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  Chapter One

  
  







The buzzards were the only things moving in the entire Llano Estacado, and they weren’t in a hurry.

Eldridge Sample watched them from a mile out. They circled in a slow, lazy spiral, black flakes of ash rising on a thermal that smelled of heated rock and dead things. There were five of them. That meant a big meal, or a meal spread out.

“Trouble,” Eldridge said to the bay horse.

The horse didn’t answer. It just plodded forward, its hooves crunching on the caliche crust that covered the high plains like a bone-white scab. The bay was a good animal, sturdy and not prone to spooking, the one he’d ridden out of Purgatory Creek after throwing a railroad baron off a train. It was used to the weight of the man and the Winchester scabbard under his leg.

Eldridge adjusted his hat against the glare. The sun was a white hole in the sky, hammering the flat earth until it shimmered. There were no trees here. No shade. Just the endless, flat table of the Staked Plains dropping off into the canyons of the Caprock somewhere to the east.

He rode toward the birds.

He didn’t ride straight in. He cut a wide circle, checking the horizon. Nothing. Just scrub brush, prickly pear, and the heat waves dancing like ghosts.

He approached the rim of a dry wash. The earth here was gashed open by flash floods that happened once a decade, leaving deep, jagged scars in the limestone.

The smell hit him before he saw the source. It was sweet, heavy, and thick with flies.

Eldridge pulled the bay up. He dismounted. He tied the reins to a mesquite bush that looked dead but held the leather tight.

He pulled his Winchester. He walked to the edge of the wash and looked down.

“Six,” Eldridge counted.

They were scattered along the bottom of the arroyo like ragdolls a child had thrown away in a tantrum. Six men. They weren’t moving. They weren’t going to move again.

The buzzards had landed. One was perched on the chest of a man in a red shirt, tearing at a button. It looked up at Eldridge, hissed, and flapped its wings, reluctant to leave the table.

“Go on,” Eldridge said. He picked up a rock and tossed it.

The bird hopped away, ugly and awkward on the ground, joining its friends on the far bank. They sat there, hunch-shouldered, waiting for the interruption to pass.

Eldridge holstered his rifle. He slid down the bank, his boots sliding in the loose gravel.

He walked to the first man.

He was young, maybe twenty, with bad teeth and a hat that had rolled ten feet away. He was lying on his face. The back of his duster was shredded.

Eldridge knelt. He turned the body over.

The front of the man was worse than the back.

“Exit wounds,” Eldridge said. “Big ones.”

He touched the hole in the man’s chest. It was the size of a coffee cup.

“Forty-five-seventy,” Eldridge judged. “Government iron. Soft lead that flattens when it hits.”

He looked up at the rim of the wash, the opposite side from where he had come. It was a perfect ridge. High ground.

“Ambush,” he said.

He moved to the next body. An older man with a beard stiff with tobacco juice and blood. He had been hit three times. Once in the gut, twice in the chest. He had a pistol halfway out of his holster.

“Didn’t clear it,” Eldridge noted.

He walked down the line. It was a massacre. Six men, all armed, all hard-looking. They wore the dusters and low-slung holsters of men who made their living taking things that didn’t belong to them. Bandits. Rustlers. Comancheros. The border didn’t care what you called them.

But they hadn’t fought back.

Eldridge looked at the ground. There were no brass casings in the wash. No spent shells from pistols.

“They rode in,” Eldridge reconstructed. “They thought they were safe. Maybe they stopped to smoke. Maybe they were just crossing. Then the sky fell on them.”

He looked at the ridge again.

“Volley fire,” Eldridge said. “Timed. Precise. Six men drop in two seconds.”

It wasn’t a gang war. Gangs were messy. They shot wild. They missed. This was work. This was discipline.

He checked the pockets of the bearded man.

A pouch of Bull Durham. A clasp knife with a broken tip. Four silver dollars.

Eldridge pocketed the tobacco. He left the money. Money was heavy, and out here, you couldn’t eat silver.

He moved to the saddlebags lying next to a dead roan horse. The horse had been shot too. Dropped right where it stood to keep it from running off with the goods.

Eldridge unbuckled the leather flap.

Beans. Dried beef. A tin of peaches.

“Lunch,” Eldridge said.

He took the food. He shoved it into his coat pockets. He found a box of .44-40 ammunition in another bag. He took that, too. His Winchester was hungry.

He walked to the man in the red shirt. The one the buzzard had liked.

This one looked like the leader. He wore silver spurs and a vest with fancy stitching. He had been shot in the face.

Eldridge checked the vest pockets.

A watch. Gold, with a heavy chain. It had an inscription on the back: To Michael, from Mother, 1878.

“You aren’t Michael,” Eldridge said to the dead man. “You took this off someone else.”

He put the watch back. He didn’t want bad luck.

He found a piece of paper in the man’s inside pocket. It was a map. Crude, hand-drawn in pencil. It showed the Pecos, the Toyah Creek, and a line heading north toward the Caprock.

There was an X marked near a set of double peaks.

“Rendezvous,” Eldridge guessed. “Or a stash.”

He folded the map and put it in his own pocket. It might be useful. It might be nothing.

He stood up. The heat was pressing down into the wash, baking the smell of blood into the air. The flies were getting brave, buzzing around his eyes.

He looked at the carnage.

“You boys ran into something harder than you,” Eldridge said.

He looked at the ridge. He climbed up the far bank, scrambling over the limestone lip.

He found the shooter’s positions.

They were easy to spot. The ground was disturbed where men had lain prone. The spacing was regular. Five feet between each man. A skirmish line.

He found the brass.

He picked one up. It was long, heavy. .45-70 Government. Stamped with the arsenal mark.

“Cavalry,” Eldridge said.

He looked at the tracks. Shod horses. McClellan saddles—he could tell by the way the gear had been set down in the dust while they waited.

“A patrol,” Eldridge said. “Waiting. Lying in the sun for hours.”

He dropped the casing.

It didn’t sit right. Cavalry patrols didn’t usually execute bandits from ambush. They shouted Halt. They tried to take prisoners for the hanging judge. They wanted a show.

This wasn’t a show. This was a cleaning.

“No prisoners,” Eldridge said. “No witnesses.”

He walked back down into the wash. The buzzards were watching him from the bank, shuffling their wings, hissing.

“I’m leaving,” Eldridge told them. “It’s all yours.”

He didn’t look for a shovel. The ground was hardpan caliche, like concrete. It would take a pick and a day of sweat to bury six men and a horse. And for what? They were bandits. They lived by the gun, they died in a ditch. The coyotes and the birds had to eat, too.

He walked back to the bay.

The horse snorted, smelling the death on him. Eldridge patted its neck, calming it.

“Easy,” he said. “We aren’t staying.”

He mounted up. He adjusted the saddlebags, now heavier with the stolen beans and peaches. He felt the Mexican coin in his pocket—Boone’s badge. It clinked against the stolen cartridges.

He looked back at the wash one last time.

The buzzards were already dropping down, their shadows flickering over the dead men like dark flags.

“Whoever shot you,” Eldridge said, “didn’t want to talk.”

He turned the bay west.

He wasn’t following the tracks of the killers. That was a good way to end up in a ditch yourself. He was just riding. Drifting. Looking for water and a place to eat the peaches where the air didn’t smell of copper.

He rode away, a solitary figure moving across the vast, white plain, leaving the dead to the business of being dead.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  







The patrol didn’t ride in like the cavalry in a picture book. They rode in like a headache, a loud, jangling confusion of metal and thirsty men.

Captain Hatcher sat his horse at the rim of the wash. He was a man who wore his uniform like it was a costume he had outgrown. The blue wool of his tunic was stained dark under the arms, the yellow stripe on his trousers faded to the color of old mustard. He held a flask in one hand and his reins in the other, swaying slightly in the saddle as the heat hammered down on his neck.

“Buzzards,” Hatcher said. He wiped his mouth with the back of a glove that was stiff with grime. “God, I hate birds.”

“They’re eating, Captain,” a private said. He was a boy with a face full of pimples and a breath that smelled of corn whiskey. “Something big down there.”

“I can see that, Private. I’m drunk, not blind.”

Hatcher capped the flask. He shoved it into his saddlebag. He looked down into the arroyo. The buzzards were back on the bodies, ripping at the soft parts. They flapped their wings lazily as the shadow of the patrol fell over them.

“Get down there,” Hatcher ordered. “Clear the birds. See what we got.”

The patrol descended. There were ten of them. They didn’t ride in a file; they slid down the bank in a chaotic rush, horses bumping into each other, men cursing. They were loud. They were mean. And they were looking for something to break.

Hatcher rode down last. He kept his horse at a walk, forcing the animal to pick its way through the loose shale. He wanted to look like an officer, even if his audience was just a pack of thugs and a few dead bandits.

The soldiers reached the bottom. They kicked at the buzzards, shouting, swinging their hats. The birds hissed and hopped away, retreating to the far bank to wait for the second seating.

“White men,” the sergeant called out. He was a big man with a nose that had been broken so many times it looked like a potato. “Six of ‘em. Shot to ribbons.”

Hatcher rode up to the first body. The man in the red shirt.

“Bandits,” Hatcher said. He looked at the fancy vest. He looked at the silver spurs. “Or Comancheros. Trash, either way.”

He looked up at the rim. He saw the layout instantly.

“Ambush,” Hatcher said. “Someone set up on the high ground. Waited for them to settle. Then… open fire.”

“Must have been a whole platoon,” the private said, looking at the holes in the red shirt. “Look at the size of that exit wound. That’s a cannon.”

“Forty-five-seventy,” Hatcher corrected. “Standard issue. Someone stole Army rifles. Or someone with Army rifles did this.”

He looked at his men. They were milling around the bodies, not checking for pulses, but checking for wallets.

“Search ‘em,” Hatcher said. “Turn ‘em out. If they were running guns or gold, I want to know about it.”

The soldiers didn’t need to be told twice. They descended on the dead men like a second flock of vultures. They ripped open saddlebags. They turned pockets inside out. They pulled boots off dead feet to check for money hidden in the heels.

“Empty,” the sergeant said, disgusted. He threw a leather wallet into the dirt. “Cleaned out.”

“Nothing?” Hatcher asked.

“Lint,” the sergeant said. “And a little tobacco dust. Somebody beat us to it.”

Hatcher frowned. He leaned forward, resting his hands on the saddle horn. He looked at the bodies. They had been shot, dropped, and left. But someone had walked among them. Someone had taken the time to go through their pockets.

“Who?” Hatcher asked the air. “Comanches take the horses. They take the clothes. They take the scalps. These men still have their hair.”

“Maybe they just wanted the money,” the private suggested.

“Bandits robbing bandits,” Hatcher said. “It happens. But bandits usually bury their own dead if they win. Or they leave them where they fall and ride off. They don’t… shop.”

He looked around the wash.

“Speak!” Hatcher yelled.

A man separated himself from the group of soldiers. He hadn’t been looting. He had been standing by the dead roan horse, staring at the ground.

He was small, dark-skinned, dressed in a mix of cavalry cast-offs and buckskins. He wore a blue tunic with the sleeves cut off and moccasins that came to his knees. He didn’t have a rank. He didn’t have a name that anyone used. They just called him Speak because he never did.

He looked up at Hatcher. His eyes were black, flat, and empty of anything resembling pity.

“What do you see?” Hatcher asked.

Speak didn’t answer. He waved a hand. Come here.

Hatcher rode over. The tracker pointed at the ground next to the dead horse.

There were boot prints.

“So?” Hatcher said. “We’re all wearing boots.”

Speak shook his head. He pointed to his own moccasin. Then he pointed to the sergeant’s boot. Then he pointed to the print in the mud.

He knelt. He traced the outline of the print with a long, dirty finger. It was a square toe. A riding heel.

Then he pointed to the hoof print of the dead horse.

The boot print was on top of the horse’s leg.

“Fresh,” Hatcher said. “Someone stood here after the horse went down.”

Speak nodded. He moved. He walked a line through the carnage. He pointed to another print near the man in the red shirt. Then another near the bank.

He stopped at the mesquite bush where Eldridge had tied the bay.

Speak touched the branch. The bark was stripped where the reins had rubbed.

He held up one finger.

“One man,” Hatcher translated. “One rider.”

Speak nodded. He pointed west.

Hatcher looked west. The heat haze was shimmering, hiding the horizon.

“One man,” Hatcher said. “He rode in. He found them dead. Or he killed them himself.”

“One man against six?” the sergeant scoffed. “And he got ‘em all without taking a scratch? Look at the ground, Captain. No brass. No blood trails leading away.”

“He was good,” Hatcher said. “Or he was lucky. Or he was the one on the ridge.”

Hatcher looked up at the firing positions.

“Go check the rim,” Hatcher ordered the sergeant. “See what kind of shells he shucked.”

The sergeant scrambled up the bank. He came back down a minute later, sliding on his heels.

“Nothing,” the sergeant said. “Picked up his brass. Every casing.”

Hatcher smiled. It was a cold, tight stretching of his lips.

“Professional,” Hatcher said. “He kills six men. He picks up his brass. He comes down here and loots the bodies for… what? Beans? He didn’t take the saddles. He didn’t take the guns.”

“Maybe he didn’t need ‘em,” the private said.

“Everyone needs guns,” Hatcher said. “Unless he’s already carrying enough iron to sink a boat.”

He looked at Speak.

“How long?” Hatcher asked.

Speak held up his hand. He tilted it, mimicking the angle of the sun. He pointed to the shadow of the bush.

“Two hours,” Hatcher said. “Maybe three.”

He looked at his men. They were hot. They were bored. They wanted to go back to the fort and drink.

But Hatcher saw something else. He saw a loose end. A man riding alone across the Staked Plains with pockets full of stolen goods and a rifle that shot straight. A man who had seen the bodies.

“We’re going after him,” Hatcher said.

“Captain,” the sergeant groaned. “We’re low on water. The horses are tired. We got patrol limits.”

“I set the limits,” Hatcher snapped. “That man… he’s a witness. Or he’s the killer. Either way, he’s got something that belongs to the law.”

“What law?” the sergeant muttered. “We ain’t seen a judge in six months.”

“I am the law out here, Sergeant,” Hatcher said. He tapped the bars on his shoulder. “And I say we hunt.”

He turned his horse.

“Speak. Get on the sign. Don’t lose him.”

Speak swung up onto his pony—a paint mustang that looked as mean as he was. He didn’t use a saddle. He rode bareback, a rope halter for reins.

He trotted out of the wash, his eyes glued to the ground. He found the trail of the bay horse instantly. He pointed west.

Hatcher kicked his mount.

“Mount up!” Hatcher roared at his men. “Quit playing in the dirt! We got a rabbit to catch!”

The soldiers grumbled, but they mounted. They pulled their carbines from the scabbards. They checked their canteens.

They rode out of the wash, leaving the six dead men for the buzzards. They didn’t bury them. They didn’t say a prayer



















