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I first saw the Red Fork country under a sky the color of old iron.

The wind came steady out of the north, dry and sharp, carrying dust, buffalo stink, and the faint sour smoke of distant camps. My horse, Buck, tossed his head against it and kept stepping along the worn game trail as if he had more sense than I did.

Maybe he did.

I had come west of Dodge with a Sharps rifle, a Navy Colt, two pack mules, and enough salt to cure hides until my hands cracked open. I had not come looking for trouble. Trouble had a way of finding a man easy enough without him calling out to it.

My name is Lafe Brisco.

I had hunted buffalo since before the big crews started pouring onto the plains like ants on spilled sugar. I had seen good hunters make money, bad hunters get buried, and greenhorns learn too late that a buffalo robe was not worth much to a dead man.

The country ahead rolled wide and lonely, broken by sandy cuts, patches of sage, and low ridges where a man could hide with a rifle and wait. Far off, dark shapes moved against the pale grass.

Buffalo.

A fair-sized herd, maybe three hundred head, drifting slow toward the river breaks.

I reined Buck in and sat watching them.

To most men, they looked like money on the hoof. To me, they looked like work. Hard work. Hot work. Bloody work. A man did not just shoot buffalo and ride away rich. He shot until his shoulder ached, skinned until his fingers cramped, scraped fat, salted hides, fought flies, watched the sky, and prayed no rival outfit came down on him before he could haul his take to market.

Still, I needed the money.

A man who lives by his rifle often does.

I stepped down from the saddle and led Buck behind a low rise. The mules followed, their lead ropes tied off to the saddle horn. I ground-tied Buck, took the Sharps from its boot, and climbed the slope on foot.

At the top, I went flat on my belly.

The herd was closer than I first figured. They were feeding into a shallow basin, heads down, tails flicking. A big bull stood off to one side, massive shoulders high, beard dark against his chest. He lifted his head once and looked toward me, but the wind was in my favor.

I thumbed a cartridge into the Sharps and eased the hammer back.

That was when I heard the shot.

It cracked from somewhere east of me, then rolled away across the flats.

The herd stirred but did not run.

Another shot followed.

Then a third.

I lowered my rifle and turned my head.

Those shots were not meant for buffalo.

They came too fast, too sharp, with a different sound to them. A man learns such things if he lives long enough. Buffalo shooting has a rhythm. A hunter takes his time, picks his animal, fires, reloads, and fires again. This was something else.

This was a fight.

I stayed still and listened.

For a few seconds there was only wind.

Then came a faint cry.

A man’s voice.

I slid backward down the rise, got to my feet, and ran for Buck. I did not hurry out of courage. I hurried because there are some sounds a man cannot ignore and keep calling himself decent.

I shoved the Sharps back into its boot, swung into the saddle, and turned Buck east.

The mules balked at first, but I gave the lead rope a hard pull and they came on behind me, raising dust as we crossed the broken ground. I kept low where I could, using the ridges and draws, my right hand close to the Colt at my hip.

After half a mile, I smelled smoke.

Not camp smoke.

Burning canvas.

I topped a ridge and saw the camp below.

It had been a small hunting outfit. Two wagons, a hide frame, salt barrels, and a low canvas fly stretched between poles. One wagon was burning. Black smoke curled into the wind. A dead mule lay in the traces, legs stiff. Hides were scattered across the ground like discarded blankets.

I counted three men down.

One by the wagon.

One near the fire pit.

One facedown beside a half-skinned buffalo.

I saw no riders.

No movement.

I dismounted and tied Buck behind a clump of mesquite. The mules were nervous, rolling their eyes and pulling back on the lead. I left them and went down with the Colt in my hand.

The man by the wagon was dead. So was the one near the fire pit. The third had taken a bullet through the back and never finished the work he had started.

I stood there a moment, jaw tight.

I had seen killing before.

There is a difference between killing and butchery.

This had been butchery.

“Anybody alive?” I called.

The wind shoved smoke into my face.

I moved past the burning wagon, keeping my eyes on the cuts beyond camp. A man who rides into a killing ground too fast often joins the dead before he learns the lesson.

A sound came from beneath the hide frame.

A scrape.

Then a groan.

I stepped around it and saw a young fellow curled in the dirt, one hand pressed to his side. He could not have been more than twenty. His shirt was dark with blood, and his face had the gray look of a man who had lost too much of it.

He stared up at me as if he expected death and was surprised to see someone else.

“Easy,” I said. “I’m not with them.”

His lips moved, but no sound came.

I holstered the Colt and knelt beside him. The bullet had gone into his left side, low. I did not know if it had come out. I had enough trail doctoring in me to know the wound was bad.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Tom,” he whispered. “Tom Vanner.”

“Who did this, Tom?”

His fingers dug weakly into my sleeve.

“Rusk,” he said.

I knew the name.

Boone Rusk.

Hide boss. Thief. Bully. A man who moved across the plains with a crew of gun-hands and called himself a buffalo hunter because it sounded better than murderer.

I had never met him face-to-face.

I had hoped to keep it that way.

“How many?” I asked.

“Six.” Tom swallowed hard. “Maybe seven.”

“Why?”

He shut his eyes. “Hides. Salt. Wagons. Said this basin was his ground.”

I looked at the dead men again.

No patch of ground was worth that.

Tom coughed and winced. “They’ll come back.”

“For what?”

His eyes opened. “They missed one wagon box. Money under the false floor.”

That explained why they had not stayed. Maybe they had been spooked off. Maybe they figured everyone was dead and planned to return when the smoke thinned.

“How long ago?” I asked.

“Not long.”

I stood and looked toward the east.

The land there lifted into a line of low red bluffs. Plenty of places for riders to vanish. Plenty of places for them to watch.

I had a choice then.

A simple one.

I could give Tom water, bind him as best I could, load him onto my horse, and ride west until dark. That would have been the sensible thing. Boone Rusk had six or seven men. I had myself, one wounded boy, a tired horse, and two stubborn mules.

No fair-minded man would have blamed me for leaving that camp behind.

But I kept seeing the three dead men.

I kept seeing the burned wagon.

I kept hearing Rusk’s name.

Tom grabbed my wrist again. “Mister?”

“Brisco,” I said. “Lafe Brisco.”

“They’ll kill you too.”

I looked down at him.

“Likely,” I said.

His eyes widened a little, as if that was not the answer he wanted.

I went to my horse and pulled my canteen free. After giving Tom a drink, I tore a strip from a dead man’s clean undershirt and packed the wound as tight as I dared. He groaned once, then bit it back.

“You got people?” I asked.

“A sister,” he said. “Abilene.”

“Then you stay alive for her.”

He gave something that might have been a nod.

I dragged him into the shade of the unburned wagon and covered him with a blanket. Then I checked the camp.

Rusk and his men had taken most of the cartridges, two rifles, three horses, and several bundles of cured hides. They had left flour, coffee, some bacon, tools, and the one wagon Tom had mentioned.

I found the money under the false floor.

Not much for four men’s labor.

Too much to leave for thieves.

I put it in my saddlebag.

Then I found tracks.

Seven horses.

They had ridden east toward the bluffs.

I stood with my boot beside the prints and felt the old anger begin to rise in me. I did not like anger. It made men careless. But there are times when anger is cleaner than fear.

Behind me, Tom spoke weakly from the wagon shade.

“You riding after them?”

I looked at the tracks.

Then I looked at the herd in the far basin, still moving like a dark river across the grass.

“I came out here to hunt buffalo,” I said.

I drew the Sharps from the saddle boot and checked the load.

“But it looks like the hunt has changed.”
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I did not ride straight after Boone Rusk.

A man who follows hot tracks without thinking is liable to end up face-down in the same dirt as the men he aimed to avenge. Rusk had seven riders, and from the look of that camp, every one of them knew his trade. They had hit fast, killed quick, and taken what they wanted.

That kind of crew does not leave loose ends willingly.

I walked the horses’ tracks east for a hundred yards, then circled back, studying the ground as carefully as a preacher studies scripture. The prints were plain enough in the soft sand near the camp, but once they reached the harder pan beyond, they grew thin and broken.

Still, they had made one mistake.

One of their horses had a split shoe on the left hind foot.

It left a mark like a crooked half-moon.

I smiled without humor when I saw it.

“That’ll do,” I said.

Tom Vanner lay under the wagon shade, pale and sweating. I went back to him and put two fingers against his throat. His pulse was weak, but it was there.

“You still with me?” I asked.

His eyes fluttered open. “Wish I wasn’t.”

“That means you are.”

I gave him another swallow of water and checked the bandage. Blood had soaked through, but not as bad as I feared.

“You know a town close by?” I asked.

“Red Fork Station,” he whispered. “Northwest. Maybe twelve miles.”

I looked toward
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