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  Chapter 1

  
  










The mule’s name was Barnaby, and he had a sense of humor that mostly involved stopping dead when the sun was directly overhead. Shorty Small didn’t hold it against him. Barnaby was pulling a single-bottom plow through soil that was more limestone than loam, and the sound of the steel share hitting rock was a constant, jarring rhythm, like a hammer striking a bad bell.

Clang.

Barnaby stopped. He blew air through his nose, shaking his big ears, the leather harness creaking.

Shorty wiped his forehead with a sleeve that was already stiff with sweat and red dust. He stepped back from the handles and looked at the ground. A gray crown of rock, jagged and scarred by the plow blade, poked out of the dirt. It looked like the top of a skull buried shallow.

“Alright,” Shorty said. He didn’t shout. He spoke to the mule like he was speaking to a partner in a card game who just played a bad hand. “You made your point.”

Shorty walked to the edge of the furrow where his crowbar lay in the grass. He picked it up. It was heavy iron, polished smooth by his grip. He walked back, jammed the point under the edge of the rock, and leaned into it.

He wasn’t a big man—the name fit him well enough—but he was built like a fence post, all gristle and wire. He pushed. His boots slipped in the loose dirt, then caught. The rock groaned, a wet sucking sound as the earth let go, and rolled over. It was the size of a washbasin.

“Toby!” Shorty called out. “Jeb!”

Two boys came running from the pile of stones at the edge of the clearing. They were barefoot, their trousers held up by suspenders made of twine. They looked like miniature versions of Shorty, just with less weathering.

“Got a big one, Pa?” Toby asked. He was ten, the oldest, and took the job of rock management serious.

“Big enough for the bottom row,” Shorty said. “Get the sled.”

The boys dragged a wooden sled over the furrows. They grunted, heaving the limestone chunk onto the wood.

“Watch your toes,” Shorty said. “That rock don’t care if it breaks you.”

“Yes, Pa.”

They hauled it away, leaning forward into the ropes. Shorty watched them go. He looked at the field. It was five acres of hard promises. When he bought the deed, the land agent in the territory office had laughed. He said, “Mr. Small, that land is vertical. You can’t farm a cliff.”

Shorty hadn’t argued. He just paid the money he’d saved from ten years of swamping out saloons and laying brick. He wanted vertical. He wanted high up. He wanted a place where the only thing looking over his shoulder was a hawk.

He grabbed the plow handles again. “Hup, Barnaby.”

The mule leaned into the collar. The earth turned over, dark and rich where the rocks weren’t hiding.

By noon, the sun was a white weight on the back of his neck. Shorty unhitched the mule and led him to the shade of the big oak tree that marked the property line. He gave Barnaby a bucket of water from the creek, then sat down on a flat stump to wipe his face.

He saw Sarah coming up the path from the cabin. She was walking slow, one hand holding her skirts up out of the dust, the other swinging a tin pail. She was a small woman with hair the color of dried wheat, pulled back tight. She didn’t smile much when she was working, but her eyes were always soft when they landed on him.

She reached the tree and set the pail down.

“Thought you might be dry,” she said.

“Dry as a bone,” Shorty said. He took the dipper she handed him. The water was cold, tasting of iron and deep earth. He drank it down in one long pull and wiped his mouth. “Boys working?”

“They’re stacking the wall,” Sarah said. She sat on the grass, smoothing her apron. “Little Mary is helping. She’s bringing the pebbles.”

“Every bit counts.”

Sarah looked out over the valley. From up here, the world dropped away. You could see the green tops of the pines rolling out like a rug, turning blue in the distance. There wasn’t a roofline in sight. No smoke stacks. No roads, just the deer trails and the ruts Shorty’s wagon had made coming in.

“It’s quiet today,” Sarah said.

“It’s quiet every day,” Shorty said. He opened the napkin she’d brought. Cornbread and a thick slice of ham. “That’s what we bought.”

“Mrs. Miller down at the crossing said she gets lonely sometimes,” Sarah said. “Said she misses hearing the piano at the church.”

“Mrs. Miller likes to talk,” Shorty said. He took a bite of the cornbread. It was still warm. “She talks enough to fill the quiet up on her own.”

Sarah smiled then, a quick flash. “She does go on. But she asked if we heard about the troubles in town. Said there was a shooting at the saloon last Saturday.”

Shorty chewed slow. He swallowed. “Town business. Drunks and money. Don’t concern us.”

“She said the Sheriff was asking about folks up on the ridge. Wondering who was squatted where.”

“We ain’t squatting,” Shorty said. He brushed crumbs off his lap. “I got the paper in the tin box under the bed. Signed and stamped. This is Small land.”

“I know,” Sarah said. She looked at his hands, scarred and stained with soil. “I just worry. We’re far out, Shorty. If trouble comes…”

“Trouble don’t climb hills if it don’t have to,” Shorty said. “Trouble likes the flat road where the whiskey flows easy. Up here, it’s just work. Trouble is lazy.”

He stood up. He offered a hand to Sarah and pulled her to her feet. Her hand felt small and rough in his.

“We keep our heads down,” Shorty said. “We pull the rocks out. We plant the corn. We mind our own. The world will forget we’re up here. That’s the plan.”

“It’s a good plan,” Sarah said. She picked up the pail. “Supper at sundown. Don’t work Barnaby to death.”

“He’d quit long before he died,” Shorty said.

He watched her walk back toward the cabin, the smoke from the chimney rising straight up in the still air. It was a good picture. It was the only picture he wanted to look at.

He went back to the mule. Barnaby was asleep, his lower lip drooping.

“Wake up,” Shorty said, slapping the mule’s flank. “We got three more rows before the light goes.”

The afternoon wore on. The pile of rocks grew higher. The boys kept hauling, their faces streaked with dirt, turning it into a game of who could carry the heaviest stone without dropping it. Shorty didn’t stop them. He let them find the fun in the labor. That was how you made a farmer. You didn’t teach him to love the dirt; you taught him to beat the rock.

The sun dipped behind the western ridge, turning the sky into a bruise of purple and orange. The air cooled off fast, the heat lifting out of the valley floor.

Shorty unhitched the plow. He walked Barnaby down to the small barn he’d built the first month they arrived. He brushed the mule down, checking his hooves. He pitched hay into the manger and checked the chickens.

Toby and Jeb were washing up at the pump, splashing water at each other. Mary, who was six, was sitting on the porch steps holding a black-and-white cat that tolerated her grip with feline resignation.

Shorty walked into the cabin.

It was one room, divided by curtains for sleeping. The fireplace took up one wall, built from the very stones Shorty had pulled from the field. It was solid. Permanent.

The smell of stew was heavy in the air—potatoes, onions, and a little salt pork. It smelled like rich living to a man who had grown up eating hardtack and beans.

Shorty hung his hat on the peg by the door. He walked to the basin and scrubbed his face and hands with lye soap. He watched the dirt swirl down the drain.

“Sit,” Sarah said. “It’s ready.”

They sat at the table Shorty had made from pine planks. The wood was planed smooth but unvarnished. Shorty said grace. He didn’t ask for much, just thanked the Lord for the food and the roof. He kept his prayers like his conversation—short and to the point.

They ate. The boys talked about a snake they’d seen near the creek.

“Black snake?” Shorty asked.

“Yes sir,” Jeb said. “Big one.”

“Leave him be. He eats the mice.”

“I threw a rock at him,” Jeb admitted.

Shorty looked at his son over the rim of his coffee cup. “Don’t throw rocks at things that do work for you. Snake minds his business, you mind yours.”

“Yes, Pa.”

After supper, Sarah cleared the plates. Shorty moved to the rocking chair by the fire. He packed a pipe with tobacco he’d grown himself. It was rough cut and burned hot, but it settled the stomach.

He leaned his head back, listening to the fire crackle. The wind was picking up outside, whistling around the eaves. It was a lonely sound, but tonight it felt protective. It was a wall of air between them and the rest of the territory.

His eyes drifted up to the mantle.

Resting on two deer antler hooks was a double-barreled shotgun. It was an older model, with external hammers that curled back like scorpion tails. The wood of the stock was dark walnut, oiled until it gleamed. The steel barrels were blue-black, clean of rust.

It wasn’t a decorative piece. It was a tool, same as the plow or the crowbar.

Sarah sat on the rug, mending a shirt. She saw him looking at the gun.

“You expecting that coyote back?” she asked.

Shorty took the pipe out of his mouth. “Heard him yipping last night. Down by the lower coop.”

“He didn’t get in,” Sarah said. “Chicken wire held.”

“Wire holds until it don’t,” Shorty said. “I checked the load this morning. Double-ought buck in the right, birdshot in the left.”

“That seems like a lot for a coyote.”

“Varmints come in all sizes,” Shorty said. “Some are skunks. Some are wolves. Gun don’t care which is which.”

He stood up and walked to the mantle. He ran a finger along the barrel. No dust. He kept it clean. A dirty gun was a dangerous thing, or a useless one, and Shorty had no use for either.

He remembered what the land agent had said about the law out here. “Sheriff Boggs handles the town, Mr. Small. Out in the hills? You’re the sheriff, the judge, and the jury.”

Shorty didn’t want to be a judge. He just wanted to be a farmer. But he kept the shotgun loaded because he understood the basic rule of the high country: you keep what you can hold.

“Leave it be, Shorty,” Sarah said softly. “Come sit. You’ve been staring at that iron for five minutes.”

Shorty looked at the gun one last time, then turned back to the room. The firelight was warm on the faces of his children. Toby was carving a stick. Mary was asleep on the pallet.

This was it. This was the whole world. Five acres of rocks, a mule with an attitude, and a cabin full of people who looked at him like he hung the moon.

“You’re right,” Shorty said. He sat back down in the rocker. “Just checking.”

“We’re fine,” Sarah said. “Nobody knows we’re here but the birds.”

“That’s the way we keep it,” Shorty said.

He closed his eyes. He could feel the vibration of the day’s work in his muscles, a dull ache in his shoulders from the crowbar. It was a good ache. It meant he was building something.

Outside, the wind howled, rattling the shutter. Shorty didn’t flinch. He just rocked, listening to the fire, believing that if he worked hard enough, the rocks would run out before his back did, and the world would stay down in the valley where it belonged.
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The afternoon was hot enough to curl the shingles on the roof. It was a Tuesday, three days after Shorty had wrestled the limestone skull out of the lower field. The air hung heavy and still, smelling of pine resin and dry grass.

Shorty was in the lean-to behind the barn, sharpening a scythe. The rhythmic shhh-shhh of the whetstone against the steel blade was the only sound in the world, except for the lazy buzzing of a mud dauber building a nest in the rafters.

He checked the edge with his thumb. It grabbed the skin, sharp enough to shave the hair off a gnat.

“That’ll cut,” Shorty said to the empty air.

He set the stone down on the workbench and wiped his hands on a rag. He was thinking about the hay in the upper meadow. It was tall, yellowing at the tips. If the rain held off, he could cut it tomorrow. If the rain came, he’d have rot. That was the gamble. You played poker with the sky every morning, and the house usually held the aces.

Then the world ended.

It didn’t start with a noise. It started with a thump in the soles of his boots, a vibration that traveled up through his shins and rattled his teeth. The ground jumped.

A split second later, the sound arrived.

BOOM.

It wasn’t thunder. Thunder rolled. Thunder had a deep, baritone growl that started low and built up. This was a crack, sharp and violent, like the earth’s spine snapping. It echoed off the canyon walls, slapping back and forth, multiplying itself until the air was solid noise.

In the barn, Barnaby the mule screamed. It was a high, terrified sound, followed by the crash of wood splintering as a hoof went through a stall board. The chickens in the yard exploded into a cloud of feathers and frantic clucking, scattering for the brush.

Shorty didn’t freeze. He didn’t look up at the sky. He dropped the scythe and ran for the cabin.

He moved fast, his boots pounding the hard-packed dirt. Sarah was on the porch, holding Mary tight against her apron. Her face was pale, eyes wide and fixed on the southern ridge where a plume of gray dust was rising into the blue sky.

“Get inside,” Shorty barked. He didn’t stop moving. He hit the steps, went through the door, and grabbed the shotgun from the mantle.

He broke the action, checking the loads he knew were there. Two brass caps stared back at him. He snapped it shut. Clack.

He grabbed a handful of extra shells from the box on the shelf and shoved them into his pocket.

“Shorty?” Sarah’s voice was thin. “Was that… was that the powder mill in town?”

“Too loud,” Shorty said. He walked back out to the porch. “Sounded closer. Sounded like it was in the valley.”

“Is it war?” Toby asked. He was standing by the woodpile, holding an axe he was too small to swing effectively, looking scared but ready.

“Ain’t no war here, son,” Shorty said. “War is loud, but it don’t shake the ground like that.”

He looked at the dust cloud. It was settling, drifting east on the wind. It looked like smoke, but it smelled of pulverized rock and something sharper—sulfur and bitterness.

“Stay here,” Shorty ordered. “Keep the door barred. Toby, you watch the trail. Anything comes up that ain’t me, you holler.”

“I’m coming with you,” Jeb said. He was eight, and he had a stick that he pretended was a rifle.

“You stay with your Ma,” Shorty said. His voice had the flat, hard edge of a command that didn’t invite debate. “You watch the back. Go.”

Jeb slumped, but he moved to the rear window.

Shorty stepped off the porch. He didn’t take the main path that wound down the hill. That was wide enough for a wagon. If someone was coming up, that’s the way they’d come. Shorty took the deer trail, a narrow ribbon of matted leaves and dirt that cut through the thickest part of the scrub oak.

He moved quietly. It was a habit born of hunting meat for the table. You didn’t snap twigs. You didn’t scuff your heels. You placed your foot, rolled your weight, and kept your breathing shallow.

The woods were dead silent. The explosion had stunned everything





















































