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The Silverado ran seventy-eight miles per hour down Highway 385 through country so flat you could see the curvature of the earth if you looked hard enough. Tom Archer kept the truck in the right lane and watched the pump jacks pull oil from under land that had been pulling things out of people for a hundred years. The jacks moved in their slow mechanical rhythm like they were bowing to something nobody could see but everyone had to pay for.

He’d left Pecos at noon and the West Texas sun had turned the asphalt into a black ribbon of heat shimmer. The air conditioning in the Silverado ran cold enough to make him consider a jacket, but he kept the vents open and let the cold wash over him because cold was the opposite of where he’d been four days ago, which was standing over three bodies in 106-degree heat outside a trailer park while the stones in his hand felt like they’d been pulled from a furnace.

Three men. Cattle thieves working a circuit from Pecos to the border, running stock they cut from ranches that sat too far from town for sheriffs to patrol regular. Tom had tracked them to a doublewide with a Confederate flag in the window and a Dodge Ram in the driveway that had mud on the tires and blood in the bed. He’d waited until dark. They’d come out drunk and loud and one of them had been carrying a bolt cutter that still had Charolais hair stuck in the jaws.

Tom had put them down with three shots from the Glock at fifteen yards. Head shots, all three. The kind of shooting you do when you want the job done and you don’t want conversation. He’d stacked two stones on each body and walked back to the Silverado and driven to a Shell station in Van Horn where he’d bought a Coke and a bag of Fritos and sat in the parking lot eating while the stars came out.

That was Monday.

Today was Friday and the fifteen thousand Preston Wade owed him sat in a Wells Fargo account in El Paso under the name Michael Garrett, which was a name Tom had bought from a man in Juarez who specialized in documentation that looked real until federal agents started asking questions. Tom had seventy-three thousand in that account now. His personal goal was two hundred. Two hundred thousand bought you a different life in a different place where nobody knew what you’d been before you arrived.

He passed an oil rig on the north side of the highway — workers in hard hats and high-visibility vests standing around equipment that cost more than most people’s houses. One of them looked up as the Silverado went past. Tom didn’t wave. The worker didn’t wave back. Just two men existing in the same empty country for half a second before the distance pulled them apart again.

* * *

Midland appeared on the horizon at two-forty. Office buildings and strip malls and the general accumulation of civilization that happens when people discover something valuable under the ground and decide to stay long enough to pull it out. Tom took the Loop 250 exit and ran the outer road to Wall Street, where Preston Wade kept an office in a brick building that had been there since the fifties and that smelled like old money and older decisions.

Tom parked in the back lot next to a white Lexus that probably belonged to Wade’s secretary and a black F-250 that definitely belonged to Wade. He turned off the engine and sat for a moment looking at the building. Three stories, brick facade, windows that reflected the afternoon sun back at you like mirrors. The kind of building that had survived oil booms and oil busts and would probably survive whatever came next because buildings like this were designed by men who understood permanence.

He got out. The heat hit him like walking into a wall. One hundred four degrees according to the bank sign across the street. September in West Texas, which meant the summer had another month to run before it even considered quitting.

The lobby was marble and wood paneling and a receptionist who looked at Tom like she was deciding whether to call security. She was mid-forties with reading glasses on a chain and the expression of someone who had been answering phones in this building since before Tom was born.

“Help you?”

“I’m here to see Preston Wade.”

“You have an appointment?”

“He’s expecting me.”

She picked up the phone without taking her eyes off Tom. Dialed three digits. Waited. “There’s someone here to see you.” Pause. “He didn’t say.” Longer pause. She looked at Tom. “Your name?”

“Tom Archer.”

She repeated this into the phone and listened to whatever Wade said back. Set the phone down. “Third floor. Last door on the left. He says come on up.”

Tom took the stairs because he never took elevators when he had a choice. Elevators were boxes with one exit and you couldn’t control who got in with you or what they did once the doors closed. The stairwell smelled like concrete and floor wax and had the echo quality of spaces that nobody used much.

Third floor hallway: wood floors, oil paintings of men on horses, doors with brass nameplates that said things like WADE PROPERTIES and PERMIAN LAND MANAGEMENT and CATTLEMEN’S ASSOCIATION OF WEST TEXAS. Tom walked past all of them to the last door on the left, which had no nameplate and which he knew led to Wade’s private office because he’d been here six times before and the routine never changed.

He knocked once. A voice from inside said come in. Tom opened the door.

* * *

Preston Wade sat behind a desk that looked like it had been carved from a single piece of walnut by someone who charged by the hour. The desk held a laptop, a phone, a leather folder, and Wade’s hands, which were folded on the green felt blotter like he was praying or thinking or both. Wade was sixty-two and looked fifty because he had the kind of money that bought gym memberships and personal trainers and probably a doctor who prescribed things that kept your blood pressure in the acceptable range even when you spent forty hours a week making decisions that affected whether men lived or died.

He looked up when Tom came in. “Close the door.”

Tom closed it.

“Sit down.”

Tom pulled out the chair across from Wade and sat. The chair was leather and comfortable and positioned at exactly the right height so you had to look up at Wade when you talked to him. Tom had noticed this the first time he’d been here and had decided Wade was the kind of man who thought about things like chair height and eye contact and the psychology of who sat where.

Wade opened the leather folder. Inside: stacks of hundred-dollar bills, banded in groups of five thousand. He counted out three stacks and pushed them across the desk.

“Fifteen,” Wade said. “As agreed.”

Tom picked up the first stack and fanned the bills. Hundreds, all of them, crisp and clean and smelling like the specific chemical smell that new money has before it gets old enough to smell like dirt and hands and the general circulation of commerce. He counted fast — fifty bills, five thousand. Set it aside. Picked up the second stack, counted again. Same. Third stack, same. He folded all three into his jacket pocket.

“You count fast,” Wade said.

“I’ve had practice.”

Wade closed the folder. He leaned back in his chair and looked at Tom with the assessment of a man cataloging details. “Three of them.”

“Three.”

“Just like you said.”

“They were running your cattle south on a county road east of the Pecos River. Had about forty head in two trucks. I followed them to the trailer park, waited until they got out, finished the job.”

“Markers?”

“Two stones on each one.”

Wade nodded. He picked up a pen from the desk and turned it over in his fingers like he was examining it for defects. “The Ranger came by my ranch yesterday.”

Tom said nothing.

“Fellow named LeFors. Joseph LeFors. You know him?”

“I know the name.”

“He asked about you.”

“What did you tell him?”

“Told him I’d never heard of you.” Wade set the pen down with the same care he’d picked it up with. “But he’s persistent. Showed me photographs of bodies from three different counties. All of them with your signature.”

“Dead thieves don’t file complaints,” Tom said.

“True. But live Rangers ask questions.”

“Let them ask.”

Wade looked at Tom for a moment. Tom looked back. The air conditioning in the office hummed in the wall. Outside the window, a delivery truck backed up to a loading dock across the street and the reverse beeping came through the glass muffled but persistent.

“You ever think about LeFors as a problem?” Wade said.

Tom understood what Wade was asking without Wade having to spell it out. “I kill thieves. I don’t kill lawmen.”

“Even lawmen who might cause difficulties?”

“Especially lawmen who might cause difficulties.” Tom shifted in the leather chair. “Dead lawmen bring federal marshals. Federal marshals bring attention. Attention brings reporters from Houston asking questions about who’s paying who to shoot people in Reeves County. That’s a conversation you don’t want to have in a courtroom.”

Wade smiled for the first time since Tom had walked in. It was a thin smile, the kind people give when they’ve just confirmed something they already suspected. “You’re smarter than you look.”

“I’ve stayed alive longer than most people in my line of work. That takes more than good aim.”

Wade opened a desk drawer and pulled out a sheet of paper. Set it on the desk between them. Tom could see it was a printed email, the kind offices produce when they want physical copies of digital communication for reasons that usually involve lawyers or accountants.

“Got this from a rancher down south,” Wade said. “Fellow named Keller Nash. Runs a spread near Fort Davis.”

Tom picked up the email and read it. Standard complaint: stock disappearing, equipment stolen, suspected theft by parties unknown, request for assistance. What caught Tom’s eye was the last line, which offered ten thousand dollars for resolution of the problem.

“That’s double my usual rate,” Tom said.

“Nash is desperate.”

“Why?”

Wade leaned forward and put his elbows on the desk. “His ranch sits up against BLM land that runs all the way to the border. Used to be you could leave cattle out there and nobody bothered them. Now you’ve got scouts coming through — cartel people, freelancers, whoever. They cut fences, take what they want, disappear before the sheriff even gets the call.”

“Sheriff won’t handle it?”

“Sheriff’s got three deputies covering four thousand square miles. By the time they arrive, the thieves are in Mexico drinking cerveza and counting money.”

Tom set the email down. “Nash know what he’s asking for?”

“He knows.”

“He know what I do?”

“I told him you solve problems. How you solve them is your business.”

Tom thought about this. Ten thousand was good money. Ten thousand meant he’d hit a hundred in the Wells Fargo account and be halfway to two hundred. But ten thousand also meant the job was harder than the usual cattle thief with a bolt cutter and a pickup truck.

“What else?” Tom said.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t pay double rate just because a man’s desperate. What makes this different?”

Wade looked at Tom with something that might have been respect or might have been the recognition that Tom understood how these transactions worked. “Nash has a family. Wife and a kid. Teenage boy, I think.”

“That relevant?”

“Might be. Families complicate jobs. People with families make different decisions than people without them.”

“I’m not in the business of threatening families.”

“I know you’re not. I’m saying Nash is a family man, which means he’s protective, which means he might do something stupid if he thinks his people are in danger. You’ll need to account for that.”

Tom picked up the email again and read through it once more. Keller Nash. Property near Fort Davis. Losing cattle and equipment. Ten thousand. He folded the paper and put it in his pocket next to the fifteen thousand in hundreds.

“When’s he expect an answer?”

“Soon as possible. He’s already lost twenty head this month.”

Tom stood. Wade stayed seated. They’d never shaken hands in six meetings and they didn’t shake hands now. Tom went to the door and put his hand on the knob.

“Tom,” Wade said.

Tom turned around.

“Be careful down there. Fort Davis is different from Reeves County. More people, more eyes. You can’t just stack stones and walk away.”

“I’ve been doing this three years,” Tom said. “I know how to be careful.”

“Three years is a long time to stay lucky.”

“It’s not luck.”

Tom left. Wade sat behind his desk and looked at the closed door and thought about Tom Archer and the stones and the eleven bodies scattered across West Texas and whether three years really qualified as experience or just meant the clock was running down faster than Tom realized.

* * *

Tom drove back to Pecos with the windows down and the radio off. The fifteen thousand in his jacket felt warm against his ribs. He thought about Nash and the ranch near Fort Davis and the family Wade had mentioned and whether families really did complicate jobs the way Wade said they did.

In Afghanistan, Tom had worked with a Marine from Georgia who’d had a wife and two kids back in Savannah. The Marine had made it through eighteen months of deployment without a scratch and then got killed by an IED three days before rotation home because he’d been thinking about his family instead of watching the road. Tom had helped load what remained of the Marine into a bag and had decided right then that families and this kind of work didn’t mix.

But that was Afghanistan and this was West Texas and the rules were different here, or so Tom told himself as he watched the sun drop toward the horizon and the pump jacks bow to whatever invisible thing they’d been bowing to all day.

He pulled into Pecos at six-thirty and drove to his rental house on the east side of town. Single-story frame house, fifteen hundred square feet, painted gray by someone who’d given up halfway through and never finished the job. Tom had lived here two years and had never hung a picture or bought furniture that required assembly or done anything that suggested permanence. The house had a couch he’d found at a Goodwill, a bed he’d bought at a mattress warehouse, and a kitchen table that had come with the place.

He parked the Silverado in the gravel driveway and sat for a moment looking at the house. A neighbor’s dog barked. Somewhere down the street a screen door slammed. Normal sounds from a normal neighborhood where normal people lived normal lives and had no idea that the man in the gray house with the Silverado carried a Glock 17 under his jacket and a Remington 700 in a case behind the truck’s seat and had killed eleven people in three years.

Tom got out. He unlocked the front door and went inside and the house smelled like dust and the absence of cooking and the particular empty quality that places have when nobody really lives in them, they just sleep there between other things.

He pulled the fifteen thousand from his jacket and set it on the kitchen table. Separated the bills into three piles. Put two piles in a coffee can in the freezer where he kept cash he hadn’t deposited yet. Put the third pile in his wallet. Tomorrow he’d drive to El Paso and make the deposit. Michael Garrett’s account would go up to eighty-eight thousand. Closer.

He opened the refrigerator. Beer, leftover Chinese food from three days ago, a carton of milk that was probably fine. He pulled out a beer and opened it and drank half of it standing at the counter while the sun came through the kitchen window and painted everything orange.

The email from Nash sat in his pocket next to his wallet. Ten thousand. Double rate. Family. Fort Davis.

Tom finished the beer and threw the bottle in the recycling bin under the sink. He went to the bedroom and opened the closet and looked at the Remington in its case. The rifle was a 700 SPS Tactical in .308, suppressor-ready, with a Leupold scope that could resolve a man’s face at eight hundred yards. Tom had bought it from a gun show in Amarillo two years ago with cash and no paperwork and had sighted it in at a range outside El Paso where the range master knew better than to ask questions about suppressors or why someone needed sub-MOA accuracy at distance.

He’d fired the Remington twenty-three times in two years. Seventeen of those shots had killed people. The other six had killed paper targets at ranges between three hundred and nine hundred yards. Tom believed in practice but he also believed in economy. You didn’t waste bullets when bullets cost lives.

He closed the closet door. Tomorrow he’d drive to Fort Davis and meet Keller Nash and look at the ranch and figure out whether ten thousand was worth whatever came with it. Tonight he’d eat the leftover Chinese food and watch the news and go to bed early because early rising was a habit from the Army that he’d never broken and that served him well in work where timing mattered more than courage.

He sat on the couch and turned on the television. Local news from Odessa: car accident on Highway 302, city council meeting about water rates, high school football preview. Nothing about bodies in trailer parks or stones stacked in the desert or Texas Rangers asking questions that nobody wanted to answer.

Tom watched until the news ended and the weather came on. One hundred eight tomorrow. Same as today. Same as every day in September until October arrived and knocked five degrees off the temperature and called it fall.

He turned off the television and sat in the dark and thought about Nash and Wade and LeFors and the fifteen thousand in the freezer and the seventy-three thousand in El Paso and whether any of it meant anything or whether it was just numbers in accounts and bodies in the desert and stones stacked on both until someone like LeFors made it all add up to something that put Tom in a cell.

He decided thinking about it produced nothing useful.

He went to bed.
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“You’re the man who leaves stones on bodies.”

Keller Nash said it the way someone might say you’re the man who fixes transmissions or you’re the man who sells insurance. A statement of fact requiring neither confirmation nor denial. He stood on his porch holding a white coffee mug with both hands, watching Tom climb out of the Silverado in the fading light of a Saturday evening that had turned the Davis Mountains purple and the high desert air cool enough to breathe without feeling like your lungs were filling with furnace exhaust.

Tom closed the truck door and walked to the porch. His boots on the wooden steps made the kind of hollow sound that wood makes when it’s dry and old and has been walked on by generations of men who all had their own reasons for being here.

“I’m the man Preston Wade sent,” Tom said.

“That’s what I figured.” Nash took a sip from his mug. “Coffee?”

“I’ll take some.”

Nash turned and went inside through a screen door that had a small tear in the lower corner and a spring that needed oil. Tom stayed on the porch. He looked at the property spread out before him in the last of the daylight — corrals to the east with horses standing idle, a barn that looked newer than the house, outbuildings that had been painted recently enough that the paint still reflected light. Decent-sized operation. Not Wade-level money, but solid working-ranch money, the kind that came from sweat and livestock prices and knowing when to sell and when to hold.

A black F-250 sat in the driveway next to a white Civic that probably belonged to Nash’s wife. The F-250 had mud on the tires and a toolbox in the bed and a cattle guard on the front that showed dents from things that had learned too late that Ford trucks don’t yield.

Nash came back with a second mug. Handed it to Tom. The coffee was strong and hot and tasted like it had been made in a pot that got used every day and cleaned every week whether it needed it or not.

“Sit,” Nash said, gesturing to one of two wooden rocking chairs that faced the property.

Tom sat. The chair creaked under his weight. Nash sat in the other chair and they both looked at the mountains and the desert and the horses and didn’t say anything for a moment because some conversations require a proper approach and jumping straight into business feels wrong when the sun’s setting and the land looks the way it looks.

“How much did Wade tell you?” Nash said.

“Said you’re losing cattle. Equipment too. Suspects theft, probably organized.”

“That’s about right.” Nash drank from his mug and set it on the porch railing. “Started six months ago. February. Lost three head the first time. Figured coyotes or maybe they just wandered off. Then another five in March. Then eight in April. By June I’m down twenty, maybe thirty. Hard to count when you’ve got this much acreage and the stock moves around.”

“Equipment?”

“Diesel first. I’ve got storage tanks at three different line shacks — places where we keep supplies for when we’re working far from the main house. Someone’s been siphoning the tanks. Not all of it, just enough that you notice when you go to fill a tractor and the tank’s half-empty when it should be full.”

“They taking anything else?”

“Copper wire from the pump houses. Whole spools of it. Must’ve pulled a thousand feet over two months. And a truck — Dodge Ram, 2019, only had forty thousand miles on it. Left it at the north line shack one Friday, came back Monday and it was gone. Sheriff found it three weeks later in Ojinaga with the VIN filed off and the interior stripped.”

Tom drank his coffee and thought about the pattern. Diesel, copper, a truck. Small thefts building to bigger thefts. Testing security, seeing what they could get away with. Classic scout behavior. You didn’t roll in and take forty head in one night if you were smart. You took three, then five, then eight, watching to see how long it took the owner to notice and what he did when he noticed.

“Sheriff say anything useful?” Tom said.

“Sheriff said it’s probably cartel scouts. Said they come up from the border looking for easy pickings. Said I should lock my gates and keep my diesel tanks in sight of the house.” Nash picked up his mug again. “I told him my gates are fifteen miles from the house and my line shacks are further than that. He said he’d increase patrols.”

“Did he?”

“I’ve seen one deputy drive past on the county road twice in six months. Both times he waved and kept going.”

Tom nodded. He’d heard versions of this story in Reeves County and Pecos County and Culberson County. Rural sheriffs with not enough deputies covering too much territory. Response times measured in hours instead of minutes. By the time law enforcement arrived, the thieves were in Mexico or New Mexico or holed up in some trailer park drinking the money they’d made selling your cattle.

“Wade said you’re offering ten thousand,” Tom said.

“That’s right.”

“That’s double what most ranchers pay.”

“Most ranchers aren’t this desperate.” Nash looked at Tom for the first time since they’d sat down. “Winter feed needs to be bought next month. I’ve got loans coming due in March. Every head I lose is money I don’t have. Every tank of diesel I have to replace is money I can’t spend on feed. I lose another thirty head before spring and I’m done. Bank forecloses, I sell at auction, my family moves to town and rents something we can afford, which is probably a double-wide on the bad side of Fort Davis.”

Tom understood. Desperation had a price and that price was usually higher than the going rate.

“You know what Wade sent me to do,” Tom said.

“I know.”

“You comfortable with that?”

Nash looked back at the mountains. The sun had dropped below the ridgeline and the last light was turning everything the color of old pennies. “I’m comfortable with keeping my ranch. How you do that is between you and whoever you have to answer to.”

* * *

The screen door opened and a woman came out carrying a thermal carafe and two fresh mugs. She looked at Tom the way people look at things they’ve heard about but haven’t seen yet and are trying to decide if the reality matches the description. She was early thirties with dark hair pulled back and the kind of face that cameras probably missed — good bone structure, strong features, eyes that moved fast and caught details.

“Grace,” Nash said. “This is Tom Archer. Tom, my wife Grace.”

Grace set the carafe on the small table between the rocking chairs. She didn’t extend her hand and Tom didn’t offer his. She looked at him with the focused attention of someone conducting an evaluation and not liking the preliminary results.

“Mr. Archer,” she said.

“Ma’am.”

“You drove down from Pecos?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Long drive.”

“About three hours.”

She poured fresh coffee into both mugs without being asked and without looking at what she was doing, which told Tom she’d done this enough times that muscle memory handled it while her brain worked on other things. Like assessing the man her husband had hired to solve a problem that probably involved violence.

“Keller said Preston Wade recommended you,” Grace said.

“That’s right.”

“Wade’s good people.”

“He pays on time.”

“That’s not what I said.”

Tom looked at her. She looked back. The conversation had layers under it that neither one of them was addressing directly but that both of them understood. Grace was telling Tom she knew what he was and what he did and that she had opinions about men who solved problems the way Tom solved them.

“Grace,” Nash said.

“I’m just making conversation, Keller.”

“You’re making our guest uncomfortable.”

“I doubt very much that Mr. Archer gets uncomfortable.”

Tom sipped his coffee and decided the smart move was to let Nash and Grace have whatever conversation they were having without his participation. He’d been in enough rooms with married couples to know when something was being worked out between them that had been building for days or weeks and that his presence was just the trigger, not the cause.

Grace finished pouring the coffee and stood with the carafe in both hands. “We’re having pot roast for dinner. Six o’clock. You’re welcome to join us, Mr. Archer.”

“Thank you,” Tom said.

“Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t tasted my cooking.”

She went back inside. The screen door closed with the particular sound that screen doors make when the springs are old and the frames don’t quite fit anymore. Nash picked up his fresh mug and drank from it and looked at the place where his wife had been standing.

“She’s protective,” Nash said.

“Most wives are.”

“She thinks this is a bad idea.”

“Is it?”

Nash thought about this. “Ask me in a month.”

The door opened again and a boy came out — fifteen, maybe sixteen, tall and thin in the way that teenage boys are tall and thin when they’re still growing into their frames. He had Nash’s build and Grace’s eyes and the curiosity of someone who’d heard voices on the porch and wanted to see who was out here.

“Dad,” the boy said, then saw Tom and stopped.

“Willie, this is Mr. Archer. He’s here to help with the cattle situation.”

Willie looked at Tom with open interest. “You the guy from Pecos?”

“That’s right.”

“Mom said you were coming.”

“Willie,” Grace’s voice came from inside the house. “Come help me with the table.”

Willie looked at the door, then back at Tom. “You staying for dinner?”

“Your mother invited me.”

“Cool.” Willie went back inside. The screen door slammed this time instead of closing gentle.

Nash smiled for the first time since Tom had arrived. “He’s at the age








* * *
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