over much wasn’t worth the water in his canteen. My father had been a smooth talker. A man who could charm a dollar out of a starving widow, and I’d learned early that silence was a whole lot safer than charisma.

“Three head, maybe four,” Bowden said when I finally reined up. “Shod horses pushing them. Two riders.”

“Two riders,” I agreed. “One’s heavier. Sets deeper in the off hind.”

Bowden swung down and crouched over the print, turning his hat brim back so the shadow wouldn’t fall across it. He ran two fingers along the edge of the track, pressing the dirt to feel the give as much as see it. My fingers ached around reins gone stiff with the cold while I waited for his assessment.

“Could be Tovrea’s missing stock,” he said. “Foreman mentioned losing some near here last month.”

I hadn’t heard that. I reached for the toothpick case in my vest pocket, working one between my teeth while I weighed the distance to the border.

Three weeks we’d been riding together, and already I’d stopped checking his work like I had the first few days. Grady had earned that over the better part of a year, mostly by forcing me to unlearn the fourteen-year-old habit of doing everything myself. Bowden was earning it faster because he just stepped in and anticipated the work, taking the back of a shack, reading the ground, making camp, without needing me to manage him.

The wind picked up out of the south, carrying the dry rattle of greasewood and the faint mineral smell of the wash itself, water long gone but the bed still holding the memory of it.

“We’ll lose the light before we catch them,” I said. “Camp soon. Pick it up at first light.”

Bowden mounted again without argument and didn’t look back to check if I’d changed my mind.

We made camp in the lee of a rock outcrop that broke most of the wind, and I built the fire small, more for the coffee than the warmth. Cold came down fast once the sun dropped behind the ridge, creeping up through my boots. Bowden unsaddled both horses, rubbed them down, checked both his cinch and mine for wear. I held my hands out over the small flame, the warmth barely reaching past my knuckles. The horses settled, one of them blowing out a long breath through its nose, content enough with the picket line and the grain bag.

I fed sticks into the fire one at a time, watching the coffee come to a boil slowly rather than crowding the flame higher than it needed to be. Bowden settled onto his saddle blanket across from me, close enough to the fire that the light caught the side of his face and left the rest of him in shadow. Heat pressed against my shins where I’d stretched my legs toward the flame.

“You got people, Harper?” he asked. “Family, I mean.”

I gulped down the coffee. The bitter, scalding taste of it cut sharply through the freezing air. “Five of them. Scattered around the territory now.” I didn’t offer more than that. Habit.

“I’ve got my mother back in Missouri. A sister, too, with three young ones.” He turned his cup in his hands, not quite looking at the fire. “Her husband passed away two winters back. I send what I can.”

“That’s a load for one man.”

“Somebody’s got to carry it,” he said, no complaint in his voice. “Mossman pays decent enough. Most of it goes home.”

I’d carried five of them at thirteen with less sense than this man had at twenty-five, twenty-six.

“Good of you,” I said.

A short nod. Eyes back on the fire. A coal shifted and popped, throwing a handful of sparks up into the dark before they died.

“Same could be said of you, I’d wager. Heard some talk you raised your brothers and sisters yourself.”

“Long time ago.”

“Don’t sound like something a man forgets.”

I grunted, offering nothing more. He went back to his coffee, and neither of us tried to fill the quiet. Somewhere off in the dark a coyote tried its voice and gave up after two notes. My coffee had gone lukewarm by the time I finished it. The fire popped low and steady between us until we banked it and turned in. The cold pressed in close once the flames died down, finding every gap in a bedroll, and I lay listening to Bowden’s breathing even out into sleep before closing my eyes.

We picked up their trail again at first light, the ground still hard with frost, frozen saddle leather squeaking as we mounted up, our breath hanging white in front of us until the sun cleared the rocks. Found them holed up at a line shack a half mile shy of the border, smoke still curling thin from a cold-banked fire. I reined up well short and studied the place before either of us moved another foot. Bowden sized up the place without me telling him to. Door faced east, no cover within forty yards on that side, one window shuttered on the back wall. I marked the gap between the corral rail and the wall, another blind spot to cross. Two horses picketed off to the side, heads down, in no hurry to be anywhere. 

“I’ll take the back,” he said.

I gave him the count and worked wide around the front, keeping the shack between me and the horses. Loose shale shifted underfoot. I picked my way across it slow, weight rolling heel to toe. My eyes tracked the blind spots, watching the shuttered window for the dark barrel of a rifle poking through the slats. The cold air was sharp enough to bite at the back of my throat with every breath, and the icy steel of my Colt’s grip bit just as hard against my stiff fingers. Near the corral, a mangy dog’s ears perked as Bowden rounded the building. A bead of sweat trickled down my neck as he paused until the dog settled. By the time I reached the front corner, the smell of bacon grease hung heavy around the shack, mixed with woodsmoke and the sour edge of unwashed men. At the count, I came around fast, Colt level, boots finding flat ground at last.

A grizzled man about twice my size, with bulging arms, rose to his feet from where he’d been hunched near the stove. Heat radiated off the iron. I swallowed hard as he reached for the Winchester propped by the door, the distance between his weapon and my Colt narrowing to nothing at all. His fingers hovered an inch from the wood stock. I thumbed back my Colt’s hammer. The metallic click stopped his hand cold, loud as a shot in that small space.

“Touch it and you’re done.”

His hand dropped to his side, fingers spreading open, empty. Glad to avoid a test of will with the beast of a man.

A shot cracked from the back of the shack, Bowden’s, by the sound of it, flat and close enough to rattle a tin plate. I held my position, Colt steady on the big man, every sense pulled toward that back wall and the silence that followed the shot, no second blast, no shout of pain, nothing but the ring of it fading off into the cold. The big man’s eyes cut toward the sound too, and I brought the Colt up an inch to remind him where his attention belonged.

The second man stumbled out a moment later, hands already climbing into the air, younger than his partner by twenty years. His half-buttoned shirt hung open, hands shaking as he raised them before he’d cleared the doorframe, bare feet finding the cold ground and flinching off it. Bowden walked a step behind him, revolver level and steady, not an inch of wander to it, as
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